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1.
Introduction

1.1
Background

The Water Dialogues-South Africa is a multi-stakeholder process that embarked in 2005 on a research project to explore how a range of institutional approaches affect delivery outcomes for water and sanitation. It forms part of an international initiative, the Water Dialogues, which entails constructive discussion, review and analysis by a range of views and constituencies on whether and how the private sector has a role in water supply and sanitation. This international initiative arose at the 2001 International Conference on Freshwater in Bonn, when a multi-stakeholder working group was established to oversee an international scoping process in this regard. In 2004, a strong majority of the participants at an International Stakeholder Workshop in Berlin agreed that a multi-stakeholder review of water supply and sanitation was needed, stating:

The overarching goal of a multi-stakeholder review is to contribute to making progress towards meeting the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) for water supply and sanitation, prioritising the need to achieve for the poor the human right of affordable and sustainable access to water and sanitation, and to attain the long-term goals of universal access and poverty eradication.

It was also agreed that the review would take place via national processes feeding into an international process. South Africa is one of five participating countries, including Uganda, Brazil, Indonesia and the Philippines, that have initiated a review process guided by a multi-stakeholder group. The South African Working Group agreed in 2005 to focus its review on both public and private sector delivery, placing emphasis on how to improve public sector delivery, particularly in less well-resourced municipalities.

The overall goal of The Water Dialogues–South Africa is to contribute to more effective service delivery models for universal supply of safe water and sanitation through creating a constructive dialogue that identifies, critically analyses and evaluates different approaches to service delivery, including commercial approaches and private sector participation (PSP). A basic assumption underlying the international and SA approach is that the acceptance of the results of the research is directly correlated with the degree of acceptance of the multi-stakeholder dialogue process. As noted on the Water Dialogues – South Africa (WD-SA) website:

“The WD-SA provides the opportunity to create a constructive dialogue to identify, critically analyse, and evaluate different approaches to service delivery leading to greater understanding of service delivery models. It is envisaged that, through its impact on policy, this understanding will improve the effectiveness of service delivery toward the provision of a universal supply of safe water and sanitation.”

The WD-SA project is participatory in its conception and implementation. As many of the key national players in water and sanitation are active participants in the national Working Group, it was envisaged that results from the project would be taken up as they arise, rather than only at the end of the research. Ongoing discussion would ensure active engagement with the results.

The WD-SA brings together stakeholders from multiple sectors (national government, local municipalities, water boards, academic/research organisations, private sector organisations, unions and civil society), both in the national Working Group and through periodic National Forum events that involve wider stakeholders in these sectors.  It has aimed to chart a way through the impasse created by ideological arguments that do not allow for genuine engagement with opposing perspectives on the range of options for delivery of water services. As research commissioned by different interest groups is easy to discredit on the grounds of bias, the WD-SA has commissioned and guided research on a range of case studies through a multi-stakeholder Working Group, by means of an agreed research process, to allow for engagement in dialogue on the findings of research that was perceived as legitimate by all parties.

Box 1  Problem statement and research question of the Water Dialogues-South Africa

Problem statement:

Municipalities in South Africa face many challenges in meeting the constitutional requirements to ensure effective, equitable and sustainable delivery of water supply and sanitation provided affordably to all. This is taking into account the highly skewed distribution of wealth, service provision and water resources. In the efforts to address these challenges a number of different approaches to service delivery including commercial approaches and PSP have been used.

This Multistakeholder Review provides the opportunity to create a constructive dialogue to identify, critically analyse and evaluate these approaches leading to greater understanding of service delivery models. It is envisaged that this understanding will lead to more effective service delivery models to contribute to universal supply of safe water and sanitation.

Research Question: 

Given the varying capacities of Water Service Authorities, how do different institutional approaches affect outcomes?

Source: Water Dialogues-South Africa, May 2007

1.2
Purpose and key threads of the process recording

The purpose of this process recording exercise for the South African Water Dialogues process was to reflect on and document important threads running through the process of dialogue, both for internal reflection and learning and to highlight aspects of this innovative process for external interested parties. Internally, the exercise provided members of the national Working Group with an opportunity to explore key issues with an objective ‘outsider’ who was familiar with the origins of the international process, and to make any adjustments they felt necessary before the conclusion of the SA process in July 2009. The SA process recording study would also feed into the global ‘critical story’ being developed by the International Working Group.

Key threads of the process recording

Process recording goes beyond the substance of discussions and agreements to explore the inner working of multi-stakeholder processes, by focusing on participants’ own experiences of the process. In addition to this focus on process, the exercise documented in this report also probed the link between substance and process. This was done by exploring the effectiveness of evidence-based multi-stakeholder dialogue for service delivery – based on participants’ own observations, rather than any empirical gathering of hard data. The specific ‘threads’ or key issues explored were:

· Process initiation in a contentious environment: How was meaningful debate initiated and sustained (for the duration of the process) in a contentious environment? What are the possibilities for sustaining relationships in the future? 

· Personal impact on participants: What have been the shifts in perceptions of issues, relationships and other stakeholders? 

· Policy and institutional reform influence, and impact on service delivery: Has the initiation and implementation of the dialogue process led to a likelihood of influence on policy, and if so, how? What has been the effectiveness of the process in terms of concrete changes to institutions and service delivery? 

· Advocacy options: What role has advocacy played in the WD to date? How could advocacy be pursued to maximize impact?

· Critical success factors and focus for final stages: What have been the major success factors of the process? What should be focused on in the final period of the Dialogues, to maximize effectiveness?

The process recording report is structured according to the above key questions. While significant attention is paid to personal impacts, relationships, group dynamics and shifts in perspectives – largely within the national Working Group, a deeper narrative thread initiates an exploration of the effectiveness of evidence-based multi-stakeholder dialogue for service delivery, based on participants’ experiences and perceptions.

Note that this exercise represents the perspectives held by Working Group members at a specific period of time – late January/early February 2009. These perspectives are reportedly subject to periodic or cyclical shifts, as discussed elsewhere in this report, and thus should not be seen as cast in stone. This is reflected in the following quote, made by one of the Working Group members who had experienced a significant shift in perceptions of the process after the Working Group meeting held in March 2009. This quote likens process recording to a “fast-moving target”.

“Your most recent experience of the Dialogues makes a huge difference to how you respond to the questions about process. If it wasn’t recent, time blurs the memory; and it overlooks subsequent developments – and there has been a lot happening, which shaped discussion in the March session significantly.  And so Process recording becomes a fast-moving target;  you’re never going to be able to reflect all the nuances of change over time, but where there are shifts and changes, I think it would be useful to acknowledge this.”

1.3
Methodology

The process recording study was carried out using document review, in-person semi-structured interviews and synthesis of information. The key informants were members of the national Working Group, the project coordinator, and a facilitator of a number of Working Group meetings and forums. Annex 1 contains a list of participants in this study. The interview framework can be found in Annex 2. This study draws on and integrates the earlier process recording efforts (noted below) and contrasts changes in perceptions of key stakeholders over time where appropriate. 

The methodology included a trip to Durban, Johannesburg and Pretoria, for personal interviews. The Terms of Reference allocated a total of 14 working days for the entire exercise, over a limited period of time. See Annex 3 for a breakdown of activities according to time allocated. The timing of the process recording was planned to allow for the draft process report and its implications to be discussed at the ensuing meeting of the SA Working Group, held in March 2009, and to capture final perceptions on process at the conclusion of the Water Dialogues in July 2009.

Previous process recording activities

Given the commitment of the WD-SA, and the WD process as a whole, to exploring and documenting the nature of the engagement process and its unfolding, a number of process sessions have been held since the initiation of the dialogue process in South Africa. 

Process recording was initiated by a visit of the international secretariat Project Officer and an external consultant to South Africa from 24th July to 4th August 2006, to interview the South African Working Group to pilot a process-recording framework. A report on the South African experience was produced in August 2006 to generate information and learning about the dialogue process and Working Group development (Huq and Mancini, 2006). The report explored the broad areas:

· Timeline for the establishment and development of the SA Working Group 

· How the group was convened and participants involved in the dialogue

· The motivation of participants

· Multi-stakeholder representation, legitimacy and mandate

· Risks and challenges and the lessons learned

A year later, a report that built upon that initiative and documented the proceedings of the South African Working Group meeting on 27 August 2007 was produced. This was based on a specific focus on group development and the dialogue process, which formed part of the three-day Working Group meeting convened to examine the first research findings (Harper, 2007).

Process reports were compiled for both national forums (April 2007 and October 2008). Process sessions were also carried out during the Working Group meetings held in August 2007 in Salt Rock and September 2008 in Harrismith. At the latter meeting, the process session reflected on the previous three Working Group meetings. It had initially been envisaged that each meeting would include a reflection session on process, but this did not prove to be feasible for a range of reasons, including the growing volume of documentation on the research case studies to be discussed, and the feeling of some members that their time could be better spent on discussing substance.

“Most of the Working Group members were interested in the product – research, advocacy. It was not easy to get them to talk about the process.”

1.4
Conceptual approach

According to the project website, the process of dialogue amongst stakeholders was considered as important to the WD-SA as the expected research product. The WD-SA acknowledged two main types of dialogue: consensus based dialogue, for which the aim is for every person to agree, which may lead to people being forced to agree with those who have more power; and confrontative dialogue, which is about creating a space in which people can speak freely and openly about real issues. In this kind of dialogue, there is no expectation that participants will come out with one position; rather, the purpose is to generate understanding of each others’ ideas and positions. 

	


The aim of the WD-SA was not to reflect or promote any one agenda or position, nor to force consensus, but to engender confrontative dialogue
, thus aiming for better understanding between stakeholders with unequal relationships, significant conceptual gaps, and a high degree of mistrust. Of relevance to the context of the WD-SA, confrontative dialogue aims to "make diverging values and interests visible and understandable and to illuminate political alternatives" (Abrahamsson, 2004). This stands in contrast to the increasingly popular use of “dialogue” to describe a range of processes. 

The WD-SA also considered the four-stage model of team development developed by Bruce Tuckman in 1965, which has become an accepted way of thinking about how teams develop. These stages are forming, storming, norming, and performing. According to this conceptual approach, a successful team can reflect upon its dominant mode at any time and manages transitions and shifts between the different stages as the group process matures. A fifth stage called adjourning (or mourning) can be added in recognition of the need for groups or organisations to engage consciously with the end of the process (Harper, 2007). These stages, which may be cyclical and dynamic rather than discrete, were used to some degree in process reflection exercises of the WD-SA.

There are divergent visions of dialogue and considerable debate on the nature of different dialogue processes, as well as the relationship between the micro goals (such as personal transformation) and macro goals (to deal with and solve highly complex problems) of dialogue (Thomas, 2006). This raises a key point: whether or not dialogue in and of itself is a worthwhile goal, or whether its significance depends on further action. While the WD-SA has aimed to engender confrontative dialogue rather than to force consensus, it has also made the link with more effective service delivery an aim, as is clear from the problem statement (Box 1). A key design element of the process was to promote uptake of findings, and hence the existence of many of the key national players in water and sanitation as active participants in the national Working Group. Uptake of findings was also envisaged as an iterative process - results from the project would ideally be taken up as they arose, rather than only at the end of the research. Thus the WD-SA is located at a point on the spectrum of different dialogue processes where dialogue is considered necessary but not sufficient for achieving a desired goal.

2.
Initiating and sustaining debate 

2.1
Initiating debate in a contentious environment

“There was a strong anti-privatisation context in 2005. It was very aggressive. The models and the language of the day were very different. Now the language has moved on, to talk about leases and management contracts and not concessions. And I have seen an evolution in the group as well – the dialogue was very aggressive in the beginning, but now parties with widely divergent views talk very nicely to each other.”

The environment at the time of initiation of the WD process was not viewed as ‘toxic’ by WG members, but certainly highly polarised and characterised by opposing ideological perspectives, not necessarily backed up by solid evidence. 

“Yes, the environment was very contentious. The nature of the relationships between individuals sitting around the table was definitely different. There were clear divisions in terms of who was who, with respect to sectors and ideological perspectives. But the levels of contention differed.”

Another response noted that tensions within sectors were often greater than those between sectors, despite the perception that the environment had been contentious prior to the initiation of the Water Dialogues.

“Well, South Africans are very used to vigorous debate, but then there is also the fear of speaking out ... but civil society has always worked on the inside and the outside, so we are used to this kind of approach. We have a double strategy, broadly speaking. I think there is much more tension within a sector than between sectors. The civil society meetings before the forums were more tense than the actual multi-stakeholder meeting.”

A number of factors were identified as important for initiating dialogue in this difficult environment. These included pre-initiation activities, such as the interviews with key stakeholders carried out by one of the moderators of the precursor Global Water Scoping Process, which had introduced and built some confidence in the process, so that people felt this was a potential open space for discussion. One-on-one follow-ups with sectors, such as the half day devoted to discussion of the incipient South African process, helped to legitimise the initiative. A fortuitous interaction between the then Director-General of Water Affairs and Forestry and the South African member of the International Working Group led to him opening a number of doors for introductions immediately. It also paved the way for the initial meeting to be held at the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry (DWAF) in Pretoria, with a high-level DWAF presence, which was a critical factor in initiating the dialogue.

The first meeting was jointly organised by the SA member of the International Working Group and the international coordinator of the preparatory stage of the Water Dialogues, who had previously interviewed many of the stakeholders during the Scoping Process, and who acted as a neutral facilitator in the early meetings. Some trust had been built in interactions between this person and the private sector. This, together with the efforts of the IWG member from South African civil society, was felt to be instrumental in opening the door for the opposing parties to at least be prepared to consider engaging in the Dialogues. Once this had occurred, the in-principle agreement at the initial meeting of the WD-SA, in March 2005, to focus broadly on the range of institutional options for service provision, rather than a sole focus on PSP, was an important factor that allowed for a quick agreement across sectors to engage in the process. This was remarkable given that some of the participants decidedly did not have a history of constructive engagement. The agreement, subsequently confirmed after caucusing in the sectors, was a key element in allowing the process to unfold successfully, by allowing for an easier process of negotiation which was less conflictual than if the focus had been placed more narrowly on the performance of PSP alone. 

“The suggestion by DWAF at the first meeting to adopt a broad approach and also look at building the capacity of the public sector opened a way forward. If this had not happened, we would have had more contestation around public versus private.”

The written code of conduct (Box 2) was also instrumental in the successful initiation of the dialogue, and time spent debating this upfront was felt to be useful and to create a solid platform which remained in the background of the process, guiding interactions even if not overtly referred to.

 “The code of conduct was written very quickly and I was surprised that we didn’t have more debate on this. It has constantly been at the backs of our minds, even if we don’t overtly refer to it. Other countries that do not have a written code of conduct are really battling now to deal with conclusions that some don’t like.”

“When we signed the code of conduct, we agreed certain principles – issues of transparency, openness, the commitment of the relevant parties etc. And that we are equal parties when we sit around the table and dialogue about issues. These dimensions for me have really brought value-added.”

Box 2
Highlights from the code of conduct of the WD-SA

Openness and transparency – this means that we will clearly share our views and positions, avoiding hidden agendas, and we will also be prepared to enter into discussions on our positions.

Open minds, co-operation, and a spirit of serious inquiry – we shall be willing to explore controversial or difficult questions with an open mind. The group will try to understand the real issue as it is – this means that issues will be explored more deeply to try to understand what is really happening on the ground and to understand the concerns that lie beneath people’s positions.

Mutual respect – including respect for minority views.

Confidentiality – “within the room we needed to be able to talk without feeling that what we said will be taken and quoted out of context” – so, transparency but a chance to explore ideas in a safe environment.

Accountability – this includes the responsibility to feedback to our sectors.

Ownership of the results – the group agrees that the outcomes of this review process will be public property. The group will further discuss guidelines for using and interpreting the outcomes of the process.

Innovative – this means that the group will be open to new solutions and ideas.

Sensitive to the distinction between facts and perceptions, and to complexity.

Multi-stakeholder process – the group agrees that multi-stakeholder guidance of the methodology and of the process is critical, and that a consultant-driven process must be avoided.

Collective interest – the group will strive to make workable solutions, and not just to protect personal ideology.

Dynamic and forward-looking – (dynamic sector with lot of changes happening).

Approach – important elements of the approach include agreeing on working definitions; recognising cost implications of the need to distinguish between facts and perceptions (solid funding will be needed to get ‘harder facts’); and looking at what is happening in other countries.

Commitment to the process – once our organisations have signed on to participate in the review, this means that we are committed to seeing the process through to its conclusion. The only grounds then for disengagement from the process would be if there is a substantial deviation from what has been agreed to up front. If this appears imminent, the group should be alerted well in advance of any actual withdrawal, to allow for a process of negotiation and/or conflict resolution, to attempt to remove the need for any disengagement.

The full Code of conduct is available on www.waterdialogues.org.

Establishing trust and securing confidentiality were particularly important in the early stages of the Dialogue process, and also led to the possibility of deepening personal relationships and greater understanding of positions, as discussed further in the next section.

“You have to establish trust to create a conducive environment for this kind of thing to happen. People need to know that what they say, no matter what hat they are wearing, it won’t go out of the room. When you start establishing a personal relationship with individuals, then you see the consequences of if you broke the confidentiality. It forces you to reflect on your own mode of engagement, because civil society is often conflictual. You start to look at what kind of strategy and support that person would need to take on board different things in their sector. Because you realise that you are closer ideologically than you may have thought.”

The fact that the WD process did not manage to include in the Working Group organisations holding what were seen as the extreme positions, such as the Anti-Privatisation Forum (APF) and the Coalition Against Privatisation, was put forward as a factor in successful initiation of a productive dialogue process, although many members noted that not having these and other key stakeholders such as the Treasury around the table for the duration of the process was unfortunate for the process as a whole.

2.2
Sustaining the dialogue

“We have achieved more than I ever thought possible.”

“I have a growing frustration that ideological positions remain deeply entrenched, regardless of evidence showing that actually the current approaches aren’t delivering the results required.”

“Before the research findings, it is hard to say it was really a dialogue. It was the hardest part to structure the dialogue without interim findings, because without this, people tend to go back to ideologies.”

In general, many participants felt that the debate had been successfully sustained for most of the duration of the process. It was characterised as a process of gradual evolution through different cycles, rather than one punctuated by extreme ups and downs. An earlier process reflection had observed that the WG had shifted between the various phases of team building, and the group development process had not been linear.  A number of people spoke of the maturity of the process, the strong commitment of core members, and the deepening of respect for different positions. 

“A core group held the process, they were people who had been committed from the beginning. Then it didn’t matter too much who else was there.”

Members also noted that a decisive factor in sustaining the dialogue had been the time spent agreeing on the problem statement. Together with the code of conduct, this provided an important touchstone for the group to return to. In addition, the discussions and debates to achieve these two critical elements were important in building personal relationships and assisting the group to form. A clear sense of purpose – crystallised in the problem statement – was also considered key in maintaining the dialogue.

“Yes, I think the dialogue has been successfully sustained, and for me one of the key things is that we have a very clear vision of what the problem statement is, all the stakeholders have this. And this maintains the momentum.”

“It is a most surprising thing, that we can discuss like this, with such different views. I would recommend a multi-stakeholder process to others, but at the same time, you have to be very clear what the objective is.”

Participants seemed less clear on the outcomes of the process, as discussed below. 

Specific different initial time periods listed on the Water Dialogues website are: (i) Code of Conduct and Reframing Questions; (ii) obtaining funding, employing a coordinator and setting up the secretariat office; and (iii) methodology development, and selection of case studies and researchers. While members felt that the beginning of the dialogue, when there was no coordinator and the group was trying to engage with the Reframing Questions, was difficult, the slow start was instrumental in developing group ownership and in building trust within the Working Group. It also allowed for decisions concerning choice of case studies and researchers to be made in an enabling environment of existing trust and more developed personal relationships between members of the WG. One WG member felt that taking relatively more ‘innocuous’ decisions first, such as which case studies to select, before engaging with more potentially contentious content issues, was the correct sequence to follow. Members generally feel that time spent building relationships upfront was very useful, and that the personal relationships established have been key in enabling good dialogue, as discussed in the next section.

“The thing we did right as a group was to get the rules of engagement in place, then we got someone to drive the process, and then we could commission the research. It was key that we did not rush the first year, that was time well spent. In the second year we could have pushed harder, found the researchers, and moved faster.”

“The trust built was very important in establishing collective ownership and teamwork and so getting through any potential flashpoints.”

Apart from the highlighted positive transitions, such as the evolution from an aggressive engagement to a more productive one, many participants could not identify any negative turning points or times when they thought that the process was about to collapse. Others were able to identify potential sticking points that had been averted. An early possibility for collapse of the Dialogues lay in the difficulties and delays in obtaining funding – this was finally agreed by Irish Aid in March 2006, and the funds received in October 2006. This allowed for hiring of a coordinator, who took steps to avert a further flashpoint concerning the time consuming nature of the administrative issues, through her proposal to create a smaller Management Committee to deal with these matters.

“Potential sticking points were when we made the decision to have the Management Committee – this averted a potential flashpoint. The second one was around people saying ‘if we don’t have findings to discuss’ – and then we did. The third possible one will be if we don’t have advocacy messages.”

The coordinator has pointed out that development of the methodology, case study selection, and choice of researchers were key decisions that would affect the research findings. Consequently, much attention was paid to process so that these decisions could not be seen by any stakeholder as being biased. 
The role of the coordinator and independent facilitation

Independent facilitation and the role of the coordinator were identified as important factors in sustaining the debate in a productive fashion. Members were appreciative of specific attributes of the coordinator, mentioning her energy, enthusiasm and ability to manage both process and content. 

“The coordinator has been very committed to good process, and has put in enormous effort in very difficult circumstances [trying to get weak researchers to deliver]. I have enormous respect for her commitment to being fair to everyone and holding open a space for constructive discussion.”

“The coordinator’s played a very humble, self-effacing role within the group.  She jollies us along, and laughs, and does the background thinking that helps to streamline our meetings, and sends out huge tomes of paperwork that needs to be discussed and commented on, and cajoles us to read things, and keeps her frustration under control and her exhaustion out of sight.  And in the process I think we’ve lost sight of just how pivotal her role has been...  The reason the research is robust is that the coordinator is a highly trained and very talented academic who has managed a major research programme in difficult circumstances.”

A further important factor highlighted was the neutrality of the coordinator, which many members felt had been excellent. It is clear that there has also been an important ‘behind the scenes’ role played by the coordinator, which has been instrumental in keeping some members on board. This role has included listening to concerns, reassuring members, and acting as a sounding board to absorb possible frustrations and keep members engaged. This more hidden part of the process also included an important strategic and tactical role played by the secretariat, and at times by other members, in ‘reading’ the process and responding proactively in order to forestall possible sticking points and maintain momentum, while also meeting participants’ expectations as much as possible. 

This hidden role of ‘reading’ the process, which is considered to be critical for its success, included being aware of changing perspectives in the Working Group, which was felt to be an intrinsic part of the ongoing process, and not unusual  in any way. Thus, for example, participants noted the role of the coordinator as a facilitator (beyond contact meetings), as well as reader of and intervener in, the ‘anxiety-relief’ cycles that many participants experience. This relates to the point made in the ‘caveat’ to this report, in which the Working Group has stressed that this process recording exercise should be seen as a ‘snapshot’ in the broader cycle of the process, which includes a natural process of changing perceptions. 

“The Durban office has a ‘finger on the pulse’ and this is critical in anticipating and addressing concerns where people have them. The role is both strategic and tactical in guiding the process, recognising the cycle and holding it.”

The coordinator was responsible for finding and introducing the central concept of “confrontative dialogue”, which was adopted nationally and became a cornerstone of process and expectations of process, and was also reportedly used internationally.
A number of participants highlighted the role of the independent facilitator – played by several people throughout the course of the Dialogues – as essential in maintaining the dialogues and in managing some of the more difficult aspects of the process. Nonetheless, some members questioned whether facilitation could have been stronger at times, to reduce perceptions of domination of the process by a few people. Some members felt that the ongoing reflections on process carried out by the facilitator had also been valuable, while others felt that too much emphasis had been placed on process.

Obtaining funding, hiring a coordinator, and following good process in consultation on research design, methodology, and selection of researchers resulted in a later start to the research than had been anticipated by the WG. This was identified by some as a constraint, which also hindered the group from engaging with substantive issues earlier in the process. In retrospect, a number of WG members noted that some increased discussion on contentious issues could have come in a bit sooner, although not right at the beginning during the important trust-building phase. Many felt concerned that time was going to run out for really getting their teeth into the points raised by the research findings. 

“In retrospect... I do think we could maybe have brought in more of the substantive debate earlier. I'm not 100% sure how as the tension is that we wanted the debate to be based on "evidence" and when inaccurate, or incomplete "facts" were brought to the table some people had strong objections. But still, some of that strong mood/passion is also useful to see what is so important to people and then we can try to understand why.”

Tensions and dealing with conflict

A key element in a healthy dialogue is how the group deals with conflict – ideally neither avoiding conflict nor allowing it to get stuck in fixed and opposing ideological fronts, but engaging with it and using it creatively to try to achieve transformation of some kind. A point raised throughout the process, as documented in process reflection notes, was whether the group was optimally using moments of tension to interrogate what was causing them, and what was underpinning the opposing perspectives.

As noted in an earlier process report (Harper, 2007), one participant had wondered whether the Water Dialogues was wary of difference, and whether mutual respect had led to “a sense of politeness about how we engage. We do not want the politeness to undermine the process. The question is, do we trust our process and relationships enough to engage in robust debate?” This point was raised at a process session at the start of the WG meeting held in August 2007 in Salt Rock, which was the first time that the group began to debate substantial issues, in the form of the preliminary findings from the first set of case studies. As it turned out, the levels of contention were less than many had expected, related to inadequacies or incompleteness of these case studies at that stage.

“The Ilembe meeting was the first time we were going to engage with content. But the researchers did not meet their commitment and the content was not sufficient, so in a way this reduced the contentiousness.”

“We thought that the fireworks would start once the research took place. This has happened to some extent because some were very upset about the first research that was very critical of certain aspects. We agreed to get a lot of the research re-done.”

Working Group members had divergent perceptions of the success with which the group had been able to handle conflict. Some felt that this had been achieved well, but others had strong reservations, highlighting unhappiness on the part of some members which had not been adequately surfaced and dealt with. A couple of participants raised the question of how the group had dealt with what they termed ‘bad behaviour’ – whether the group had done this sufficiently, or had delegated this to the facilitator too much, and what the optimal situation would be. One respondent noted that the group needed to own that people were unhappy when this was an issue, and to raise it at the time. However, it is clear that some members felt unable to do so, for a variety of reasons, including what they saw as the overbearing responses of some people in the group.

“The way the group was able to handle conflict was very interesting. How did we do that? Well, the independent facilitator was one of the things keeping the group intact, asking questions like ‘Okay well let’s reflect back on what’s been happening’.”

“There was an instance where one of the Working Group was ready to walk out in frustration over the pedantic perspectives of some, including labour. And I wished that it had been laid on the table then, instead of being dealt with behind the scenes.”

“I kept my head down and listened in dismay while the real issues were glossed over and massive court battles were waged in the name of the Poor People. Actually it’s all a lot more complex than that.”

The issue of when the real conflict would emerge in the group has reportedly become a joke in the group. However, an enduring feeling on the part of some members is that the group has not yet really had to deal with major conflict, because it has not yet engaged with the research findings for all of the case studies and attempted to agree on some key messages.

“We haven’t had the fights because we haven’t had the research. The most robust fight was on free basic water, which was ancillary.”

“We have not yet dealt with the hardcore conflict decisions, for example whether people should pay for water. We have got much closer to the heart of the debate, and moved towards them, but we have not really had them yet.”

“There are risks that you need to manage. You have to go through a cocoon process first to get the trust and the safe environment. But at the same time, does this make it difficult to confront the real issues?”

The group seems to have settled into a certain pattern whereby critical perspectives came largely from one or two members. While some felt that this was positive, others expressed great frustration at what they saw as the dominance of certain voices and perspectives in the discussions. 

 “The WD has been an engagement between a number of very strong personalities. This is how I see the dynamics: A couple of people have very much set the agenda, one with a doctrinaire position ... often ‘The People’ are invoked to assert and defend any point, however woolly or poorly informed ..., and the rest of us pretty much shut up or get subjected to quite heavy attack if this person disagrees with the points raised.”

“Entrenched positions? Yes, there has been an element of domination. From my perspective, my mind is too open. We have had instances when there has been total disagreement at the meeting, and then this has been resolved through emails and lobbying after the meeting.”

Given that the group had formed very strongly and good levels of trust and commitment had been achieved, members of the WG at times felt the tensions between working to maintain the multi-stakeholder dialogue and compromising the positions of their sectors. 

“Concerning the problem statement, I had to make a judgement call – I was feeling a sense of commitment to the process and trying to find the balance. In retrospect I feel I erred too much on the side of sustaining the dialogue. It would have been better if the problem statement was less ambiguous.”

This represents a slight change since 2005, when most of the ‘core’ members of the working group did not perceive any major risks in being involved in the dialogue, feeling on the contrary that there was much more to gain in terms of learning. At the time of this process recording exercise, six months before the end of the dialogue process in July 2009, some members noted the possibility of these tensions resurfacing, as they had yet to engage with the substantive issues of the final five case studies, and to agree the key messages of the research and dialogue process.

A number of WG members expressed their frustration with the disruptions caused by people who had not been attending regularly and who re-appeared in the meetings and began to question aspects that had already been dealt with by the group. Opinions were divided as to whether incidents like this had been successfully resolved. Some felt that this had been handled well, while others felt that facilitation could have been stronger, or that the group itself should have taken a stronger role in disciplining itself. These points highlight the importance of a clear agreement on the role of the facilitator in a multi-stakeholder dialogue, and the divisions of responsibility between facilitator and group in maintaining momentum and dealing with perceived transgressions.

“Some people had been absent for some time, so when they came back, they were leading the group back. The way it was handled by the facilitator, I was really impressed, because it did not make people feel like they wanted to leave.”

While not all group members agreed, many felt that the personalities of the participants in the WG were a critical factor in enabling successful debate. This relates both to a willingness to at least listen to different perspectives, as well as more fundamental personality compatibilities that assisted the group to gel and to grow to like each other to different degrees. 

“You had to have individuals who were committed to the process of a dialogue, or at least prepared to give it a chance. Personality is important. If certain other people from sectors were there, it would have been hard, because of their dogmatic approach.”

Some responses indicated that as the WG began to feel time pressures building, tensions in the group increased. One particular meeting, held in June 2008, was cited by a number of members as illustrative of this.

“I felt the meeting in June 2008 was a nightmare. Some people were in a panic, one person kept trying to take the process back months, it was a bad venue ... there was pressure to talk about the cross-cutting issues while most wanted to talk about the Johannesburg case. Some people were getting angry. It was the first time there was unhappiness with process, and the group did not know how to handle it ... The agendas for the meetings were now so tight and task-oriented that it was hard to explore things.” 

The perception of Working Group members concerning how time consuming the process had been was varied, with some feeling that it had not been very time-intensive, while others stated that they simply had not had the time to engage fully with the volumes of documentation and communications. 

“It has been time-consuming, especially meeting for two to three days. There was an upscaling of the process so that we needed to commit more time. The case studies are very detailed but you do need to go into the nitty-gritties.”

“Yes, I would recommend others to engage in similar multi-stakeholder dialogues, but I would very much ask, what’s the purpose, what’s the problem statement? I think it’s worth doing. But I haven’t had time to keep on top of all the research.”

The above quote highlights the tensions of the group between implementing a project with a timeframe and budget and deliverables, and the desire of the group to dialogue for dialogue sake, as discussed further below.

The group had experienced some tensions around seemingly trivial matters such as who went on international trips. But, as one member noted, “sensitivities can kill the dialogue”. The coordinator proposed the use of criteria for selection for international trips and the WG agreed on specific criteria, which members applied formally and considered fair. More recently, participants noted some irritation between WG members relating to uneven levels of keeping up with the research. Concerns were being felt about some loss of momentum in the process, which was worrying given the limited period of time remaining. A related point was a growing frustration on the part of some with the length of time spent on the WD without yet having any interim results that could be shared more broadly, or impacts. Some members felt that this was having an impact on the attendance and commitment of some participants. A number of members felt that the Dialogues were not engaging with the crisis in the water sector and this was leading to loss of momentum and an increasing sense of irrelevance for some.

“Some people are fairly frustrated with the slow pace at which the WD has progressed, so don't necessarily give priority to WD. Also I think they are quite frustrated about the lack of engagement with the real state of service delivery and what might be useful to bring improvements.”

“The sector has deteriorated since the start of the Water Dialogues, and people are beginning to forget why it was important to engage in the Dialogues.”

“The Dialogues have petered out quite a bit ... it feels like a luxurious exercise in terms of talk, talk, talk ... we are not dealing with the crisis in the sector. The slowness in getting research off the ground has been a problem.”

While some WG members expressed frustration with the pace of research, another perspective noted that this represented a trade-off being made with the necessary cautionary steps taken to hold the process together. These included following a consultative process, guided by the coordinator, for research design, development of methodology, and researcher selection, which were considered important for a multi-stakeholder group process.  It was expected that, without these steps, the research findings would have been contested with the group arguing over design/ method/ researcher bias. 

Finding the balance between dialogue and research

“What we’re doing has been constantly defined and re-defined by what people are going through in their sectors.”

The commitment to process recording of the WD-SA included assessing the extent to which multi-stakeholder participants had been able to hold the balance between the research outcomes on the one hand and various group and dialogue processes on the other. One of the key design elements of the Water Dialogues process was the multi-stakeholder guidance of the planning and carrying out of the research, to ensure a research process acceptable to all and thus a stronger chance of being able to agree on the findings and move forward on that basis. In practice, however, a number of members felt this had become extremely time-consuming for them. This raises the question of how to find an optimal balance between research and dialogue in such a process – a point grappled with from an early stage in the SA Water dialogues process. In response to this, the coordinator introduced a schematic showing how the two come together and how they relate in the different stages of research, dialogue, and advocacy. An important point was for the group to be conscious of when and how it moved from data to analysis. This was the reason for the WG initially reviewing data on its own in the pilot case studies, and then deepening the discussion; as well as for starting slowly with data for the Johannesburg case study and allowing the group to engage with that before moving on.  The disagreements over data were seen as proof of the need to dialogue on this first. 

One perspective concerning the balance between research and dialogue raised during the process recording exercise was that stronger lines needed to have been drawn between the dialogue process and the research at certain stages. It was considered good to have upfront multi-stakeholder engagement with the methodology, and with the researchers. The process of engagement to amend the Reframing Questions so that they were more methodologically neutral was important, as this in turn gave some participants greater confidence levels with the Dialogues process. However, it was suggested that after this initial strong direction provided by the multi-stakeholder team, researchers could have been given greater autonomy to carry out the case studies according to a clear terms of reference.

“People were contesting the background and evidence to say the position is not right. So these may be good symptoms of a dialogue, but they are not so good from an applied research point of view. The evidence-based research was supposed to be there to inform the dialogue. But people still question the evidence, and think this is what their function is ... the researchers have had no autonomy. If it is inadequate, say so, and send it back. But let the researchers get on with their job.”

A related perspective holds that to date greater emphasis has been placed on gathering of information, and less on analysis of it. Concerns were also expressed about the process of drawing out cross-cutting themes that has taken place, rather than analysing the findings in terms of the key objectives of the research process as expressed in the Reframing Questions, or amalgamations of these, or showing the links with them.

“The process has been too oriented to gather information, and less on the analysis of it. So we have not yet got to the point to say ‘this is the position’. It was exciting to be participating in the data gathering, but it has got out of hand. To identify what is missing is valid, but no-one was putting back in what the key objectives were. The data in the case studies was presented without drawing the inferences and conclusions ... I am waiting for the final few conclusions pulling the threads out, and I am anxious about the group getting to this point.”

Whatever the perspective, it is clear that much of the important analytical work, necessary in order to distil clear messages, will need to take place within the last five months of the dialogue process, and that this is a source of concern for many Working Group members.

“In the efforts to do the right thing, there’s been so much emphasis on process ... but we still have to engage with the results and the analysis of them. I am worried that we will get all this great research too late.” 

Time and workload

A key issue for a multi-stakeholder dialogue and research process such as the WD-SA is finding the right balance between engagement of the members in details and avoiding overload that can cause attendance and participation to drop off. Some members felt that their time could have been better used by not being involved in every detail of the research, while others felt it was necessary and desirable to engage in all the details. 

“The Water Dialogues started to become too demanding on the group. The constant ratification was a big demand on people’s time. It was volumes to ratify, rather than key snippets.”

“We went around in circles a bit for the first two years, but I did not disengage because it was not that time consuming.”

Many felt that the administrative matters had been too heavy a load, although this had been alleviated – for some people – through the creation of the Management Committee (ManCo), consisting of five members. While interventions such as creating the ManCo relieved time pressure for some people, others who sat on a number of different structures of the WD felt increased time pressure. 

“The tension for me has been sitting on ManCo and the Working Group and the International Working Group ... and I’m not a speed reader! I estimate it takes up between a quarter and half of my time, depending on the stage.”

The slowness in getting the research off the ground was identified as a constraint that has led to a loss of momentum and fears that the remaining time before the Dialogues is scheduled to end in July 2009 will be insufficient for an adequate interrogation of the research findings. Delaying factors related to the problems with finding good researchers to engage, and a feeling that an over-emphasis on high standards had slowed the process, causing some members to engage less actively.

“There is a real paucity of good researchers out there. And so much effort was put into the methodology – it almost seemed too complicated. I do appreciate the striving for excellence ... but it led to a real slowness in getting the research off the ground.”

2.3
Local dialogues, national forums and the international process

This section highlights process-related perceptions of a number of the mechanisms of the Water Dialogues: the local dialogues (although only one had been held prior to this report), the two national multi-stakeholder forums, and linkages with the international WD process. An ad hoc meeting on free basic water convened in Johannesburg in April 2008 is also included here.

Local dialogues

Only one local dialogue, out of a total of five, had been held at the time of the information gathering for this process recording report in February 2009.
 Held in Ugu, the local dialogue involved going back to the local communities where participatory research had been carried out, who then sent representatives to the local dialogue meeting, which was convened with the municipality and communities. There was a good turnout from both the municipality and the communities, and WG members felt the local dialogue had been useful in facilitating communication between local stakeholders and in highlighting problematic areas for the attention of local service providers and decision makers. They were less clear on whether there had been concrete changes as a result of it, noting the difficulty of making sure of follow-up post the local dialogues.

While only one local dialogue had been held by early February 2009, the field visits with the Working Group to Ilembe and Maluti were felt to have raised the profile of water and sanitation. 

“One councillor called and said they had never had anyone doing anything around water and sanitation there before.”

However, once again, it was difficult to ascertain whether there had been any follow-up and concrete changes as a result of the visits. The Ilembe visit had made it clear that sanitation was falling between the cracks, and after this the municipality offered to provide biodigesting substances to deal with the specific problems, but it is not known whether this actually happened.

“After the (first) Ilembe meeting, the municipality agreed that it needed to have a meeting – all parties agreed. But it never happened, because no-one was prepared to take the lead, and we felt it couldn’t be the Water Dialogues. What could be safer? Everyone agrees to meet, but nobody takes the lead.”

The separate process recording exercise for the local dialogues is expected to provide additional information on these processes and whether and how they helped to unblock communication bottlenecks between critical local stakeholders.

Meeting on free basic water

“I thought the meeting on the Johannesburg court case was constructive. Previously I had thought the process could fall apart around this.”

An open Water Dialogues meeting on Johannesburg’s plan to scrap Free Basic Water (FBW) for all except people on the Indigents Register was held in Johannesburg in April 2008. This was potentially risky as discussion was on the court case involving Johannesburg Water and the Coalition Against Water Privatisation, and many of the protagonists, some of whom were Working Group members, were in the same room. It was an example of the Water Dialogues ‘jumping straight into a process’ and was considered to be a useful meeting by many participants.

“Over time I think it has been a very good process because I think the Water Dialogues is the right reply to what is happening in the water sector. If it had happened earlier, there may not have been the Johannesburg legal case. When we had the one day session of open dialogue on free basic water, the people in the National Working Group came quite relaxed because we are used to talking together, but the external people came with all their armoury. Then in the course of the discussion they began to realise that it was a more complex situation.”

Members observed that the evolution within the WG was made very clear at this meeting, by contrast with the antagonistic approach of the external stakeholders.

“At the free basic water meeting, it felt like the Working Group had already got used to listening openly and respectfully. The outsiders came on as very aggressive, but the Group was holding the debate in a subtle way that would have been impossible two or three years ago.”

Another perspective held that despite a positive meeting, and the clear evolution of the dynamics within the working Group, the way in which the judgement of the Johannesburg court case was handled shut down further discussion within the group.

“I think the court case was a big elephant in the room of the WD – which didn’t get the air time it needed, because a) the issues were sub-judice for a long time and b) when the judgement was announced, declaring pre-paid meters unconstitutional, there was such an air of triumphalism from the Coalition and their members in the group, that there didn’t seem to be much room to talk about the broader issues raised. For example that a right to water is a hollow promise if the systems aren’t yet in place to make increasing volumes of free basic water provision sustainable ... With hindsight, I don’t know whether we could have done this differently.”

The National Forums

In general, the national multi-stakeholder forums were felt to serve the purpose more of informational communication than of actual dialogue. Together with the civil society pre-forum meetings, they also provided a space for stakeholders to report back to their constituencies. The first national forum was held in April 2007, and the second one in October 2008. A final forum is planned towards the end of the Dialogues process. The process for both the forums was planned with the same facilitator, who also facilitated a number of Working Group meetings.

In informal feedback, an independent facilitator assessed the first national forum as very successful, with little or no tension, and attributed this success to the cohesion and familiarity within the working group. A small proviso noted referred to a number of occasions where WG members would respond to a question by saying that they had discussed it at length, but then not giving the outcomes of those lengthy discussions adequately to the broader group.

The second National Forum, held in October 2008, involved a largely different group of broader stakeholders. Working Group members noted both positive and negative aspects to this. One of the facilitators used by the WG had recommended that “experienced” forum members and not new ones attend the next forum, as the project would have gathered a greater bulk of information, which could be difficult for newcomers to digest. The desirability of this was shared by the WG and coordinator, and the same stakeholders were invited to the second National Forum, but different people attended. In some cases this was due to turnover of staff in institutions, for example in the DWAF.

“The second forum was a totally different composition to the first one. This traded off continuity but it gave substance to the local cases.”

Civil society pre-meetings were held before each of the Forums, and these were felt to be important and useful in preparing civil society to engage in the Forums. 

Participation was lively in the second WD Forum of October 2008, which was assessed by a number of WG members as successful. As set out in the facilitators’ process reflections document of the second Forum held in October 2008, there were four forms of engagement which characterised the process: input to plenary; question-and-answer (Q&A) sessions; discussion; and what were ‘very occasional’ dips into dialogue. As these process reflections note, input, Q&A and discussion may lead to new awareness, but seldom lead to action or change. On the other hand, dialogue – which implies contact with new issues, realities and people – has a strong potential for supporting movement and change (Banks, 2009). As dialogue is a skill that is dependent on the emerging culture of the group and the degree of safety within the group, it requires sufficient time. For most forum participants, the one day allocated was insufficient to allow much space for deeper engagement. 

According to the process reflection notes for the second Forum, many Forum participants expressed – in ‘cordial but inflexible ways’ - clear ideological positions, for example in relation to issues of ‘commercialisation of water’ or ‘the role of the state’. Observers identified a notable difference between Working Group members and non-WG participants in this regard, with the WG members being more relaxed and comfortable with the interactions, and playing a strong role in bridging the WG /non-WG gap, with WG members facilitating the openness of their sector colleagues to the 
process and to other positions.

“In both the free basic water meeting and the second forum I think the non-WG participants got a taste of what it is like to engage across ideological boundaries on complex issues.  And that WG members could recall where they came from prior to WD by observing how non-WG members interacted.  To me it was almost like they were sitting back and watching this. A particularly interesting engagement for me was around two parties in 
the Joburg court case ... they were at the same table and were joking and engaging. The non-WG member had a safe space the evening before at the civil society session and, I believe, felt at ease engaging on the main day even though not a WG member. What does this mean?  Greater openness to engage in some way?  Or simply social dynamics?”
The time constraints of the one-day Forum were not felt to be sufficient, according to a facilitator’s assessment, to move beyond strongly –stated positions and to engage in real dialogue.

“While it is helpful to get positions on the table, by itself doing so changes very little. An important aspect of dialogical processes (and facilitated processes in general) is to enable individuals and groups to move beyond and beneath ideological positions so that genuine meeting is possible; this in turn allows the new to emerge. Short contacts – as with this one-day Forum – probably do not have much impact on such positions. Most participants appeared to spend time during breaks with colleagues and existing acquaintances – safe spaces within the larger contested space.”

It is of course possible that the presentations of research findings, which were assessed to have been prepared with a high degree of objectivity and integrity, might encourage the various stakeholders to engage with each other more openly and constructively in the medium- to long-term (Banks, 2009). Having stakeholders such as the anti-privatisation movements and the private sector engage with each other and listen to differing viewpoints was felt to be an important achievement at the Forums.
Links with the international process

Being linked with an innovative international process was considered to be an important factor in the successful initiation of the South African WD process. However, for many South African members, the usefulness of the international process declined as time went by. A number of participants expressed a strong sense of disappointment that the links with the international process had not delivered the benefits anticipated, and particularly with the lack of cross-pollination between the national processes, which they felt had been the responsibility of the international secretariat.

“A big disappointment for me has been the international process. South Africa has flown, and will deliver lessons, and hopefully create a platform for the way forward. I was hoping to see lessons from Brazil and other countries, but the international group seems to have lost the plot.”

“I don’t feel sufficiently informed about what’s happening in the other countries. We need more reporting back – how’s South Africa different from the other countries etc.”

While many members could no longer see much benefit of the international linkages, those participants with the strongest connections to the international process still viewed it as helpful in providing the bigger picture and some support, while acknowledging that in their opinion, South Africa was in general further down the line than other countries.

3.
Impact on participants 

3.1
Personal impact on working group members

Many members found that engaging in the Water Dialogues had been personally enriching for them, particularly in terms of increased understanding of different perspectives. The development of personal relationships between the WG members was noted by many as a key element in sustaining the dialogue. It was clear during the initial process recording exercise carried out in August 2005 that relationships had formed amongst the group members, although members highlighted the need to distinguish between the relationships formed in the room and the positions and sectors represented, and noted that it would be interesting to see if the personal ties would be able to weather potential conflicts lying ahead in the coordination of the research or contentious substantive issues that might arise (Huq and Mancini, 2006).  In 2009, it was clear that many personal relationships had deepened, and all WG members interviewed felt that their understanding of other stakeholder’s positions had improved, in some cases significantly. Respondents often made a direct causal link between the personal relationships developed and an enhanced understanding of other positions, and observers spoke of a great respect within the group for allowing other people to speak. A number of people also noted personal changes, such as increased patience and the ability to really listen.  

“I have a far greater awareness of different perceptions and what informs them.”

“I have gained patience, definitely. You need to be able to listen, hear that different perspective, and have respect for the person. The most profound difference on the personal level for me has been that even though we have ideological differences, they are people first. You won’t attack a person the way you would an ideology.”

“Personally, for me, the dialogue has been constructive. It created a platform where personally I could feed in my own point of view without being victimised.”

“I think X has been remarkably patient, given his level of insight into what's really going on and what might bring about improvements.”

Beyond the development of individual relationships, collective changes in the broader group were also identified. Thus many members mentioned a growth in the maturity of the group, and several members cited the same examples to back this up.

“The people sitting around the table have become more mature in their ability to listen.”

3.2
Shifting perspectives and group dynamics

A key thread in this process recording exercise concerned shifts in the perceptions of key stakeholders of issues, shifts in relationships, and changes in how members saw other stakeholders.

Members had mixed responses to the question of shifts in how they and others perceived significant issues. Some participants indicated very little or no change in their position on key issues, and felt that the outcomes to date confirmed why they had become involved in the dialogue process. Others felt that what they saw as still-entrenched fixed ideologies had had a constraining effect on the ability of the Dialogues to deepen its debates.

“I am pleased to say no, the process has not shifted my perspective in any way.”

“... but no, we tend not to progress beyond “Public Sector is Good, Commoditisation of Water is bad’. And those of us who disagree tend to opt for good humour, polite discussion and growing frustration.”

However, other participants noted quite significant transformations in perceptions of substantive issues, and linked them to changes in how they went about carrying out their work, or interactions across sectors outside of the Water Dialogues envelope. 

“It’s been an extraordinarily rich way of understanding how water services work. Maybe an expensive way of getting an education, but I wouldn’t underestimate it. It’s shifted how I understand water services and shifted my ability to understand different perspectives, and it’s shifted how I work with processes. When I facilitate civil society meetings now, I am thinking through what I have learned from this multi-stakeholder process. I am pushing people to bring evidence to their statements, and to push past the rhetoric, because the Water Dialogues has always had this aim.”

Key shifts mentioned by a number of participants were the deeper realization that equity and efficiency are equally important for sustainability, and the need or desirability to be more inclusive and to value the role that civil society can play.

“Yes, engaging in the process has led me to shift some perspectives. I now see concessions as not practical, and I have realised that our regulatory framework is terrible. I also see the importance of engaging with civil society now.”

“I have a better sense of the complexity of water services. I still think there are some very core, simple truths.”

“I have really seen why we need to reconcile equity and efficiency. Through the dialogue I have realized that you cannot have one without the other – for sustainability.” 

“I am less against the engagement of the private sector now. I feel a greater understanding of the deep crisis we are in at municipal level.”

“I had one of those major ‘aha’ moments around finance, and then it felt so obvious, but it was because we hadn’t really debated those issues before.”

A common theme across a number of sectors was that participants have shifted the way in which they interact with other sectors, and are finding these shifts productive. 

“I will now make arguments in a completely different dialect – and that’s a fundamental shift.”

A number of respondents spoke about the revelation of seeing that people with what they had considered to be fundamentally opposed perspectives were equally as committed to universal coverage as themselves. Major shifts such as these did not, however, necessarily lead to any change in ideology on the part of the person who had experienced the revelation. Nevertheless, the growing understanding within the WG of what lay behind positions held by people was a factor in strengthening group cohesion, which was mostly (but not entirely) maintained even in interactions involving outsiders and others from the members’ own constituencies, such as at the national forums.

“The presentations made by different people led to revelations in understanding, so you start to gain an appreciation of why people hold their views. Eventually we got to the point where you could see the Working Group defend something they had built together – for example, at the Forum.”

“Before, we never found anything constructive to engage in. Because we now have the good relationships we have, we can have meaningful discussions.”

Some participants also found that their sources of support came from surprising directions, and that there were unlikely agreements between stakeholders – in some cases, people with opposing perspectives agreed on an issue, but for different reasons.

“At an abstract theoretical level, the greatest support for a labour perspective came from business, and for business from labour. This was the basis of the progress – a ready acceptance of the need to find accommodation.”

Prior to November 2006, the WG had managed its own process, but as it was about to tackle substantive issues, it was felt that outside facilitation would be beneficial. An independent facilitator engaged to facilitate a WG meeting at this stage noted an atmosphere that was warm, friendly, with apparent good levels of trust, no defensiveness, and a number of elements of a good dialogue (Reeler, 2006). 

“I was struck by the informed and articulate responses and strong expressions but at the same time there was good listening and a real willingness and ability to reconsider strongly held opinions when different views were put forward – this is the fundamental quality of a good dialogue, the ability to put your views forward strongly but equally to listen and let go when necessary.”

In terms of the stages in group formation and development set out by Tuckman, an assessment was that the group had definitely formed, and that there had not been much storming. What there had been had usually been linked to the presence of people external to the WG – for example, at the open meeting on Free Basic Water.

Through engagement in the Dialogues, and the process of developing trust, respect and relationships, members of the WG have found other doors opening to them, some that have enabled them individually to have an impact on policy. For example civil society has played a stronger role in the development of the Regulatory Framework being drafted by the DWAF. Although this has not been under the umbrella of the Water Dialogues, it is seen as being a direct result of engagement in the Dialogues.

“I developed relationships with different people through the Water Dialogues, so I got invited to meetings. You already have a relationship, so the expectation is that you will dialogue. People see the value of inputs you make. Civil society was able to greatly increase the sanitation content of the Regulatory Framework in this way. The WD process has been instrumental in teaching me the importance of dialogue.”

Stakeholders who felt that engagement in the WD had not shifted their perspective in any way nonetheless felt that there had been an increase in mutual respect between a number of the WG members. The building of trust and personal relationships within the group made the process of dialogue easier and also had direct impacts in terms of being able to allocate detailed interrogation of certain aspects of the case studies to group members who had expertise in that regard. For example, the group agreed that two people, one from the private sector and one from local government, would be the key financial people. This was a positive step considering the previous and current differences in perspective. A further example of positive relationships and group trust was the agreement that after a period of rotating the chair for the administrative part of the meetings, the group decided that it no longer mattered and one person played this role.

While all agreed that the Water Dialogues had been extremely useful in opening up discussion and understanding underlying reasons for differing perspectives, a number of participants felt that the underlying polarisation was still present. 

“The environment at the time was exceptionally antagonistic. There was no space for constructive debate, it was so polemicised by ideology and dogma. The Water Dialogues has been useful because of the greater willingness to listen. This is not to say that the dogma is not still there.”

Members also noted some lost opportunities in terms of shifts in perspective, which they felt were linked to enduring ideological differences.

“To me a defining moment in the WD was about five or six months ago when the private sector representative tried to shift debate by suggesting that the discussion was misdirected: municipalities really need help, and the debate should really be about how best to structure and regulate partnerships in order to give the public sector the support and skills it so clearly needs. The union representative objected to the idea that partnerships were needed, and the discussion kind of petered out. A sad lost opportunity to start drilling down into what the real problems are, and how to structure some practical alternatives within an accountable framework of governance.”

3.3
Broadening out the shifts

“Only a small group can work in an environment like this, a big group would have been a disaster.”

An important point is whether the impacts on WG members have spread out into the sectors they ‘represent’ sufficiently or optimally. The initial process recording report of August 2005 noted that whilst members spoke about personal shifts, it was not clear whether and how this had played out more broadly and whether this had any influence on their sectors. The following extract from the September 2008 process reflection exercise underlines this point:

“We have done exceptionally at well managing different agendas within the WG, but then we leave and generally only talk to one another (not to others outside of the group).  If talking around these issues only stays within this group then it is not very useful: we need to create a platform and bring it to a wider group.”  
Some three and a half years after the initial meeting of the group, most WG members agreed this was still a cause for concern, and that structuring the process to ensure interim results could have been useful as a strategy to pursue the broader engagement of sectors. 

“The Dialogues have had an impact in terms of making people able to listen, but this has been the case for the 12 or so people around the table. There hasn’t been a parallel process within their organisations.”

“Broader group engagement – we have kind of missed this – broader civil society and we might have missed the broader business sector as well. It might have been useful to bring them on board in terms of interim outputs, and not right at the end of the process.”

However, some members were able to provide a number of examples that reveal a broader impact of the dialogue process. These examples include: improved interactions between the private sector and organizations that have an anti-privatisation stance at the 2008 Forum; filtering out of credibility and respect based on improved relationships between WG members; and more productive working relationships with other sectors outside of the WD space. One example of the latter was a broadening out of the tactics of engagement on the part of civil society, the private sector and government.

“Because of my relationship with X, and the people who know me, that filters out. So the credibility and respect filter out and that plays a big role.”

“The changes in my mind do have a reach beyond me. It does have a reach into the sector. I suspect it won’t reach the APF.”

“Other than with the national department, we have had a high-level core set of people, with consistency, and I think they do go back and engage their constituency. This has helped with team building and confidence building.”

4.
Policy influence and impact on institutional reform and service delivery

This key thread of the process recording concerned whether and how the initiation and implementation of the dialogue process had led to a likelihood of influence on policy, and, if not, what would have been required to achieve this. Existing or likely impact on institutional reform was also explored, as was stakeholder’s perceptions of the possible effectiveness of the process in terms of service delivery.

4.1
Policy influence

“We had two presentations on free basic water, and DWAF was there. Did this influence DWAF to change the policy? I don’t know.”

Most participants indicated that there had been no real impact on policy, institutional reform or on service delivery to date. When drawn out a bit more on this some WG members identified a number of policy impacts, mainly at the local level, and also highlighted possible policy impacts through personal networks. Responses focused on the need to have concrete outputs in order to influence policy. As the research had not yet been concluded, some people felt it was understandable that there had not yet been policy impacts, and that influencing policy would be a longer-term process, occurring after the formal completion of the WD process. 

“I saw the WD as a foresight issue – we would go through good research to inform future actions, not for immediate effect. You often have a four or five year lead between research and dissemination and impact on policy.”

On the other hand, some members felt that their access to policy making had increased – for example, civil society played a stronger role in the development of the Regulatory Framework being drafted by the DWAF. Although this had not been under the umbrella of the Water Dialogues, it was seen as being a direct result of engagement in the Dialogues.

Many participants felt the Dialogues should not wait until conclusion of the research in order to begin interacting with policy makers and decision makers, to prepare the ground for uptake. Of concern, however, for policy uptake is that government players are identified as having shown the least consistency in terms of WG membership. A number of individuals felt that the commitment of individuals in the DWAF would be decisive in terms of implementation of the final recommendations of the Dialogues. 

“I don’t think there have been any policy impacts yet, but I think DWAF is keen to see the results of the Water Dialogues. And key government policies and strategies are currently under review, such as the Water Services Act and the Strategic Framework. If the Water Dialogues can’t feed into this, then it will have missed its chance. I don’t know how well the WD has fed into the Regulatory Framework.”

“There has been no policy impact yet and this is partly because of DWAF coming and going. This is a major weakness of where we’re at. If we had more senior-level consistency from DWAF, and if the Treasury had stayed ... So at the end we will have to go back and knock on DWAF’s door and say ‘here’s this fantastic thing we have all developed and agreed on’.”

“DWAF definitely feels there is value in this process, which is why it has given more funding. The policy division is new and the issues being examined in the Water Dialogues are important for bridging the gap in terms of its understanding of the various service providers. DWAF has pledged to make sure the findings are reflected in policy.”

The intention of the overall Water Dialogues process was to provide an iterative mechanism for feeding into policy and decision making, rather than waiting for the end of the research process to begin uptake activities. Thus either this was an unrealistic element of the design, or this aspect has not been prioritised in the implementation of the process. One perspective holds that it was both unrealistic and was not prioritised because it was not possible, as stakeholders were only now beginning to agree on anything that might feed into policy. The following quote highlights the difficulty too of impacting on policy in the environment of high levels of staff turnover in key institutions.
“Impact on policy is hard because of the changes going on in the sector. If you look at the national department, with so many senior people leaving – how do you impact on changing people, changing policies?”

Some members felt that the Water Dialogues was unlikely to have much impact on policy, because the Dialogues had not been focusing on the correct questions that would get to the heart of the problems in the sector.

“I don’t think it likely that the WD will influence policy. Nationally, there’s very little discussion or debate around the fact that FBW isn’t reaching the poorest who need it most, and that it’s fundamentally undermining the performance and sustainability of the municipalities facing the greatest challenges in serving the poorest. The big metros are doing fine – because they have the revenue base to accommodate huge inefficiencies and manage cross-subsidies. But the smaller ones are in a dire state. We’re now starting to see the impacts – with declining service performance, declining customer responsiveness, growing leaks, sky high non-revenue water, under spending on basic preventative maintenance – and it’s only going to get worse. I.e. a classic downward spiral. Meanwhile DWAF continues to rearrange the deck chairs. The bottom line is that most municipalities are so focussed on chasing and meeting targets, as an infrastructure intervention, that they’re largely overlooking what’s needed to sustain and improve actual service delivery. That’s what WD should actually be looking at. But the general tenor has been to note that municipalities are not doing a good job, and PSPs are not being regulated adequately, exposing yawning holes in DWAF’s regulatory framework. But as to what it all adds up to, and what a constructive engagement to tackle these challenges might look like – nah. Not much emerging from WD that I see as particularly useful.”

Another perspective questioned whether the recommendations would be acceptable to decision makers, if they turned out to be challenging of the official positions.

“Whether or not the decision makers accept the recommendations depends on whether they confirm or challenge the position of the decision makers. In terms of outcomes, my hope is that what ought to be more or less guaranteed is that it will strengthen our sector’s arguments. But whether or not the authorities will agree with the findings is another question.”

A different reason put forward for the lack of likelihood that the WD would achieve the desired policy impact was because the sector had been grappling with too much policy making in the past, in addition to the above points concerning the correct framing of the questions.

“Right now the sector is in a state of policy fatigue and the real issues are largely around getting municipalities to do what they're supported to do - i.e. do a better job, by resourcing water services better, employing people with the right skills etc . The key challenge as I see it is a massive skills crisis. There's been a huge exodus of skills from the sector. Yet in WD there's been virtually no discussion or acknowledgement of this as a key sector issue - and this is actually what needs to drive the debate around ‘What the problem is’ and ‘What might be useful to explore as a remedy’. Instead we seem to largely focus on Rights, rather than how to deliver on those rights.”

While impact on national policy may not have occurred yet, a number of policy impacts were mentioned at other levels. eThekwini has made some notable policy changes, including increasing the free basic water allocation from 6 to 9 kilolitres, and making changes to the tariff structure to make it more pro-poor, and increased engagement with civil society on water and sanitation services. While these changes are not a direct result of WD deliberations, they are a result of increased engagement with civil society organisations, through the WD. 

“If Durban is able to demonstrate that this more open approach works, then this could be used as an example for other municipalities.”

Other responses indicated that there had been ‘interim outputs’ which had been used in the background, and which probably many in the group were not aware of. 

“Last year SALGA hosted the Minister at Sanitation Week and we went to eThekwini and invited Ilembe to come and show their challenges. The Minister said the VIP story needed to be re-looked very seriously, and SALGA sent a policy proposal on sanitation to the Director-General.”

It was not yet clear whether this SALGA intervention had resulted in any concrete policy or on-the-ground changes.

4.2
Impact on institutional reform

Given that the research is structured around institutional outcomes, this is an important area to explore. From the problem statement, the following research question was formulated: Given the varying capacities of Water Service Authorities (WSAs), how do different institutional approaches affect outcomes? While many felt that the Water Dialogues had generated a great deal of information that would be enlightening for the sector, they did not feel that there had been any impacts on institutional reform to date, although it had resulted in increased interaction within the municipalities in which the case studies had been located. 

“The WD has provided a lot of data in the local municipalities where it’s been working. It has brought people together who had never spoken. You see communities and politicians talking very positively about the Water Dialogues, and about talking to each other.”

“The WD process has generated a vast amount of tangible, simple, easily grasped information about dysfunction ... the collapse of the sector.”

Some felt the lack of institutional impact to date was understandable, given that only three of the eight case studies selected to explore different institutional approaches had been completed and discussed. However, others felt that having some kind of interim results that could be more broadly disseminated would have been preferable. Other perspectives reflected scepticism concerning the possibility of influencing institutional reform at all; or indicated the need for involvement of institutional experts to make sense of the findings in this regard.
“Likelihood of influencing institutional reform? I doubt it. My sense is there's quite a gulf between the focus of WD discussions, and the practical issues of how to improve service delivery that need to be pursued.”

“The topic has been about institutions, so we will need input from an institutional expert for the final analysis.”

4.3
Impacts on service delivery

“I don’t know about impacts on service delivery ... we got feedbacks that the toilets that were not working were being looked into, but part of the problem is we don’t have structures that enable groups to have their voice. Civil society is still largely marginalised and labour is often consulted in a token way, and local government is not faced with real incentives to do things differently.”

At the outset of the process, it was envisaged that the WD-SA process would lead to an improvement in the effectiveness of service delivery, through its impacts on policy. Following this line of reasoning, and given that policy impacts have largely not been achieved so far, it would not be expected that changes to service delivery had occurred. It is however possible to achieve local improvements in services, even if broader policy changes have not been realised. 

Most respondents felt that there had not been any clear impact on actual implementation to date, although the positive increased communication as a result of the one local dialogue which had taken place was felt to have set the stage for improvements in service delivery locally. However, as noted above, the WD was not in the right position to follow up to ensure this. Some participants felt that through the local discussions and public forums, there must have been some policy and practical impacts, but were not aware of these specifically. A number of participants nonetheless felt that it was important to achieve the policy and implementation effects, for a successful outcome of the WD process.

“It comes down to what we want to achieve with the Water Dialogues. My personal feeling is that dialogue is good, but not enough in itself. The same debate is taking place in the International Working Group.”

A number of participants noted the importance of exploring different mechanisms for the different sectors and institutions to advocate and lobby for change based on the outcomes of the process. These people felt that the Water Dialogues as a process-related mechanism, and not an institution, could not really or should not take on the responsibility for driving uptake. They also tended to take a more philosophical approach to the necessary time lag between findings and concrete outcomes.

“Impacts will be long-term, not immediate. You will see this in two to three years. I don’t think it’s up to the Dialogues to promote uptake, it’s up to the members, they have a responsibility. My organisation would want to take things forward. Solutions require lots of input. My understanding with the Dialogues was that it should just be an input towards solutions. I can understand people’s frustrations, who would want to see an immediate impact. But there are certain processes that need to happen in the respective institutions – to influence and lobby. It depends on people’s expectations.”

Others were frustrated by the failure of the WD so far to engage in real action for change, and were less optimistic about the likelihood of uptake and impacts on service delivery if left to the discretion of the different sectors, or to policy makers alone.

“What needs to be done to get to the outcomes? This process is still trying to get to the outputs. The group will need to look at the context in the sector now, what openings there are, and how what they have can be channelled into these openings.”

Other members highlighted the potential for impacts on policy, institutions and service delivery, and stressed the need for the Dialogues to succeed.

“We have 147 WSA’s in the country, and only about 30 of them are competent. The Water Dialogues is trying to reach a common understanding of the roles for the different parties. That’s why I am so determined to see it succeed, because we need all the players or else we won’t solve the problems in the sector.”

 “I think there is huge potential for impacts on policy, institutional reform and service delivery – the research is really good. But there have been no impacts so far.”

5.
Advocacy options and desired focus for final stages of process

The process recording exercise explored what role advocacy has played in the Water Dialogues to date, and how advocacy could be pursued to maximize impact. Participants were also asked their opinions on important focus areas for the final months of the process. This was done to maximise utility of the process recording exercise.

5.1
Advocacy

“I’m not sure there’s been much attention at all given to advocacy, because that would mean distilling some key points of agreement and disagreement; and after three or more years of the WD, we haven’t got there yet.”

A number of participants felt that insufficient attention had been placed on advocacy to date, with some respondents of the opinion that while striving for excellence in the research was good, this had perhaps been pursued to the detriment of advocacy in terms of any interim outcomes. If the research and dialogue process concludes in July without any concerted attention paid to advocacy, there is a strong feeling among a number of members that this will have been a lost opportunity. Great efforts had been placed on developing the levels of trust and the relationships within the group, in order to be able to navigate through the difficult substantive debates, with an eye to making whatever progress could be made towards improving service delivery. There are concerns that time may prove insufficient for this deeper engagement with the findings and the development of clear advocacy messages, given that the group had not yet engaged with the findings of the last five case studies. 

“Research is not sufficient in the absence of advocacy. We put a lot of effort into building up trust so that we could handle and discuss the research findings. But I am worried that we are going to run out of time for this.”

“We haven’t really been able to do advocacy because the only thing we could really advocate so far is the multi-stakeholder process. We don’t yet know what message we’re taking forward.”

The research and dialogue process was designed to encourage uptake of interim results or new understandings into the policy and institutional environment. This iterative goal was not felt to have been achieved, which could either be the result of a conceptualization that was unrealistic in this regard, or it could be due to this aspect not being prioritized during the WD process.

“Knowledge dissemination has been very thin ... it could have created a momentum and a need out there, and this would have maintained an interest, with the intention of allowing debate. I fear that we have lost opportunities for making changes to legislation in the sector. If you were seeing trends and issues emerging, you would have created the platform and opened the door for discussions and changes within DWAF.”

While some respondents felt that interim or emerging findings could have been synthesised and disseminated, as expressed by the above quote, others felt that the research process needed to be complete before any findings could be disseminated broadly. 

“We couldn’t draw conclusions from the three case studies, we will have to draw them from the total of eight. We will have drafts of the last five by mid-February. Two of these may be highly contentious.”

It is clear that the national forums have been a platform for discussion of emerging findings. As mentioned above, however, many participants noted that it had been difficult to achieve true dialogue at the forums. Members also felt that there had been a lost opportunity for broader dissemination, as none of the three completed case studies could be accessed on the website at the time of this process study in early February 2009.

“But now you must understand that we created this monster where everything had to be ratified. So where is the autonomy and the creativity? To this day nothing has been released. We are just representatives in our individual capacity. But there are far more people out there who know more than I do. So if you put out a draft case study, you could get some really helpful inputs.”

An important message requiring urgent attention in the final stages of the process is the strong concern expressed by many respondents of the danger of running out of time to adequately analyse, agree and disseminate the research results.

“My fear is that the research will be finished and packaged so late in the day that the whole step of how to disseminate it will not be engaged with. It has just been put on hold now.”

Apart from questions about the extent to which the group would be able to debate the interpretation of the case studies, there were mixed feelings about the extent to which the group had really interrogated the findings of the first three case studies. 

“We have only had reasonable discussion around the first three case studies. We often got the material too close to the meetings. I feel I have focused more on management, which is not so good for me. The cases are not really finished – they are 90% finished.”

5.2
Focus for final six months

“The current situation is critical because we are finishing soon and I am worried about losing momentum at the end of last year. It is important to focus again now on what we want to achieve.”

“The expectations may come into sharper focus now.”

“In the last few months we must agree on the common themes, based on the research. Then we need to engage with the top management of water affairs and the politicians.”

For the final six months, there was consensus among members that completion of the outputs would entail finishing the research and thoroughly discussing this in the WG, so that a higher level of analysis could take place to draw out the key messages and finalise the main cross-cutting issues. These would then need to be condensed into a smaller set of clear messages, and fed into policy and institutions. Some members were concerned about the magnitude of the task of analysis that lay ahead, felt that the case studies had been insufficiently analytical, and were concerned about whether the group would be able to agree on key messages.

“The data gathering has been very good. But it’s a huge task to analyse this. It’s going to take someone really smart and really good to analyse this. So I don’t know if we created something beyond our means.”

“I would have liked to see less description and more analysis in the case studies. The pieces are not really telling the story.”

“I am worried about whether we will find generalisable findings, and whether the group will accept them.”

“If you think of the case studies, we are actually at the peak now, and if you look at the distribution curve, we would not want to go down the curve without having utilised the peak properly.”

“We need some sober reflection on what the case studies are actually showing about the national state of water services delivery. And a re-opening of discussion around the need for partnerships, rather than a statist presumption that municipalities can and should be allowed to continue with business as usual. We should make the point that chasing targets is necessary, but not sufficient.  And that it’s the poorest who remain unserved, and the poorest who are bearing the brunt of growing service failures and water outages - particularly in rural areas.  So rather than fixating on whether Public or the Private sector approaches [crudely stereotyped] are better, rather we should be looking at how best to ensure the poorest are served better.”

An advocacy strategy is needed as a first step to promote policy uptake and broader dissemination. This will entail firstly mapping out the opportunities for change in the policy environment, strategising on how to engage with them, and then agreeing on the kinds of initiatives that can go forward. Some opportunities for influencing policy were mentioned by WG members, and are listed in Box 3, as a starting point for the advocacy discussions in the WG. An important realisation gained by one of the members of the WG was that institutions need different forces to initiate change. This is a good guiding point when beginning to develop the advocacy strategy. 

Box 3  Proposed windows of opportunity for policy influence

· The current DWAF study on institutional reform, for which a workshop was held in November 2008: It is believed that timeframes of this will be opportune for the recommendations from the Water Dialogues to feed into

· Local Government White Paper Review process: this is not yet near to completion and again should prove timely for cross-fertilisation from the Water Dialogues. DWAF is currently preparing a Position Paper to make inputs into this process, which is being coordinated by one of the WG members

· Assessment of the Section 78 process: DWAF will initiate an in-depth study on this from March 2009

· Space opened up by SALGA for engagement with civil society on local government and water

· Forthcoming Local Government Conference
Working Group members mentioned a number of structures that could be used to promote policy influence, such as the Water Sector Leadership Group, which had undergone some recent transformation. It could also be possible to set up a strategic task team in the DWAF to promote uptake of the recommendations. A conscientious strategy of dissemination to local government was needed as a priority, targeting both water managers and financial decision makers. While some were concerned that opportunities for advocacy had been lost, others felt that the timing of the conclusion of the Water Dialogues was optimal for influencing policy, coinciding with a number of the initiatives mentioned in Box 3, and occurring several months after the change in government in April 2009.

“If we adhere to our time frames for this year, then the timing will be perfect for policy influence.”

 “DWAF will need to put in place a regulatory framework to drive the outcomes, they must buy into it. You have to solve the right question, get the diagnostics right. Then perhaps go from town to town, looking at the different contexts. This will just be another of those drips that need to accumulate to make impact on the regulatory framework.”

A number of respondents highlighted the importance of not waiting until the end of the process to begin the dissemination and uptake process. It was recommended that emerging or interim findings should be disseminated as soon as possible. It was also stressed that the forums and community feedbacks should be held as planned. Most respondents were aware of a tension between the short period of time remaining and the significant amount of tasks and debate that needed to be undertaken. However, given the duration of the Water Dialogues – over four years, from the initial meeting of the WG in March 2005 to the end of the process in July 2009 – most felt it was not feasible to consider extending the process. Some members felt it could be possible to explore a self-funded add-on period for advocacy, of three to six months.

Some respondents felt that ideologies were still fixed and that as the group began to discuss the more contentious cases, these may result in an inability to agree on findings. This fear is substantiated to some extent by the fact that some members had quite different takes on a case study that had already been discussed by the group. However, these comments were only made in passing and as the process recording did not explore these more substantive issues, this may not be a valid inference. 

“We need more discussion on the cross-cutting issues and on distilling these, we need to look at the key questions again, and go back to our problem statement – we have more now than institutional arrangements. We need to distil key points of agreement and disagreement, for example around financing: do we really agree on the way forward?”

“When the findings come out, and there is contestation, there must be good facilitation and we need to hold to the rules of engagement, and not attack the person. The proof of the pudding will be at this stage.”

If the group is unable to agree on certain issues, it should spell out the options, highlight any fundamentally contradictory statements, and articulate clearly the points of agreement and disagreement. It was felt this in itself would be helpful in preventing decisions being made in an opaque way.

A recommendation made by a number of the respondents was the need to make a multi-sectoral presentation to the top management of DWAF, together with DPLG, the Treasury and the Presidency. A further target at this stage is the Portfolio Committee. The timing of the completion of the process just after the change in government after the April national elections was highlighted as positive, providing a new window of opportunity to influence policy.

“We need to have a conclusion. Then we can go and advocate on it. If we agree on the conclusion, then it could be an extended year of intensive dialogue, where you create a platform and catalyse debate. The idea was to stimulate debate, not control it.”

“We need to pull out the commonalities and identify the things that need to be fixed. And point fingers at who has to do what.”

“If we want to go further, we will need to negotiate this. What I would like at the end of the process – I don’t think it will happen, but still it’s a dream – is that each sector will say what is non-negotiable for them. This will be a big step forward to try to frame institutional arrangements that all will agree on. Then we will really have something to put on the table. Going to changes Acts is a long process, but the institutional arrangements could happen sooner. And this is a first step to take towards meeting the MDGs.”

A further point is to find some way of amplifying the findings of the WD-SA into the international arena.

6.
Critical success factors, constraints and suggestions

6.1
Perceived critical success factors

The following points summarise critical success factors for the multi-stakeholder Water Dialogues process. These have been synthesised from points identified by respondents.

· Key process design elements, such as the broader orientation on a range of different institutional service provision options and the code of conduct, lessened the ideological tensions inherent in the group and allowed for a common understanding to be developed, leading to a clear terms of reference for the group. This unlocked the process of engagement, even on a personal level.

· The formalization of and agreement to the code of conduct was extremely important in creating an atmosphere of trust and confidentiality in the group. This allowed relationships to develop and led to members seeing beyond the ideologies to the person, which led to significant shifts in understanding in many of the WG members concerning the reasons lying behind what may have been opposing perspectives. This increased understanding in turn led to a number of identified changes in behaviour and engagement outside of the WD, and in some cases to different ways of carrying out daily work. In a few instances, these were linked to service delivery.

· The commitment of the individuals involved, their ongoing participation in WG meetings, and the level at which they are in their respective sectors are seen as decisive factors for success. Many WG members – although not all – identified personalities of individuals as a further critical element. The importance of facilitation to avoid over-dominance of some individuals was also raised. Not all members felt this had been achieved. 

“I think that the process of the Water Dialogues and the selection of people has been wise in choosing fairly committed people, and they will continue to extend the life of the Dialogues after its conclusion. This is an achievement.”

· The feedback process in the local dialogues was identified as an element of good process design.

· A critical success factor was to make sure that all the interested parties were represented, and not just a select few – there were differing assessments of the degree to which this had been achieved for the WD, with many highlighting the loss of the Treasury and the APF as constraints.

· Having a good enough spread of case study examples to throw some light on the relative merits of different institutional arrangements in differing contexts was considered essential for developing a solid body of research and intelligent recommendations that could respond to the different WMA environments in South Africa.

“The research was well-selected to have a variety of case studies to illustrate that no one size fits all. The research is sufficiently heterogenous – it is complex stuff and context matters.”

· Having funding from a funder who did not try to influence the process was helpful, as was the provision of the funding in the form of an upfront grant, although this is unusual for Irish Aid.

· The willingness on the part of different individuals to accept the findings despite them not necessarily speaking directly to their ideological convictions was identified as a key success factor that had yet to be tested.

· Some members felt that the international process had assisted them to keep a broader perspective, and that it had been useful to have someone else to account to, even though there was a sense of South Africa being in the lead.

6.2
Constraining factors 

Participants were asked to identify any constraining factors in the WD process, and to suggest ways these could have been or could still be overcome. The following list summarises the key constraints highlighted by members.

· A big concern for many of the stakeholders was that while the WD process has undoubtedly had significant impacts on the core group, these have not been sufficiently broadened out into the sectors. 

“We have had some lovely discussions. As someone said, ‘an excellent extended dinner party conversation’. In terms of shifting national debate – not very much, not least because the WD has largely remained a discussion among individuals, rather than mandated representatives of larger stakeholder groups, with broader impacts on sectoral thinking. Certainly some individuals are mandated to speak in the name of their respective organisations. But I don’t see much evidence of broader linkages or feedback loops.”

· A further general concern was the high turnover of representatives from the national department of water affairs during the process, which some felt showed a lack of leadership from the designated sector leader. 

· Managing the research process: setting up different teams for each case study was very time-consuming and necessitated the coordinator spending a lot of time on administrative issues. While the more consultant-driven approach of Brazil was considered an extreme one, some felt that the WD-SA could have taken a middle path that would have allowed for a more efficient research process. The limited pool of high-quality researchers was a further limitation.

“It would have been good to pare down the reframing questions to fewer themes, but stakeholders were reluctant, because they felt that if they did so, it would benefit other sectors.”

· Achieving good stakeholder representation: A further constraint raised was around achieving adequate and sufficiently broad stakeholder representation. For example, it was felt that the process could have been improved by broadening out civil society representation in the Working Group, to include CBOs, although it was recognized that in practice this is difficult to achieve. Some members questioned whether the private sector had been too narrowly represented.

“The private sector representative is a great guy, very accommodating, not dogmatic at all. But I don’t know whether he is sufficiently representative of the private sector. So the kind of amicability that exists in the group, while real, is false in terms of what’s out there.”

· The loss of some key stakeholders – such as the Treasury and the APF – was highlighted as a constraining factor, which may hinder broader uptake of the results.

“I wasn’t surprised that the Treasury pulled out, because I think they didn’t like the direction in which it was heading.”

· Expressed concerns about how fixed ideologies and what may be a lack of insight in the group on the realities of the sector at the municipal level may threaten the process once all of the results of the case studies need to be discussed and some agreed messages developed.

“I did a lot of research last year into what’s really going on in the sector – and the more I learned, the more frustrated I got about the lack of insight in most of the group about some basic factual realities about the real state of municipal service delivery, and hence what’s needed to bolster its performance.”

“Major pitfalls to avoid? Don’t make the group take decisions on admin. Speed up the time in which you put the research on the table. And it was a problem losing critical stakeholders like the Treasury and the Coalition against Privatisation. This was no-one’s fault, but it does reflect the ongoing polemicisation.”

· The administrative load of setting up a new organisation and developing policies and procedures for contracting researchers was a significant drain on the time of the coordinator.

· Delays or postponements with the local dialogues were seen as problematic.

· Some members noted that the group had still not agreed the criteria by which success will be measured.

Despite identifying certain constraints, and some significant concerns about having insufficient time for an in-depth analysis and dialogue on the results and developing agreed advocacy messages, a number of members were upbeat about the achievements of the process. The following perspectives highlight the innovative aspects of the process and expresses positive expectations for the research findings.

“It’s hard to pick out the negatives when it has been such a new, innovative learning process. In terms of engagement, it has been rewarding. I wish I had the time that other people seem to have to engage in it. As a working group, getting to know each other’s views has been very useful. The research is going to answer some critical questions, whoever way it goes. We need this information to inform debates on for example regionalisation or larger centralisation of service delivery, that are currently happening without any evidence to base on whether it’s the right way to go for the country.”

“This is not the normal research methodology, so I would be keen to see this written up. It could be a new way of evaluation – a technique that could be standardised. We as a sector don’t have any instruments to measure the impact of our institutional interventions – so it would be very useful.”

6.3
Additional suggestions

Some participants had additional suggestions, over and above their proposals for the focus of the final months of the process set out in section 5.2. These are presented in point form in the following list.

· Allocate sufficient time (two days) for the final Forum, and enough facilitators, to allow for the deeper level of engagement with the findings that is required. Two days would allow the group to settle and to begin to engage with each in more real and dynamic ways. Pre-selection of neutral facilitators/recorders for report-backs to plenary by breakaway groups is recommended.
· Develop recommendations targeting policy and recommendations targeting practice, as it is likely that the latter can be implemented more quickly and easily than the former.

· Possibilities for sustaining relationships: Real ties and understanding have been created and some participants feel that a possible smaller group could continue to engage on these issues. The nature of this engagement would depend on the final conclusions and the ability of members to expend additional time on this process.

“The way forward for the group depends on the conclusions. If they have a strong outcome in terms of a way forward, then it will be good to continue. The dialogue process will give us the dashboard, but not the whole blueprint, there will still be a lot to do.”

“We should not put all our hopes in the results. We should see it as a clarifier of the dialogue and then the real work begins. The research is not going to give a final ‘yes’ or ‘no’, it is going to be very grey. They will be nuanced conclusions.”

“For the first time I have a sense of how valuable this work will be. It moves way beyond anything DWAF or individual partisan research has commissioned; it strives to be robust, credible and objective, and it’s had to answer to a wide range of perspectives.  It’s never going to please everyone in the group utterly, but on balance it’s broadly endorsed.  That’s pretty good going!”

7. 
Epilogue 
(by Warren Banks
) 
Introduction: Why this Epilogue? 

The Water Dialogues–South Africa (WD-SA) ended its life as a funded, multi-stakeholder (MSH) process at the end of September 2009. The original Process Recording report, to which this Epilogue is an addition, tells the story and explores the process up to March 2009. 

This epilogue serves to: 

1. bring the Process Report up to date by outlining the key events that took place in the last 7 months of the WD-SA project (March to September 2009); it also incorporates reflections from some National Working Group members on the process as a whole, but with special emphasis on its final phase; and

2. offer some broader interpretations of the process as a whole, in particular, drawing out emerging issues, lessons and considerations for future multi-stakeholder dialogue processes. 

The first of these aims is addressed in section 7.1; the latter, is unpacked in section 7.2. 

7.1 
Concluding the biography: the final months of The Water Dialogues–
South Africa 

The emphasis in the last seven months of WD-SA has been on moving towards closure – and therefore towards the finalization of some of the key products of the process, including: 

· the last of the case-study research reports;

· the Synthesis Report (Straight talk to strengthen delivery in the water services sector, August 2009);

· the DVD of the WD-SA process; 

as well as some smaller products, including,

· a Local Dialogues Reflection and Analysis report; and

· this Epilogue. 

Characterising the last seven months of the process

The focus of the National Working Group (NWG) began to shift from open-ended dialogue, towards an emphasis on completing research outputs and wrapping up the process. This was an extremely busy period; there was a great deal of pressure to meet deadlines and draw together more than five years of work into something coherent that constitute a substantive contribution to South Africa’s water services sector.  
The project’s life was extended several times, but by mid-2009 it became clear that the NWG and Secretariat needed a firm time boundary to work within and towards. The final closure date was set for end-September 2009. As pressure to move to closure mounted, a tension emerged between:  

· ending the process by completing its tangible products (i.e. reports, analyses, summaries and so on) and doing whatever advocacy and dissemination work was possible in the little time remaining, and 

· engaging in continued and expanded national dialogue in order to embed the learning and insights from the research and the NWG’s work together. 

In the view of NWG members, the latter possibility only arose once the outputs of the research and previous years’ dialogue became ready for public dissemination. The will to further extend the project or enter a new phase of its life did not exist – the first of these two options was chosen.  

Although WD-SA is now over, there almost certainly is still a need for the facilitation of dialogue around the findings, learnings and unanswered questions it has left behind. Without such engagement, the research products and other valuable contributions of the process run the risk of being forgotten. The fact that WD-SA no longer exists to facilitate such a process could be viewed as a regrettable, missed opportunity. 

Alternatively, one may see it as “just the way things are…” WD-SA carried the process thus far. The material, learning and skills developed in the course of this process are publicly available, and the space to take up and continue the dialogue exists. If there is a genuine need for more of this kind of engagement in the water sector, it can be taken up by others. WD-SA sowed the seeds of this possibility by publicly launching its synthesis report and sharing its findings with some key national players (including the National Department of Water Affairs [DWA]). 

Ultimately, the National Working Group was largely satisfied with the completed case study research: there was considerable relief that this work had been completed and the Group was pleased with the overall quality of the research. To quote one Working Group member: the research is “all at least adequate and, in many cases, excellent.” 
The findings and outputs of the process were well received by stakeholders such as the Department of Water Affairs (DWA). The public launch of the synthesis report was well attended and the products of the process were appreciated and described as useful by participants. This is a hopeful sign that the energy put into the WD-SA process will not be wasted: the products were seen as credible and several stakeholders expressed the intention to work with them in future. 

One Working Group member’s comment in the last year of the project’s life begins to characterize the flavour of WD-SA in its final stages: 

For the first time I’ve felt that we’re producing solid and robust research that can stand up to scrutiny and weather debate from all sides. For the first time I feel we have some material to advance debate nationally, on what’s really going on in the sector, where the real gaps are, and what’s needed to fix them. We’ve moved so far beyond the “public or private” debate; we can now review a wide range of institutional arrangements, and notice the weaknesses and the strengths in all of them in a way that I do think will inform sector change for the good.

See the table overleaf for a summary of key processes and events which took place in the final months of WD-SA. 

Timeline: March-September 2009 

	Ongoing processes…

MARCH

Ongoing research 

Continuing Local Dialogues in selected case study areas

Preparation of DVD of the whole WD-SA process

Preparing, finalizing and publishing the 

Final Synthesis Report

SEPTEMBER

	Events 

March Working Group Meeting 

Report backs from remaining research (Johannesburg, Cape Town, Chris Hani) and moving towards finishing the research process and advocacy (Synthesis). 

July Working Group meeting

Towards final synthesis report

Finalising WD-SA DVD

August

Presentations to: 

· Department of Water Affairs

· Masibambane Coordinating Committee

· Water Sector Leadership Group 

September 

Launch of the Synthesis Report, DVD and other products. It was attended by people from national and local government and other key players in the sector. 


National Working Group members’ reflections on the process

All Working Group members had an opportunity to contribute their reflections to the Process Report which precedes this section; another opportunity to reflect on the overall process and feed into the writing of this Epilogue was provided at the end of the project in September 2009. Some of the key threads which emerged from these reflections include the following:  
There are peaks and troughs in the process: oscillation is normal  

 …we need to ensure that the process report fairly reflects the peaks and troughs of the journey, and the median.  Six weeks ago I had a very jaundiced take, because my sense is we’ve been going on and on and on for nearly four years.  Now for the first time I have a sense of where we’re going to, and quite what it is that the process can deliver for SA’s water sector and beyond:  some fairly solid empirical findings on why some things aren’t working, and some proposals for what’s needed to address them.  And a key finding is the critical importance of good process and ... dialogue.

This comment was made in March and reflects an important reality about dialogue – and indeed, all living processes. Awareness of this oscillation of levels of energy, interest and will is helpful for those who lead such processes and for those who participate in them. 
The changing rhythm of the process: speeding up towards closure; balancing research, dialogue and advocacy 
It is notable that the initial WD-SA findings from pilot research began to become available from February 2008. All cases studies were finalised and available by end-March 2009. The Working Group engaged with the research process in some depth as it unfolded, including commenting on drafts and helping to refine the research focus. This left the final 4-6 months in the life of the project for: 

· engaging with the completed research and arriving at a synthesis; 

· generating an advocacy strategy; and

· implementing this strategy. 
In this final phase of the project, much of value was produced. The move towards a definite end-point, lent more urgency to this phase of the work than had previously been the case and also meant that the process of disseminating learnings and engaging in advocacy was quite brief and limited. 
A challenge here is around finding a more even balance between the research, processing and advocacy aspects of the project. Advocacy and dissemination of findings and learning are an important link back to the sector of which WD-SA was a relatively small subsystem. WD-SA did this in several innovative ways including holding National Forums, facilitating Local Dialogues, and meeting with key stakeholders such as the Department of Water Affairs (DWA). 

It might be valuable to explore additional ways of opening the process of dialogue to others, and sharing insights and experiences from this process with the broader sector in a more ongoing manner. This would also have the effect of maintaining interest in the process over time, and so laying the groundwork for even more effective advocacy. 
The need to venture into difficult places and work with underlying differences

In September, one Working Group member noted: 

I’m disappointed that some ideological positions remain firmly entrenched as a point of principle, even where the evidence suggests that what makes the real difference is how particular approaches actually play out on the ground, irrespective of who owns the service provider.  For me there was always a tension around how we respond to the question:  “How best do we improve service delivery to vulnerable people or people living in poverty?”  At times it was very evident that we were talking past each other:  grand ideology sliding past a more micro-emphasis on the nuts and bolts of competence/performance contracts/operational staff/good planning, etc. 

Another said: 

There should have been some strong recommendations on the use of the private sector: I believe there is the capacity in the private sector as we should have explored this in more depth. I often thought that people tried to stick to their guns and so weren’t always practical about what might actually work! 

Overall, I think it's been a good process; a learning process; building respect, open debate and so on. But we also needed to venture more into those difficult areas. Even if consensus is not possible, one could at least generate several options. A dialogue like this can't just stay in the comfort zones; it needs to help decision-makers to address the more complicated issues. 
These comments point to difficulties with engaging with the underlying assumptions and paradigms from which different Working Group members operated; crudely, the basic tension was between the unexplored assumptions underpinning socialist vs. liberal worldviews. 

Some of this deeper exploration was avoided; the tension surfaced occasionally, but remained a shadow aspect of the process which was not openly and directly addressed. The fact that Working Group members could agree on a broad goal (e.g. sustainable, universal water provision), did not mean that they were working from the same assumptions about reality. This avoidance did allow the group to move and continue functioning - without becoming mired in conflict - but it may also have limited its ultimate effectiveness. This issue is explored further in the final section of this Epilogue. 

Group functioning: development over time; the importance of facilitation

Members noted that the capacity of the group to work together and get things done developed over time and was supported by the presence of external facilitators. 

It was also noted that the changes in facilitators was helpful: in the last year of the project, two new facilitators engaged with the Working Group; previously, one main facilitator had facilitated Working Group meetings. Several people found this change in facilitation helpful: not because the new facilitators were “better” or more competent than the first, but because something new was needed at different phases of the project and Working Group’s life. Tentatively, one might suggest that in order to keep the process fresh and engaging across long periods of time, there is value in periodically involving new support people and occasionally changing facilitators as the project moves from phase to phase. This would depend on the needs and culture of the Working Group. 
Caveat: It is worth bearing in mind that this kind of change involves some risk – especially if the group is at a vulnerable stage, when errors in facilitation might potentially derail the process, induce unnecessary conflict, or even paralyse the group. A conscious decision is required, and it is most helpful if this decision can be taken in consultation with the current facilitator; a mature review of this relationship can provide useful learning for both group and facilitator.  
The critical role of the Coordinator

The role of the Coordinator is an important one. One Working Group member had this to say in March 2009; this comment speaks for itself and points usefully to some of the considerations for what is required of the coordinator of such a process. 

Mary has played a very humble, self-effacing role within the group.  She […] does the background thinking that helps to streamline our meetings, sends out huge tomes of paperwork that need to be discussed and commented on, cajoles us to read things, and keeps any frustration or exhaustion out of sight.  In the process I think we’ve lost sight of just how pivotal her role has been.  

To me, the reason that the Dialogues have come together so strongly in the last lap is because the research material is solid and credible and enables robust dialogue.  The reason the research is robust is that Mary is a highly trained and very talented academic who has managed a major research programme in difficult circumstances.   She has conceived large chunks of it, drafted TORs to shape and steer the research work, worked wonders with weak research teams, proposed local forums to share the findings, validate them and take it forward beyond the realm of pure research into application, and done the day to day drudge work of driving, supporting and sustaining the Dialogues project, increment by onerous increment.

Then there’s all the discreet process work, which means that when we get querulous by email or in groups, Mary goes off and Sorts Things Out – shuttle diplomacy, setting up meetings, little chats here and there, coming up with different processes to strengthen the holding space, winning support through sheer dogged integrity.  And all of this, quite apart from the administration of the project – budgets, reporting, financial admin, etc. etc. etc.

 [All of this requires the competency to] hold the space, to lead from behind, and maintain trust and credibility across the board.  [The Coordinator] has done this so well that we’ve barely acknowledged [...] what she’s contributed, and how decisive it’s been in getting us to this point. 

There’s more than just one visible process: awareness and management is needed at many levels

One Working Group member noted that the dialogue process is many layered. It is not just about what happens in Working Group meetings, but about the processes that enable people to participate and be fully present – this too, is important and necessary work: 

There’s the overt process, of managing dynamics around discussions at Dialogue meetings and events;  and then there’s the much more subtle, largely unexposed process work that goes on, week in, week out, to hold and nurture the space within which Dialogue is feasible:  organising events and meetings, overseeing the logistics of research, following through on the decisions of the Management Committee, low key mediation around sticking points and tensions within the group to retain focus and a sense of common purpose.   

This comment points to an important insight: it is all one process – not just the formal meeting points, but the whole subtle and weaving involved in maintaining relationships and contact across time; weaving and reweaving the web of connection that holds the multistakeholder group together. 

Invisible outcomes: personal learning and change

Working Group members’ reflections speak for themselves: 

I’ve been involved in the SA dialogue process for four years.  More and more I realize how profoundly the process has remoulded my thinking about what’s needed to ensure good services, and what really matters.  More importantly, I’ve been tipped out of my comfort zone.  I’ve had to talk to and work closely with some people I previously felt quite antagonistic towards – and come to admire and  respect the integrity of their thinking, and its direct relevance and value to my own work and thinking … The four year process has provided the space for a steady drip-feed of new ideas and other  view points, and a steady assimilation of different ways of thinking, layer by layer, theme by theme.  I’m more alert to the blind spots in my own convictions, and more and more find myself playing devil’s advocate in my own head, working to test the stress points in my own arguments and increasingly acknowledging the merits of other thinking.   I’m fascinated by how dialectical the process has been – how confrontative dialogue has worked to locate and examine the points of difference, and sharpen our, and my, insight into new ways of moving forward.  

… I’m amazed to see how far we’ve all come, in building a new language of constructive engagement, and practising greater respect for viewpoints that are different to our own.  There’s been some remarkable convergence on what the core problems are and how best we can overcome them – to a degree that would have been inconceivable previously.  Impressive, useful process! 

And:  

… [Of critical importance] to me is the process of learning around the table – four years of thinking through what makes the difference to service delivery, beyond polemic and stereotyping of different views.  Each of the participants as individuals has influence, and shapes the processes with which he/she are involved.  I’ve learnt a fortune around the context of service delivery;  I’m also very persuaded that dialogue is imperative, however uncomfortable or frustrating or time-consuming it might be – because it’s that process of engagement, and relationship building, that builds the basis for being willing to hear another point of view.

And: 

There is more respect for the different opinions out there. I think our legacy will be this respect: that people from different sectors and different viewpoints are able to meet and talk as friends.  

The kind of learning and change referred to above are significant outcomes of the dialogue process. Admittedly, they are not directly measurable and it is almost impossible (without yet another layer of in-depth research) to make direct attributions from personal learning and change to concrete change in institutions and the sector as a whole. However, it is important to note that all real meetings – between people, positions, ideas and discourses – produce new insights and new learnings for the participants; and that these learnings are likely to be carried through in a variety of ways via Working Group members’ future practice in the sector and beyond. 

Having a national impact

Working Group members who commented on the overall impact of the process were not very sanguine about the likelihood of substantive impact in the short term. 

One Working Group member noted: 

While it is still too early to say, my concern is that the research findings will have little impact nationally.  This, of course, links with the much broader issue of the impact of research when the findings are challenging.  So, even though what seems to be the limited impact of our research is part of a much larger and longstanding question, I’m still left with a sense of frustration. Having said this, my hope is that all involved will use the research findings in our own future campaigns. 

Another said: 

Personally, I don’t expect a whole lot to change from here. DWA is in some disarray and is unlikely to do much with the process or findings – although I think the findings might subtly infuse some assessments of where to shift next. But I don’t anticipate any big policy shifts.  But then I think the days of grand policy formulation are largely over – we have all the policy we need, and now it’s more about giving the right emphasis to the bits of policy that make or break effective service delivery.  Like accountability, inclusiveness and so on.

As indicated in the previous sub-section (“Invisible outcomes…”) a key question that cannot be answered at the time of writing is: 

To what extent will those who participated in the Water Dialogues - including state players such as DWA and the South African Local Government Association - make use of the experience, their personal learning and the outputs to influence and strengthen the work of the sector? 
Much depends on Working Group members’ personal leadership in their respective contexts and organisations. 
Having a local impact

While the question of national impact remains largely unanswered, through the Local Dialogues, WD-SA fed into several existing review processes – for example, in Ilembe District Municipality – and initiated some new and important conversations – for example,  around sanitation in the City of Cape Town. 
It is hoped that the awareness-raising process of the Local Dialogues and the public availability of the case study research will contribute to improvements in service and municipality-community relations in the case study areas. (For further information, See “The Local Dialogues: A reflective and analytical report” on www.waterdialogues.org/south-africa.) 
7.2 
Making meaning of the process: emerging themes and issues

This section addresses a few themes and issues that arise from the WD-SA process as a whole. This is not an exhaustive analysis; rather, it reflects on facets of WD-SA that seem of interest from a process perspective. 
These ideas are set out here in the hope that they may be of use to future MSH processes where dialogue is chosen as a means of working towards a common goal, and as a constructive process in its own right. 

Asking the “right questions”: allowing emergence and change; following the questions
One Working Group member posed the question: “Were we asking the right questions?” She went on to comment:  

Perhaps now, the focus would have been on tariffs, free basic water and user-satisfaction, rather 
than the private sector participation question. We began by defining a clear problem statement. However, there was no clear sense of what kind of change we were hoping to make; rather, I had a vague idea that we were working towards changing policy. 

In a sense, one of key outcomes of this process appears to have been that most Working Group members have let go of some of the firm positions they entered the process with, i.e.: 

· “the private sector can do it all better!”; OR that 

· “the private sector should not be involved at all – water must provided by the state to guarantee universal access!”

In moving past this polarized way of seeing water provision and the sector, most Working Group members appeared to feel that they also moved beyond the original question. The question, “Can the private sector play a useful role in universal water provision?” no longer generated much energy. There was more interest in asking, “How can water be provided in effective, efficient and sustainable ways?” and this became an important focus in the final stages of the project. . 
Although this new emphasis arose fairly late in the process, it was possible to work with it, and include this focus in the overall synthesis of WD-SA’s findings. Importantly, the project’s relationship with its donors was sufficiently open and flexible, to allow this expansion of the original focus. 
To directly address to the quote that opens this subsection: one design consideration for future multistakeholder dialogue work which builds on a base of empirical evidence, might be to stagger the research process such that research, dialogue and advocacy are part of a continuing cycle of processing material and engaging with other stakeholders, rather than distinct project phases. This would allow more time for the questions to evolve, and leave more space for experimentation with advocacy options – in other words, a more extended process of iteration and exploration. Admittedly, this alternative would present some practical challenges in terms of  project management and scheduling and may have the effect of further extending the length of such projects. 
Working with underlying tensions and paradigmatic differences – or leaving well enough alone…

Part of the challenge of multistakeholder (MSH) processes lies in the fact that people within the MSH group interpret the experience and the material being worked with (e.g. research findings; the comments of other participants; etc. ) through the lens of their particular worldview/paradigm. And all worldviews have blind-spots and limitations – they allow us to see and interact with parts of reality, but often exclude others. For example, it is very difficult for a committed exponent of privatisation to really hear and understand the perspective of someone who holds the view that private sector involvement is usually (or always) a bad idea. 

Further, no matter how well-designed or competent, social research remains social research, not ‘Truth’. Its findings are always open to interpretation and contestation. Multiple realities multiply unless it is possible to transform people’s ways of seeing by engaging with some of the deep underlying issues that confine their perspective within a relatively narrow range.    
The above factors raise a question: 

· How effective can our dialogue be if we do not explore the underlying assumptions beneath polarised positions and worldviews? 

Of course, one’s answer depends on the issue at hand. 

· And if so, do we trust that:

· the participants can contain and stay with a process that may fundamentally challenge their beliefs about the world? 

· getting stuck and working through ‘stuckness’ is part of the process?

· the process requires working with what is real – including things that may not be resolvable and may result in changes in composition of the participant group?
One risk associated with beginning to work at the level of fundamental differences of beliefs, assumptions and values is that the group may split or even dissolve over the difference. Or, it may lose key stakeholders who are unwilling to – even temporarily – step outside of their belief system and subject it to critical questioning. 
The alternative is often that the group compromises: it avoids engaging with the underlying issues – and so cannot explore the fundamental contradictions within the field; and this in turn, may prevent learning, the transformation or synthesis of perspectives, and the emergence of the new to its fullest potential. 
In some instances, the South African working group appears to have chosen the latter alternative – and not always consciously. 

One example of this is the following: 

Some of the case study research points to instances in which private sector service provision is superior (by a number of measures including efficiency, user-satisfaction, and so on) to any which could conceivably be offered by the local state in the foreseeable future. The Ilembe case is one such example. However, this finding did not emerge strongly – though it may be implicit in the majority of the group’s assertion that the original research question about private sector participation had been superseded. 

An interpretation: 

The Working Group chose to avoid the conflict that was likely to arise from making such a statement. Some members of the Working Group (or their constituencies) held the firm position that the private sector has no place in water provision. The group as a whole, agreed without difficulty with the proposition, “It is ultimately the responsibility of the state to address the challenge of universal provision”, but could not have achieved consensus about the total exclusion of private sector participation (PSP). 

An unconscious/unspoken choice seems to have made to “let sleeping dogs lie” and maintain a degree of group cohesion and comfort, rather than entering into an exploration of the divisive ‘no role for the private sector’ argument. This choice also, in effect, censored what may have been a significant finding in relation to the original PSP research question. 

The foregoing is not an argument for taking unnecessary and avoidable risks that would damage the group and the process. Rather, I would argue that it is usually better to make a conscious choice: self-censorship by the exclusion of important real-world data does a disservice to dialogue, which after all works by trying to building deeper understanding of what is, so that it becomes possible to appreciate relate to, and work with and in this reality in new ways. 

A caveat: while it is broadly true that avoidance of this kind of underlying difference stifles the potential for change, there is no guarantee that the group or the individual members will be ready to work with these contradictions. Judgment on the part of group members and the facilitator are necessary here. Dialogue is a dance between safe spaces and confronting spaces and open spaces, where the new may emerge, if allowed. Dialogue can also descend into polarization and conflict beyond the group’s capacity to manage and work through. Choosing what issues and contradictions to confront and work is the challenge. 

Conclusion

The Water Dialogues-South Africa has produced a significant body of original and good quality case study research, and has provided a laboratory for learning, in and through, a multistakeholder process. 

This brief Epilogue has attempted to bring the Process Report up to date, to create space for Working Group members to share some of their insights at the end of the project, and to explore some of the more interesting process issues that arose in this unique and experimental initiative. 

I hope it is of some value to others interested in exploring multistakeholder dialogue as an approach to support learning, increase awareness, and facilitate change and development in large systems, and even whole sectors. 
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Annex 1
List of Participants

	Organisation

In alphabetical order:
	Designation
	Name

	Department of Water Affairs and Forestry
	Working Group member
	Thobile Mthiyane

	Environmental Monitoring Group (EMG)
	Working Group member
	Jessica Wilson

	eThekwini Municipality
	Working Group member
	Neil MacLeod

	Independent
	Working Group member
	Kathy Eales

	Independent
	Facilitator
	Ann Harper

	Irish Aid
	Funder
	Malcolm White

	Johannesburg Water Management (JOWAM) previously, now consultant
	Working Group member
	Jean-Pierre Mas

	Mvula Trust
	Working Group member
	Laila Smith

	Organisational development practitioner
	Facilitator
	Warren Banks

	South African Local Government Association (SALGA)
	Working Group member
	William Moraka

	South African Municipal Workers Union (SAMWU)
	Working Group member
	Jeff Rudin

	South African Water Caucus
	Working Group member
	Hameda Deedat

	The Water Dialogues
	Co-ordinator
	Mary Galvin

	Water Research Commission

	Working Group member
	Jay Bhagwan 


An additional respondent interviewed for the “Epilogue”:
	Department of Water Affairs
	Working Group member
	Helgard Muller 


Other respondents listed in the table about were also consulted. 

Annex 2
Interview framework for the process recording

The following interview framework was used in a semi-structured way to guide interviews.

1. Initiating and sustaining debate in a contentious environment
· What were the key elements that led to initiation of meaningful debate in the contentious environment? (How would you characterize the environment at the start of the process?)
· Do you feel the debate was successfully sustained for the duration of the process, and how?
· What was the role of the local dialogues? Did they help to unblock communication bottlenecks between critical local stakeholders? How?

· What are the possibilities for sustaining relationships in the future? 

2. Personal impact on participants 

· How do you feel the process has personally impacted on you?

· Have there been any shifts in your perception of issues, shifts in relationships, and changes in how you see other stakeholders?

3. Policy influence and impact on institutional reform 

· Has the initiation and implementation of the dialogue process led to a likelihood of influence on policy? 
· If so, how? If not, why not – what was lacking? What would have been required?
· Has the WD process had any impact on institutional reform? Do you think this is likely in the future?
4. Impact on service delivery 

· What has been the effectiveness of the process in terms of on-the-ground concrete changes?

· What should be focused on to maximize this in the final period of the process? 

5. Advocacy options and desired focus for final stages of process
· What role has advocacy played in the WD to date? How could advocacy be pursued to maximize impact?

· What do you think should be the primary focus for the final months of the WD process?

6. Critical success factors and other suggestions
· In summary, what do you feel have been the major success factors of the process?

· What constraining factors can you identify and are there ways these could have been / could still be overcome?

· Do you have any other suggestions or points to raise?

� http://www.waterdialogues.org/south-africa


� http://www.waterdialogues.org/south-africa/process.htm


� Note that the Coalition Against Water Privatisation did however participate in both National Forums, and the APF did take part in the ad hoc meeting on Free Basic Water organized by the Water Dialogues. A representative from the Treasury was a member of the WG for approximately a year and a half, but left after this period, as discussed elsewhere in this report.


� A separate process report for the local dialogues will be written by the facilitator of all five local dialogues.


�� Warren Banks (� HYPERLINK "mailto:wjbanks@polka.co.za" �wjbanks@polka.co.za�) is an independent facilitator and organisation development practitioner based in Durban, South Africa. He worked with WD-SA as a facilitator and resource person in the final year of the project’s life (2008-9), as well as engaging with the international level of The Water Dialogues during from mid-2009 to closure. 


Other publications by the same author and available on � HYPERLINK "http://www.waterdialogues.org" �www.waterdialogues.org�  include:


The Local Dialogues: A reflective and analytical report (November 2009) – see the South African section of the site; 


The Water Dialogues: process and organisational evaluation (January 2010) – see the international section of the site. 





