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Citizen Participation Models in Cuba – Impressions from an Internship

Sustainable Government and Citizen Participation

Talk of sustainability has come to include much more than the original associations of environmental and ecological preservation, respect and harmony.  Now that its use has grown so wide as to refer to economic development, urban planning, resource exploitation, consumption, and professional workloads; and now that the interconnectedness of existence is starting to be appreciated, sustainability is not simply a buzz-word, but an important and ultimately vital aim for the survival of all entities.  Thus, its relevance applies equally to government as the managing force for many aspects of society; which is to say that all entities must be adaptable, responsive, long-term minded, and must value the existence of other entities.  Such efforts at sustainability are directed at a reorientation of the current practices in most fields of work; and in order to keep up and be sustainable, government itself must also reorient and reorganize to respond to, reflect, and lead the changing climate – literally and figuratively – of its populace.

The advent of the New Public Management with its emphasis on efficiency, effectiveness, and citizens as customers, and the increasing knowledge of these citizens require that the Canadian government be more responsive to and inclusive of its public.  As such, maintaining a sustainable government as well as reorienting it means adopting mechanisms for meaningful and accountable public engagement to include Canadians in the governance process of their own country and the services they receive that affect them on a daily basis.
To be sure, many governments, including Canadian ones, have recognized the value of citizen feedback already and have made varied efforts to consult them.  But something so valuable is not so easily accomplished.  Obstacles range from high officials being reluctant to devolve power, to failure to provide relevant information to inform the participating public; from concerns over token consultation where opinions will not actually be considered, to poor timing such that opinions are submitted after decisions are made, as well as to complaints of the process being too time-consuming and too costly.  In fact, such issues are so common that Sherry Arnstein has articulated a participation ladder that distinguishes true citizen power, from tokenism from non-participation in her article “A Ladder of Citizen Participation”.
Eight Rungs on a Ladder of Citizen Participation
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	Citizen Control



	7
	Delegated Power



	6
	Partnership



	5
	Placation



	4
	Consultation



	3
	Informing



	2
	Therapy



	1
	Manipulation







Yet whether it is to confirm the appropriateness of plans for future directions or to correct them, citizen engagement is not only useful for government decisions, but it also serves Canadians as a means to address public apathy towards politics given the loss of trust, respect and connection people have suffered towards their elected officials.  Even more so, David Foot and Daniel Stoffman write in Boom, Bust & Echo 2001 that citizens will be demanding this kind of involvement in the entity that organizes much of their lives because they have grown in knowledge, power, wealth and information resources.  The authors explain the significance of a large baby boom population and the additional ‘echo’ generation of their children occupying large sectors of the Canadian voting and service-receiving public:
Demography, the study of human population, is the most powerful – 

and most underutilized – tool we have to understand the past and to 

foretell the future.  Demographics… also play a pivotal role in the 

economic and social life of our country… An older population is more 

demanding and more knowledgeable about the products and services it 

needs and is less willing to tolerate poor service.

In terms of what defines poor or good service, a Citizens First Summary Report found that citizens’ assessments of service quality are determined primarily by five factors:  timeliness, knowledge and competence of staff, courtesy/comfort, fair treatment, and outcome.
  With and informed, empowered and demanding population, citizen involvement in governance soon can be anticipated to be thought of as a right of the tax-paying public.  Government will be in a better position to survive and improve by meeting this expectation rather than maintaining the status quo of power structures.  Thus, mechanisms for meaningful and equitably shared decision-making and communication with the state can lead to more efficient, effective and suitably prioritized change.
My Fall Internship in Havana, Cuba
Cuba may not seem to be the first choice for a study of public administration; however that is where I spent my last semester on internship as part of the Dalhousie Masters in Public Administration programme.  Although it certainly has a lot of unique and developing-country problems, it can also sympathize with pressing issues in Canada as it too has a significant aging population, a large mass of government employees soon to retire, and citizens who feel change coming and want to be able to influence the process and decisions.  To be sure it, like many developing countries, is known for its frustrating bureaucratic constraints and delays.  As one travel book on Cuba prepares it readers:

Cuba is a quagmire of bureaucracy.  It is characterized by endless 

waiting, lost paper-work, low levels of competence and high levels 
of indifference, so dealing with any aspect of Cuban bureaucracy can 
feel like an unprecedented nightmare.  Largely a product of an over-
centralized system, it is often the case that the person with whom you 
are dealing has no authority over the situation so is powerless to help 
you anyway – their main function is to stand between the public and 
whoever is actually in control who, incidentally, is always out to
lunch.

However, beneath the mainly centralized, though slowly decentralizing, system are many strong examples of citizen engagement in community that merit investigation.  As such, I went to Havana to study these models of citizen participation in governance at the local level, which is to say that I learned about their neighbourhood and municipal mechanisms for people to have a voice in what goes on in their communities and in their daily services.

Background About Cuba

To begin with a bit of background about Cuba, because a lot of curiosity and mystery surrounds this island, I would like to start with a basic description.  Cuba is a fascinating place full of potential, good intentions and contradiction.  It is a place where education and health care are funded by the state but where taxi drivers make more money than doctors; where very little discrimination exists among its multi-coloured people but where two starkly different currencies struggle for equalization; and where the state considers itself to be in a constant war with the United States but where capitalist reforms are seen as the answer to preserving socialist ideals.  Its people are warm, friendly, proud, resilient and resourceful, and they have built a vibrant society full of spirit, contagious music, and explosive personalities.  
With a population of 11,346,670, both their levels of literacy (97%) and life expectancy (77 years) match developed-country statistics, and their voter turn out reaches to the ninety-sixth percentile.
  The two principal industries are tourism and sugar and though they have a low rate of unemployment (2.5%), many people work under-employing their educationally developed skills in basic jobs such as in security, elevator operating and in tourism.  Cuban politics is dominated by talk of the Revolution (that began in 1959), socialist ideals, and problems with the USA.  Theirs is a one party system with the Cuban Communist Party at the helm, and with government representation divided between the municipal, provincial and national level.  They describe their country as having democratic elections and at least at the local constituency and municipal levels they are well carried-out.  Within these political, legal, administrative, and operational systems are many organizations, councils and committees, and groups that occupy themselves with facilitating communication and citizen engagement between government and the public.  I am going to be describing several of these in order extract best practices in citizen participation that can inform Canadian government actions on the matter.  The seven such mechanisms that I will be exploring are:
· The Electoral system and Popular Councils;

· Committees for the Defence of the Revolution and other Organizations of the Masses;
· The Local Medical system;
· Neighbourhood Social workers;
· The legal system;
· The Microbrigades Housing Project;
· The Centre for the Integrated Development of the Capital and the Workshops for Integrated Neighbourhood Transformation.
The Cuban Electoral System and Local Popular Councils

Politically, Cuba is a republic with a centralized socialist system of government.  Power rests with the Popular Power National Assembly which nominates the Council of Ministers, the highest executive body of which Fidel Castro is the head.  The Communist Party officially does not involve itself in political nominations, yet there is no denying the political influence it yields at a practical level.
Structure of Cuban Political Society

Cuban Communist   
     Government and State Apparatus


Civil Society
Party
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Local Elections
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Location of one of three voting offices in the constituency election I visited.
Constituencies make up the basic political building-block, occupying five to eight city blocks; and one representative for each constituency is elected every two and a half years in a truly locally-centred process.  At election time the people of each constituency may nominate candidates living within their own constituency, with a minimum of two candidates required to ensure choice and a maximum of eight to prevent confusion, though the number rarely reaches that high.  These individuals have the respect and trust of their community and also personally know of the difficulties particular to their area and so can speak knowledgeably about such matters, such as power outages, lack of running water, or the importance to secure funding for a local project.  Candidates are not allowed to campaign openly for the position thus making it financially accessible for anyone; but everyone does submit a one-page biography explaining their experience, group involvements and other telling responsibilities.  These pages are hung together in designated prominent public areas of the constituency before the election, and candidates present at meetings to answer questions so that the local public can make informed choices.  There is a voter list and on the day of the elections the volunteer elections committee opens the office all day on a chosen Sunday in order to be compatible with the schedules of its voters.
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Voter-List and Candidate Biographies posted outside of one of the voting offices for constituency election (a family doctor’s office converted for the day).
Voting is secret and anonymous, and names are checked off as people pick up their ballots.  When the ballots are submitted to the ballot box it is under the careful supervision of schoolchildren who are charged with guarding it as a way of involving the younger generations in the political process.  After voting closes, the ballots are counted then and there by the committee in the presence of any interested public should they want to oversee the legitimacy of the tallying, indulge their curiosity to know the winner, or simply to be social and chat with their neighbours.
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School children guarding the ballot box on election day as a way to validate the proceedings and involve younger generations in the political process.
Once the winning candidate assumes the role of delegate, there are a few safe-guards built into the post that are the key-stones of the system and that assure some accountability and control by the electing residents.  These ensures that the representative works for, and is aware that he or she works for, his or her community and not the reverse.  While the term lasts for two and a half years, the delegate must render account to his or her electorate every six months.  This predetermined cycle allows the residents to count on definite points when they will receive updates from their delegate and be able to reevaluate strategies and priorities, and even their approval of the delegate, if need be.
At the rendering of account the delegate explains to his or her public what issues he or she brought forward to the municipal councilors, which were resolved and why others not.  Residents may also pose new questions and concerns to the delegate or address them to the group.  Here the delegate acts as a catalyst for people to express and resolve their particular problems or have them taken to higher-level officials.  Other heads of significant community works attend the rendering of account, such as the local family doctor, the managers of supermarkets and agro-markets, or a representative for the Committees for the Defence of the Revolution (to be explained next).  This allows the public to address concerns directly to those responsible, and it permits attendees to develop cooperative, neighbourhood solutions more easily.  
While the delegate is an elected representative he or she functions mostly as a facilitator and communicator of the concerns and needs of his or her electorate to the next highest political level.  However, since many of the problems are out of the hands of the municipalities and are provincial or national responsibilities such as electricity, water, food supplies, etc., the local delegate does not have much power to attend to issues himself/herself, which would also be explained at the rendering of account.  On the other hand, the representative does have the ability to reiterate recurring problems in municipal assemblies and thus reinforce to the appropriate officials the ongoing frustration of the constituency.  However, should the delegate not perform his or her role to the satisfaction of the electorate, the members may hold a vote amongst themselves and relieve him or her from the position, later holding new elections.  This assures each electorate of some power, autonomy, and ownership, and of the responsibility to make neighbourhood participation more significant.
The positions at the local level are voluntary and thus attempt to ensure community-minded people seek the post for the sake of doing valued work and not for monetary motivations.  Delegates have their own independent careers and are representatives in their spare time.  They act as the local voice for the area and their primary function is as communicator between the local base and the municipal level.
The Popular Council

Municipal elections take place among the constituency delegates of each municipality who gather at an assembly to elect a president from within their ranks to represent them at that level.  Intermediary between the constituency and municipal levels is what is called the Popular Council of which there are several per municipality, roughly four to eight.  Among the constituency representatives in each Popular Council region are elected a president, a vice-president and a secretary to paid positions to work at the Popular Council office and, on an ongoing basis, work on the local problems of the area.  These become their new jobs as they take a sabbatical from their normal professional post.  The Popular Council coordinates much of the activity in the area, from acting as the base of organization for hurricane preparations, to a daily meeting place for neighbourhood social workers before they begin their visits, to a centre for distribution of new, more energy efficient light bulbs or cooking pots.  It is at this office, the Popular Council of the Plaza of the Revolution, that I spent a week as part of my internship.  Here, they were very welcoming and helpful and I was invited to attend a meeting for the rendering of account of a delegate and a constituency election.  I saw how they mobilized to prepare for a hurricane, how they organized to address the local social workers’ concerns, and I sat in at the office to witness a typical day.
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The Popular Council office of the Plaza of the Revolution in Havana that I visited.

I observed diverse organizations that facilitated citizen participation in action because the Popular Council operates as a joining force in the community where various groups communicate and coordinate the activities in the area.  Physically, the office is a simple space; it does not scream of government strength or privileges.  It is made up of a few rooms with tables, chairs and a telephone; no computers, no middle-man receptionist to distance the contact, and no appointment necessary.  The public may drop in any time to ask questions, report a concern, use it as a resource to contact other more subject-focused organizations, or touch base on the status of a community project.  Thus, this arrangement of local political representation encourages public engagement with issues facing the neighbourhood where residents may discuss concerns and propose solutions, hold delegates accountable, run as a candidate without needing funds for a campaign or political connections, or volunteer to organize a community project.  Council staff brings together constituency and municipal representatives, local heads of the organizations of the masses, chiefs of local government offices such as the police or military, and heads of community services like hospitals, schools, and agro-markets, to ensure the health and development of the community.

Organisations of the Masses – Committees for the Defence of the Revolution
If the Popular Council is the hub of activity for the community, the Committees for the Defence of the Revolution (CDRs) make up the base for citizen participation in Cuba.  One of the most significant organizations of the masses – organizations promoting the interests of specific groups of people like women, students, workers, farmers, etc. – CDRs were established the year after the 1959 Revolution to support its cause.  They have evolved to be neighbourhood watch-like groups that exist throughout the country, occupy more or less one city block each, include roughly 98% of the population, and are the essential and most basic building blocks of society and community in Cuba.  
Originally started as a network of watch-dog groups to defend and protect against attacks on the Revolution and its ideals and goals, members of CDRs now promote the work of the Revolution and work at ensuring each person receives their thirteen vaccinations, grass cutting and fumigation are done to prevent disease, voter lists are up-to-date, people at risk during hurricanes are identified for evacuation, children attend school, volunteer work is completed, security watch of the neighbourhood is done, and other community minded vigilance.  In fact, CDRs are so involved in the basic elements of people’s lives, that they are aware of roughly 85% of what goes on in everyone’s lives, as one Cuban informed me.  They work with other associations to communicate information and make it meaningful for the local level.  Like political representatives, CDRs have elected block representatives and corresponding municipal, provincial and national representatives who participate in political assemblies and discussions to speak to the issues needing attention at each level.  It is they who coordinate and help with the implementation of government initiatives meant to affect the Cuban population.
Other Organisations of the Masses

Other civil society organizations of the masses are organized much like CDRs with representatives at each Popular Council, municipal, provincial, and national level to advocate for the interests of their members.  Prominent examples include the Federation of Cuban Women (FMC); the Cuban Centre for Labourers (CTC); the Federation of University Students (FEU) and other federations for high school, middle school and elementary students; and the National Association for Small Farms (ANAP).  These groups concern themselves with the more public, that is, the less political, dimension of citizens’ lives, such as people’s professional lives or their civic identities.  
The FMC, for instance, was established in 1960 to address the problematic and complex inequalities that women faced in such a historically male-dominated and macho culture.  This federation does not depend on the state for funding, therefore maintaining its independence and not surrendering decision-making authority to the very body which it attempts to influence as part of its mandate.  As such, it may objectively advocate for its over four million members and accordingly has achieved such freedoms for women as one year paid maternity leave, maternity leave that may be shared with the father, the legalizing of abortion, and specialized health programmes for women.  Their minimal annual membership fee supplies sufficient financial resources for the group to be autonomous in selecting which programmes and projects to fund or promote, who to hire, and which themes to pursue.
  These non-politicized organizations offer locally accessible channels for participation in governance that reach all the way to the highest political level.  With the force of the national membership behind them, representatives speak with such a large base of support that their voices are heard, their intensions are respected, and their power to act and implement reaches far.  Such associations also provide common causes for unity that foster empowerment, confidence in overcoming obstacles, motivation to make change, and faith in representative advocacy.
The Local Medical System

Health care in Cuba is funded by the state as part of its socialist policies.  Family doctors are the first line of consultation when a citizen wants to access the medical system.  Doctors are assigned to each constituency achieving an approximate ratio of one doctor and one nurse to every one hundred and twenty patients.  This family doctor is someone who lives in the community and is therefore a familiar face; someone who will hear patients when they come with concerns, and who will refer them to the Popular Council area polyclinic or hospital should their problem be more serious.
Local doctors are pro-active in their involvement and will contact or visit those who miss scheduled appointments, those mothers whose babies have not received their vaccinations, or those who have recently moved to the community.  To that end, they consult with local representatives of CDRs, the FMC, school teachers, and the Popular Council, etc., to keep abreast of relevant issues affecting the neighbourhood, including dengue, smoking, and HIV.  
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The local medical system operates under a strong network of prevention, coordinating with many other organizations to “get the word out” about such things as the thirteen vaccinations administered to all citizens, HIV/AIDS awareness and safe-sex education, and even information about alcoholism and alcoholics anonymous centres.  In addition, medical staff offer educational seminars in their communities on various health topics, for example proper nutrition, hygiene, sexuality, maternity, healthy physical activity, the affects of smoking, and HIV/AIDS.  Moreover, family doctors attend their constituencies renderings of account to be accountable to his or her patients and community and to keep informed of local issues.

Health practitioners also conduct “grandparents circles”, regular local exercise classes for the elderly to keep them active; believing that stimulated bodies promote healthy bodies.  These circles attend to a segment of society that is often neglected outside of the medical system.  Not only do the classes focus on maintaining the health of the seniors, but they also bring them into a group-setting in which to socialize and feel connected to the community.  Keeping the exercise programme small and local keeps it personal, relevant, and easy for the community itself to organize.  In this way, the medical staff’s strong ties to the area give them the impulse to engage with it, especially with members in need of particular attention, and these ties spur them to participate with its members in developing programmes for them.  Events and programmes like these develop community cohesion, encourage personal initiative, build strong lines of communication, and reach the local base where communities have more control over the project, thus reaching beyond the broad municipal region and more effectively into people’s lives.
Neighbourhood Social Workers

The neighbourhood social worker initiative is the recent brain-child of ruler Fidel Castro, started only five years ago.  Social workers are trained and paid by the state, and are at the state’s disposal to be assigned wherever the state prioritizes aid.  Graduates of the training programme mostly attend to residents in Popular Council regions, but may also be sent to help in hurricane recovery efforts in affected provinces, or to work at gas stations to oversee the precious gasoline commodity.  
Primarily, each worker is designated to a set of families in part of the Popular Council area that have difficult personal issues to deal with, such as a sick parent, a mentally handicapped child, needing medication that cannot be afforded, or a job as a hustler/prostitute.  Workers visit each home, determine what matters most need attending to, and help residents improve their situations by wading through the bureaucratic requirements themselves.  For example, a worker would assume the paperwork of applying to have medication funded by the state, of looking for a caregiver to care for a sick parent so the son or daughter may return to work, or of finding a legal job opening for a prostitute so that she may leave the profession while still supporting herself and her children.  Workers are in contact with members of CDRs who inform them of new people in need of assistance; while the CDRs maintain communication with its own members, the FMC, the family doctor, Popular Council staff, etc., to collect this information.  This functions as a useful and creative mechanism to help the public access the day-to-day services of the state.  At the same time these very workers will become valuable sources of information to inform the state of exactly what bureaucratic procedures need to be simplified in order to make services more accessible.  Therefore, while the government may not wish to reform such obstructive bureaucratic constraints, at least the problem of managing these constraints is recognized and workers are assigned to help citizens more productively navigate the system that is supposed to serve them.  As a result of this mechanism through which a new group of workers participates in accessing government, civilians’ basic difficulties are addressed and they can thus more fully engage with their society.
The Legal System

The legal system is not especially conducive to citizen participation, restricted as it is in many countries to the upper echelons of the Legislature.  However there are a few means by which the general population may communicate with the legal sphere, though communication is hardly indicative of true participation.  Because they have a voice at the national level, CDRs, the FMC, and other Organisations of the Masses may propose the basis for a new law to the National Assembly of Popular Power for consideration, but ultimately power rests with the deciding assembly members.  Also, residents may speak with their delegates who will bring suggestions or comments to municipal assemblies, which may then make their way up the representative political hierarchy.  If the concerns are commonly expressed by a large segment of the population then members of the National Assembly may choose to propose a law to that effect.  Alternatively, if individuals are motivated enough, they may collect the necessary 25,000 signatures on a petition, all required to be witnessed by a notary, to propose a law directly to the National Assembly.  Plainly an extremely difficult and costly task to coordinate logistically, I was not told that anyone had succeeded in following this path.  Should the National Assembly wish to make changes to the Cuban Constitution it must subject the proposed changes to a national referendum, though fear of being labeled an anti-revolutionary may make many people afraid of voting them down.  Finally, judges and academics sit on commissions that examine proposed laws before they are enacted to ensure their Constitutionality and to review their content.
Recognizing that the above interaction with the legal system is limited, the head of the faculty of law at the University of Havana commented to me that there are a few improvements that she would like to see made to the process.  She noted that the process of proposing and approving a law and when these steps take place should be recognized by law, written so that the public may know how matters are conducted, since currently the norm of practice has gone beyond what is documented.  In addition, she suggested that consultation with the general population, state organs and the organizations of the masses should be required by law when the government is considering new legislation.  Though participation in the legal field may not be well- developed, at a minimum, some of the failings of the system are recognized and reforms are being advanced.
The Microbrigades Housing Project

Cuba has long suffered from a housing shortage crisis, to the point where six people might live in the same apartment, newly married couples have to remain living with their parents, and newly divorced couples cannot move out on their own, because there is no where to go.  The Microbrigades movement started in the early 1970s as a Cuban version of the self-assistance programme, and the current goal is to complete 100,000 new housing units per year for the next five years.  It was originally organized through work-centres and oriented towards new construction that involved employees of different centres of production, administration, and service in the construction of their own homes, thanks to strong state support.  In contrast, the Social Microbrigades of the late 1980s had strong community foundations and were oriented to reparation of existing housing in urban zones.  Continuing from its tradition of incorporating all range of members of the community, retired people, young people without educational or professional obligations and housewives participate in some way, thus generating an important source of local employment.  The Social Microbrigades were directed at the rehabilitation of existing housing, rather than imposing new, large-scale concrete mega-buildings, which gradually came to involve new construction including medical clinics and schools.  Consequently, other related forms of local employment began to appear such as centres of industrial and popular craftsmanship. In this way neighbours participate from the initial, conceptual phases of construction projects through to their physical execution.
The project is designed to have members of the community who will be living in the housing be the ones who participate in its construction.  Residents enroll in training courses to learn the various skills of the trade and the state provides the building supplies and the location.  Those residents who take part in the project receive one of the housing units at a considerably reduced cost, or for free, in exchange for their labour, and subsequently pay a low, manageable monthly rent.  This system helps to ensure that the work is of good quality as the producers are also users of the product, and so they have a personal investment in the soundness of the construction.  Facing the obstacle that those in need do not have the financial resources to pay for the product but do have other assets to contribute such as time, physical labour, and knowledge, this creative solution actually stimulates more participation and benefits than if the state had simply commissioned an independent building contract.  Accordingly, the enterprise involves the local community, develops employable skills, builds a sense of empowerment and ownership, and keeps the original fabric of the area that the neighbourhood is built around – all of which excite the desire to participate in one’s community which is needed even before the mechanisms to participate exist.  Although ultimate decision-making power rests with the state, the affected residents do retain a measure of control at the local level since they are performing the ground-level work and are most closely involved with the physical product.  A report from the Group for the Integrated Development of the Capital (to be described in the following section), had this positive account of the Microbrigades project:

As well as the practical results, this movement brought neighbours 

together in work teams formed to fight common difficulties, 

strengthening the socialization of individuals through the 
development of new forms of interpersonal relations.  The teams 
functioned to maximize benefits, elevate technical qualifications, 
foster confidence in overcoming problems, create a culture of work, 
and reinforce feelings of human solidarity  and social discipline 
based around projects of collective interest.

Such a strong example of community involvement and interaction with government is sure to shape how residents approach the prospect of participating in initiatives in the future.

The Group for the Integrated Development of the Capital and the Workshops for Integrated Neighbourhood Transformation
The Group for the Integrated Development of the Capital

Given the age, density, and continuing expansion of the city of Havana, the Group for the Integrated Development of the Capital (GDIC) was created in 1987 as a government initiative designed to develop urban development plans for Havana, stressing conservation and revitalization.  This entity was more decentralized than most state agencies and involved strong popular participation.  Its goal was to seize the potential that small, local areas offered to “rehabilitate these neighbourhoods as easily identifiable territories that permit the city’s larger problems to be broken down into more manageable components”.
  The GDIC sees neighbourhoods as the most human element, as the basis for a sense of belonging to a place and for a committed interest in what goes on there.  Workers recognize that social structures require their own substantive economic base which takes account of its social and environmental impact.  Acting on this approach will serve to sustain true empowerment of local economies so that local structures may assume a more significant role in meetings the community’s needs.  
Residents may, thus, approach the GDIC with project or programme proposals designed to address a problem of the neighbourhood, and that will involve the local population customizing solutions as they become their own reference points, rather than higher managing officials.  In this way local residents “become more active in identifying their own problems and organizing to resolve them”
.  The plan is to facilitate the creation of local initiatives and enable the public to act for itself, rather than imposing prescribed notions and formulas from on high and assuming the organizing role.
Workshops for Integrated Neighbourhood Transformation

With Havana almost always having been an important centre of society in Cuban history, having had a large population, and having continually expanded as more and more people left rural areas to move to the more developed capital to take advantage of higher living standards, complex, dense and poor neighbourhoods developed across the city.  Accordingly, the severity of the situation brought about the need to address these deteriorating, historically neglected communities of difficult living conditions.  
The GDIC has produced a booklet describing its operations and principles.  Since hearing from the primary source itself is a valuable perspective to read, I will let the Group speak for itself: 

In 1988, in an experimental initiative, the GDIC coordinated with local governments to found the Workshops for Integrated Neighbourhood Transformation, beginning with three neighbourhoods with difficult living conditions.  Other neighbourhoods soon requested their inclusion in the plans and by the year 2000 no less than 20 workshops were operational.
The most important functions of the Workshops are:

a) Organization of people and resources for the planning and execution of necessary projects and for the supervision of urban activities.

b) Direct contact with local populations to mobilize their involvement in community projects and ensure their participation in neighbourhood transformation from the initial conceptual phases.

c) The introduction of ideas and technological innovations that incorporate the capacities of pedagogical, research and cultural institutions.

d) Coordination with administrative bodies to solve problems.

e) Technical advising to neighbourhood Popular Councils (local governments) for the elaboration of strategic community planning, decision making and transformation.  Workshops thus constitute a very important technical element in the activities of Popular Power (Cuba’s governmental structure) and in participatory community planning.  These teams ensure the continuity of neighbourhood development when members of the Popular Councils are involved in elections or when heads of supporting institutions organizations change.
These Workshops are small, professional, inter-disciplinary teams made up of five to twelve people who are architects, sociologists, social workers, engineers, economists, and “natural leaders”.  The majority of staff members live and work in their own neighbourhoods.  They try to encourage communities to act as protagonists in their own transformation, contributing to an understanding of the most common needs and priorities.
In their work, the Workshops try to follow the principle of integrated transformation, that is, a concern with both physical and social environments.  The first project undertaken by the Workshops was a census of duties and professions of local residents, revealing sources of potentially useful talents and abilities that might otherwise remain latent.  
To this end, much attention is given to the recognition and study of a location’s needs.  Participatory methods such as brainstorming meetings, design competitions, group interviews, focus groups, and others are employed.  In this way, the transformation strategy is formulated, including the mission, the objectives and necessary actions, which must rest in the hands of the neighbours themselves.  Though each Workshop has its own strategy, based on specific needs, certain shared aspects of their strategies – adapted as they are to the country’s current economic situation – can be articulated:  housing improvement, urban education of children and youths, reinforcement of neighbourhood identities, integration of local actors, attention to social problems and vulnerable groups, development of local economies, and environmental sanitation.
The general schemes of long-term development and revitalization are planned and discussed with neighbours, if not systematically than at least by taking local perspectives into account.  Workshops also work to cultivate local traditions, primarily through music, dance, theatre and handicrafts.  Given the importance of spaces for social communication, cultural interchange and the development of educative and recreational activities, four Community Houses have been created in four different areas.  Their multiple activities have helped to pinpoint solutions for social, cultural and recreational needs, identified and prioritized by neighbourhood residents and dealt with through meetings, courses, experience-sharing sessions and parties.  These houses also provide spaces for dialogue between local actors and encourage the integration of their work.
In addition, the Workshops try to empower and foster local production with a community’s own resources, simultaneously satisfying demands for a variety of products and generating employment, real and informal, that is, with genuinely useful results.  Such areas include the fabrication of alternative construction materials, urban agriculture, artisanship, recovery/recycling of solid waste, and local semi-artisanal workshops for basic construction materials.  The theme of local economy is fundamental to community development, and it appears necessary to explore new community-directed initiatives and forms of management, including the eventual creation of neighbourhood cooperatives and the autonomous collection of local taxes for uses in the improvement of the local terrain.

The Workshops espoused a number of guiding principles, including “No eradication, no acquiescence”, and “knowledge of the needs of the communities in which they work” and of the limitations and potentials of this group of people.  This permits the generation of solutions from the bottom up.  A Workshop helps to establish a hierarchy of neighbourhood needs and solutions starting from an identification of what forces are operating within its locality; foreign criteria and outside interpretations are subordinated to this local research.  Said in other words, this means that the principle actors of change are the very residents of the neighbourhood, who are more knowledgeable than anyone about the realities that form their daily lives.  This practice is the first step toward popular participation, understood as collective awareness of community problems and the organized disposition neighbours to resolve them.
Education and training have been key factors in the maturation of the Workshops, allowing them to pass from an initial stage of exploration and experimentation to a second, more advanced phase that is becoming a bona fide revolution at the neighbourhood scale.  The training program included, among other themes, strategic community planning, facilitation techniques, participatory design, popular education, and economics.  The Group also gave the Workshops, particularly the new ones, institutional support by publishing their pamphlets, filming videos, supporting their participation in national and international courses and events, and organizing events and meetings between them and other Cuban and foreign institutions on topics of mutual interest, such as urban regulations.  As a result, the Group and its participating neighbourhoods have developed a system that explores new methods of stimulating and channeling participation to make it truly active and conscious, of formalizing the informal and creating a productive local base, which although initially modest, can develop strong roots that result in the true empowerment of populations.
I had the fortunate opportunity to visit one of these Workshop centres in the Atarés – El Pilar neighbourhood, with a population of 20,000 residents, and was struck by how open and approachable it felt.  One of the team members met with me and explained that they see their goals as the integration and resolution of intersectoral problems; capacity-building of the area and its citizens; education; and sustainability of the neighbourhood, projects and the environment.  Current projects include recreational sporting activities, a ceramics workshop and store, capacity-training sessions for women, a computer club for adolescents, and a community centre.  All of the above are developed through consultation and analysis with community members.  
One of strengths of the Workshops is that they are neutral, non-ministerial bodies that work from the base, upwards, in their participatory approach.  The team stressed that their aim is to facilitate community work, not to organize, nor arrange, nor manage it, since the organization should be left to the participating and affected community itself.  Though there remain many points in the system which merit improvement, the Workshops and their participators have made extremely significant and positive contributions to their communities and the quality of their lives.  As a measure of their success, by just 1998, with the expansion of community work in the city, the number of people under the influence of the Workshops approached half a million people.  
Challenges or Difficulties to be Overcome

While there are many instances where citizen participation mechanisms set positive examples, there still remain many aspects within the systems of these mechanisms, or within the grander Cuban governmental system, that would greatly benefit from reform and improvement.  Such challenges or difficulties to be overcome include:

· The over-centralization of the entire state structure and other institutional top-heavy decision-making concentration.  This causes workers to be too dependent on strict delegation that comes from above, and means that not enough autonomy, responsibility or initiative is devolved down the hierarchy.

· The salary of state-paid positions is not high such that well-qualified and/or competent workers leave for other fields of work, such as industries related to tourism.

· There is excessive and cumbersome bureaucratic red tape.  With too many levels of people, processes, and obstructive administrative “requirements” to pass through, these hoops to jump through lead to very long waiting lines and lists; inefficiency, overlap, and considerable delays;  wasted resources; power concentrated in the hands of too few; and the disillusionment, cynicism, frustration and mistrust of citizens.

· The lack of discipline, attentiveness and motivation of workers since the “Special Period” of the 1990s when work could no longer carry on as usual because of the collapse of the Soviet Union and the subsequent halt of all such socialist/ communist support and subsidies to Cuba.  Consequently, some workers continue to arrive late to work, are negligent in their work, produce poor work, and generally cause delays of all kinds.  This apathy is currently reinforced because of lax enforcement of rules created to discipline workers for just such unacceptable behaviour.

· All too often accountability for a concern is passed off to a higher level and left unattended, since the centralized system lends itself to top-heavy decision-making hierarchies and apathy at lower levels.

· Auditing officials are not properly carrying out their performance evaluation jobs to enforce accountability.  As a result people are neither held to account for their poor performance nor encouraged to improve or maintain good work patterns.

· The lack of decision-making power at the local base making the public wait for approval, funding, resources, meetings, etc., from higher levels inhibiting participation in governance and initiatives that aim to meet the needs of diverse communities.

· The lack of resources the country has access to thanks to the embargo of the United States and other trade difficulties.

· The lack of bodies further up in the governmental hierarchy that would take responsibility to ensure the continuity of community projects, for example overseeing that resources are received in a timely fashion, that redundant administrative delays do not postpone the project, and that restrictive technicalities can be adapted to allow citizens to experiment with new project ideas, etc.

· The need to officially record government practices and procedures in order that the public can know how government functions, better understand it, and find it more accessible.

· The need for further use of citizen participation methods because many areas of the country are still accustomed to the conventional model of construction, production and design of services which is overly rigid, patriarchal and imposed.

Certainly some of the above challenges are rather sweeping and will prove time consuming to correct; but with the sweeping power that the Cuban government possesses they do have the means to act more quickly than most.  Whether directly or indirectly, addressing the concerns listed above is likely to restore faith in government and encourage citizen participation in some way.

Best Practices
Thanks to the breadth of the subject matter and related mechanisms that I studied in person and on location, I was able to extract many outlines of best practices from examples of citizen participation in governance at the local level in Cuba. They consist of:
· Establishing an official practice of accountability, including scheduled reporting session, where elected officials render account to their local electorate to explain and take responsibility for what work has been done and what remains to be so.

· Distributing power to the local electorate by giving them the corresponding autonomy to relieve representatives they have elected of their position in the event of unsatisfactory performance, in order to make meaningful the power to elect.

· Arranging political offices to be accessible and approachable so that citizens feel welcome to interact and become involved in the political force of their country.

· Ensuring that state representatives are made available for the public to speak with so that the public has a chance to voice their concerns and know that they are being heard.

· Recognizing bureaucratic difficulties and providing citizens with the tools or assistance they need to be able to navigate the governmental system.

· Devolving power down the hierarchy once foundations are set for the power to be properly managed.

· Establishing the foundations for communities to thrive – for example with community houses, communal green space, sharing sessions, creative enterprises, educational and recreational activities, etc. – so that discussion and participation are enabled, made easier, locally relevant, and meaningful.

· Helping develop a productive local base with strong roots so that community representatives are equipped to build on it by managing devolved decision-making authority, budgetary plans, accountability, service delivery responsibility, and neighbourhood projects and programmes, etc.

· Keeping projects simple so local groups can manage them; and providing the project workers with training to be able to perform well in the position.

· Identifying and taking advantage of special expertise in the community to assist with ideas, project or programme development, or access to additional knowledge and resources.

· Before acting, involving residents in identifying their community’s most urgent needs and allowing them to propose solutions to resolve them.

· Fostering participation through ownership, creating opportunities for residents’ personal investment in results, empowerment and skills training by allowing citizens to act for themselves in planning, developing and implementing local projects (or at least having input into the initiative).

· Encouraging strong networks of communication in the community by having heads of community institutions, service providers, political representatives, and societal groups inform each other of their capacity and abilities so that local work may be better coordinated and targeted.

· Ensuring that the organizers of projects and programmes live in or have significant ties to the neighbourhood in which they work to advance community cohesion, teamwork, collective thinking, ownership, and local skills training.
Given the applicability of the above best practices to the Canadian context it should become evident that, in a number of ways, the Canadian and Cuban governments have much in common in their need for bureaucratic reform and improvements that enable citizen participation.  But given also the many ways in which countries can learn from each other, there are ample “best practice” examples to draw on to inform our efforts at all political levels and make citizens inspired to act, or at least hopeful about the future.
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The Capitolio Building in Old Havana where the Government used to sit.
Degrees of Citizen Power – Increasing decision-making clout enables citizens to negotiate and engage in trade-offs with traditional powerholders, eventually resulting in have-not citizens obtaining the majority of decision-making seats or full managerial power.
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