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Abstract
This study on the extent of marginalised groups’ participation in local democracy in rural
Zimbabwe adopts a mixed research approach: data were gathered through self-administered
questionnaires, focus group discussions, key informant interviews and document review.
Results show that varied mechanisms exist – including the national Constitution, policies,
and institutional frameworks – that allow for the inclusion and participation of all citizens.
However, few marginalised groups participated in electoral processes, community development, law and policy formulation. Most respondents had low awareness about the available
mechanisms for civic engagement with locally elected leaders and the local authority. Poverty, negative attitudes, cultural barriers and low self-esteem and levels of education among the
marginalised groups exacerbate this situation. Such exclusion produces limited democratic
processes. Marginalised groups’ representation and meaningful participation in making decisions that are appropriate to their needs remain peripheral. Therefore, the doctrine of democratic governance and human rights that is premised on the notion of equal participation by
all citizens in the study area has not been achieved. The study advocates policy interventions
to improve the inclusion and participation of marginalised groups in local democracy.

4 | SWEDISH INTERNATIONAL CENTRE FOR LOCAL DEMOCRACY

RESEARCH REPORT INCLUSION AND PARTICIPATION OF MARGINALISED GROUPS IN LOCAL DEMOCRACY IN RURAL ZIMBABWE

NO 19

Preface

By Johan Lilja, Secretary General, Swedish
International Centre for Local Democracy
The mandate of the Swedish International Centre for
Local Democracy (ICLD) is to contribute to poverty
reduction by promoting local democracy in primarily
low- and middle-income countries. In order to fulfil
this mandate, we promote and encourage decentralised
cooperation through our municipal partnership programme; capacity-building through our international
training programmes; and investing in relevant research
and creating important research networks. ICLD documents and publishes key lessons learned from our
ongoing activities, initiates and funds relevant research,
engages in scholarly networks, connects relevant researchers with practitioners, and organises conferences
and workshops. We also maintain a publications series.
‘Inclusion and participation of marginalised groups in
local democracy in rural Zimbabwe’ is the 19th report
to be published in ICLD’s Research Reports series.
This is a result from the research project that was
financed by ICLD.
This report presents results from empirical research
conducted during the pandemic, 2020-2021, in Chiredzi, Zimbabwe. To be acknowledged is the flexibility
and resolve of the research team, who had to rethink
large portions of the original proposal and navigate a
myriad of pandemic restrictions to deliver this piece
of research. This ability to adapt to new challenges is
something that continues to inspire me, and some of
the positive realisations to emerge from the pandemic.
In many ways, the findings of this research confirm
what we already know: Vulnerable groups in society
face challenges that prevent them from participating –
accessing politicians, taking part in consultation meet-
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ings, voting in local elections – and thereby influence
decisions that affect their lives. Through interviews
and focus group discussions, the researchers found
that poverty, lack of political will, religious and cultural
barriers, and low self-esteem are the main barriers that
marginalised groups must overcome to participate in
local government.
Even though there is not one solution to the complex
problems that this research grapples with, one major
take-away is that local government politicians and
officials must do what they can to promote meaningful
political participation for all citizens. Because if this
does not happen – if local authorities ignore the special
needs of vulnerable groups – then the vicious cycle of
reinforced and reproduced marginalisation continues.
In line with this, I believe that for us to fight poverty
and reach the ambitious goals set out by Agenda 2030,
change must be anchored at the local level through the
involvement of all citizens by means of transparency,
participation, and accountability. I hope that this research will contribute to inspire and inform local policymakers to continue the hard and challenging work
and to play their part in making the world a better
place for all.
Visby, Sweden, May 2022
Johan Lilja
Secretary General, ICLD
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Introduction
Local democracy gives citizens the freedom to participate in making decisions that are locally appropriate
and serve the needs of the local community.1 The
doctrines of democratic governance and human rights
are premised on the notion of equal participation by
all citizens in any country. Therefore, it is important
for women, young people, and people with disabilities
to have equal and meaningful participation and representation in all facets of governance. Women and
youth constitute more than half of Zimbabwe’s population, yet their participation in governance processes – where decisions are made – remains peripheral.
There are sub-categories of people who are vulnerable
and marginalised that are part of the broader group
of citizens and residents. The terms citizens and residents are general and often blur the heterogeneity of
cultural background, economic status, social standing
of the people who constitute these broader categories.
Marginalisation is both a process, and a condition,
that prevents individuals and groups from meaningful
participation in social, economic and political life.2
Broadly speaking, marginalisation stems from sexual orientation, gender, geography, ethnicity, religion,
displacement, conflict and disability. Zimbabwean
society is structured along patriarchy, gerontocracy and
ableism that adversely affect the inclusion of women,
young people and people with disabilities in local democratic processes.
Active citizen participation in local governance forms
the core of local democracy in general, and the inclusion of marginalised groups enables ‘responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative decision-making
at all levels’.3 Thus, the Sustainable Development Goal
16 speaks of the need to ensure increased participation and inclusion of marginalised groups of society
in governance and in sustainable development. Active
participation in local governance has been heralded as
a transformative tool for social change.4 Participation

entails active involvement of citizens and residents in
elections and selection of their representatives, decision-making, execution and implementation of activities that are intended to improve the lives of citizens
and residents.5 In local democratic processes, active
and meaningful participation is a prerequisite to avoid
situations where citizens and residents are co-opted to
rubber-stamp ideas and processes that are formulated
elsewhere. Hence citizens and residents must be educated in order for them to meaningfully and actively
participate in local democratic processes. Slagstad
argues that ‘an enlightened people is a powerful people
who wants to decide its own destiny’.6
Moving with current trends that promote local democracy, the Zimbabwean government put in place
policies, legal instruments and structures that promote
participation of citizens in local governance. Nevertheless, women, young people and people with disabilities
remain side-lined in local governance due to the noted societal values. Elitism, top-down structures and
procedures that are favoured by both local and central
governments as well as policy-makers affect participation patterns of the marginalised.
Citizen participation is generally higher in the urban
context where local representation is facilitated through
established local structures such as residents’ associations that mobilise and advocate for the interests of
their members. Furthermore, urban areas are organised
in ways that allow residents to access social services
through local municipalities. Proximity is also a factor
that determines residents’ access to local leadership.
Areas such as Sengwe are located about 200 km away
from the local administrative offices in Chiredzi town.
Furthermore, the local authority provides few services
directly to such residents. There is a general lack of
citizen organisations to represent the rights of residents
in rural areas.

1 Fung, A., 2006. ‘Varieties of participation in Complex Governance’, Public Administration Review 66: 41
2 Daniels, M., n.d. ‘Defining marginalised; DFID’s live no one behind agenda’, available at: https://www.ukaiddirect.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Defining-marginalised.pdf
3 United Nations, 2018. ‘The 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals: An opportunity for Latin America and the Caribbean’ (LC/G.2681-P/Rev.3),
Santiago: 73
4 Icaza, E. A., 2014. ‘Human rights as an effective way to produce social change’, Accessed on 20 December 2021, available at: https://sur.conectas.org/en/human-rightsas-an-effective-way-to-produce-social-change/ ; UN Human Rights Council, 2016. ‘Human rights, particularly the right to active participation in local governance has been
heralded as a transformative tool for social change’: 8
5 Lisk, F., 1985. Popular participation in Planning for Basic Needs, Longhead: Blackmore Press.
6 Slagstad, R., 1998. ‘De nasjonale strateger’. Oslo: PAX Forlag AS: 107
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Paltry research sheds light on the nature of citizen
participation in local democracy in Zimbabwean rural
space and participation of marginalised groups in particular. It remains to be seen how legal frameworks and
structures adequately provide for the participation of
marginalised groups including women, young people
and people with disabilities in local democracy within
the rural context. What also remains important is an
assessment of existing mechanisms governing local
governance on their effectiveness in ensuring marginalised groups’ participation in local democracy. Indeed,
very little is known about the adequacy of the available
frameworks, and particularly the extent to which these
mechanisms are translated into day-to-day practice in
rural Zimbabwe.
This research contributes to the generation of knowledge by examining policy and legal gaps that undermine meaningful inclusion and participation of people
with disabilities, women, and youth in local democracy
in Chiredzi Rural district. Thus, the need for this
timely and rigorous review of available mechanisms to
improve inclusion and participation of marginalised
groups of society cannot be overemphasized. This
study also comes at an opportune time when Zimbabwe is undertaking an alignment of national laws to
the 2013 Constitution and best international standards
that Zimbabwe is signatory to. Against this background, this study captures the experiences and plight
of rural marginalised groups in local democracy and
development. It is intended to contribute to the debate
on strategies to improve inclusion and participation of
marginalised groups in decision-making.

Conceptualising marginality

exercised by individuals and groups at the centre. In
such cases, marginalised individuals and groups are devoid of control over decision-making in their communities. This further weakens their position in society.
Marginalisation is multi-dimensional and results from
several factors. In the context of our study, we focus
on political marginalisation experienced by women,
youth, cultural minorities and people with disabilities.
These categories of citizens are marginalised based on
patriarchy, gerontocracy and ableism that are prevalent
and inherent in Zimbabwean governance systems.
Political marginalisation limits individual and group
participation in decision-making on issues that affect
their everyday life. Inversely, inclusion of marginalised
groups in public life guarantees tailor-made decisions
that promote access to social and economic benefits
that come with meaningful political participation.
Marginality creates a vicious cycle that reproduces and
reinforces existing marginalisation (Figure 1).
As shown in Figure 1, marginalisation results in disempowerment and disenfranchisement. Marginalised
people do not have the capacity to participate in local
democratic processes, thus rendering them powerless.
They cannot participate in choosing/electing their
leaders, making leaders accountable, resource allocation and decision-making. They become passive participants since they are just co-opted at the margins of
democratic processes. In short, they are powerless and
cannot determine what happens in their community.
Due to this powerlessness, there is a maintenance and
reinforcement of the status quo, where these groups
continue to be excluded and marginalised in local
democratic processes. Moreover, marginalisation pushes these categories into new forms of marginalisation
including passive participation.

Marginality refers to ‘an involuntary position and
condition of an individual or group at the margins of
social, political, economic, ecological and biophysical
systems, preventing them from access to resources,
assets, services, restraining freedom of choice, preventing the development of capabilities’.7 Concomitantly,
individuals and groups placed at the margin are excluded from the privileges and power that are located and
7 ZEF, 2011. ‘Marginality addressing the root causes of extreme poverty’, available at: www.zef.de/margip.html
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disempowerment
and disenfranchisement

passive
participation

powerlessness

increasing
marginalisation

reinforcement
of status quo

continued
exclusion of
marginalised
groups
Figure 1. Cycle of marginality

9 | SWEDISH INTERNATIONAL CENTRE FOR LOCAL DEMOCRACY

RESEARCH REPORT INCLUSION AND PARTICIPATION OF MARGINALISED GROUPS IN LOCAL DEMOCRACY IN RURAL ZIMBABWE

NO 19

Methodology
This section discusses the study area and methodology
used in the collection of data as well as data analysis.

Study area
Chiredzi district is one of the seven districts of Masvingo Province in Zimbabwe as shown in Figure 2.
Chiredzi district is composed of four constituencies
(which translates to four elected members of parliament). The district has urban wards which are managed by the Chiredzi Town Council, and it also has
32 rural wards which fall under the jurisdiction of the
Chiredzi Rural District Council. One senator represents the whole of Chiredzi district in the senate. It
also has a total of seven chiefs,8 who play a crucial role
in the local governance of the district. The district lies
in a semi-arid, agro-ecological region 5 characterised
by frequent droughts and acute food shortages exposing many people to the risk of hunger and poverty.9
The ethnic population in the study area is diverse,
consisting of Shona, Ndebele, Venda, Shangani and
Ndau speaking groups.

In particular, the Shangani people are a culturally
distinct minority group that is keen to preserve its
culture. Nationally, the Shangani and other minority
groups constitute less than 3 percent of the population, hence their status as a marginalised minority
group. National ethnic issues have also resulted in
dominant ethnic groups occupying important political positions in the area. This has affected patterns
of inclusion in political participation and sometimes
creates subtle ethnic tensions. In addition, people in
Chiredzi mainly depend on local government institutions for their livelihoods due to recurrent droughts
and limited employment opportunities. The Chiredzi
Rural District Council is one of the key local authority
institutions that provides services and advances the
rights of marginalised groups in the district. There are
34 health facilities in the district, of which 33 are directly administered by the council. Of the 189 schools
in the district, 144 are also managed by the council.
In addition, the council oversees the provision of
infrastructure such as roads and water services in the
district.

Figure 2. Location of the study area
8 The appointment of chiefs is lineage-based subject to government approval through the Traditional Leaders Act (Chapter 29:17). The administrative functions of chiefs
are outlined in the Traditional Leaders Act and the Rural District Councils Act (Chapter 29:13). Their functions include political governance, facilitating development,
administering communal lands, controlling access and use of natural resources and exercising any other functions conferred to them by the Traditional Leaders Act. Chiefs
receive salaries and/or allowances from government.
9 ZIMSTAT, 2012. ‘Zimbabwe population census 2012’. Harare: Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency.
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Research approach
The study adopted a mixed methods approach to
provide a complete picture about the inclusion and
participation of marginalised groups in local democracy. Primary data were gathered through 443 questionnaires shared with marginalised groups that were
selected through random stratified sampling; 10 focus
group discussions with purposively sampled leaders
of marginalised groups; and 50 key informant interviews with duty-bearers and relevant non-state actors
in local governance. Primary data were bolstered
with a review of relevant laws, policy documents and
publications. The study was conducted in six selected
wards which were divided into three categories: three
communal (wards 6, 7, 8); two resettlement areas
(wards 16 and 17); and one peri-urban ward (ward 27).
The diversity of the strata enabled us to capture different dynamics of participation based on the location
of the participants.

NO 19

sion and participation of marginalised groups in local
democracy. We also interviewed field officers from
Mwenezi Development Training Centre, Childline,
CARE Zimbabwe, and the chairlady of a community body for people with disabilities under Leonard
Cheshire Disability Zimbabwe. These were important
because they work with marginalised groups in different capacities.
Focus group discussions (FGDs)
A total of 10 FGDs were conducted in the district.
Each FGD was with between 10 and 16 people, comprising leaders of each category of vulnerable groups
that the study focused on from the respective wards.
The FGDs stimulated debate and dialogue on the
groups’ experiences in local governance involvement
and participation. These leaders were drawn from the
following groups: minority Shangani cultures, people
with disabilities, older people, youth, and women.

Data collection instruments

Document review

Data discussed in this report were collected through
the following instruments:

Interviews and FGDs were also complemented by
a review of legal and policy documents such as the
Constitution of Zimbabwe, Urban Councils Act,
Rural District Councils Act, Traditional Leaders Act,
Electoral Act, Gender Policy, Youth Act, Children’s
Act, Disabled Persons Act, official communications
and reports. These reviews were important in exposing opportunities and gaps within the existing
mechanisms in so far as the inclusion and political
participation in local governance by vulnerable groups
is concerned.

Key informant interviews (KIIs)
KIIs were conducted with 50 informants from relevant central and local government departments,
NGOs and community structures. For government
departments, the study focused on two representatives from Chiredzi Rural District Council, the
District Development Coordinator (DDC), one representative each from the departments of Public Works,
Physical Planning, National Housing and Social Welfare. For community leaders, the study interviewed
traditional chiefs, headmen and leaders of the District
Development Committee (DCC), Ward Development
Committees (WADCOs), and Village Development
Committees (VIDCOs). As these comprise the main
actors and leadership in local democracy and service
delivery, their involvement in the study allowed them
to add their voices on the adequacy of the mechanisms in place and the practices they employ for inclu-
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Self-administered questionnaires
The study utilised questionnaires to gather data from
443 respondents in Chiredzi district. The researchers designed a uniform questionnaire with both
closed-ended and open-ended questions. This was
necessary to quantify the level of participation and experiences of primary individual marginalised groups
from the sampled six wards. Research assistants were
engaged to administer the questionnaires. The chosen
approach of administering questionnaires resulted in

RESEARCH REPORT INCLUSION AND PARTICIPATION OF MARGINALISED GROUPS IN LOCAL DEMOCRACY IN RURAL ZIMBABWE

the collection of results in a uniform manner. Furthermore, the approach allowed the study to capture
information from people with low literacy within
vulnerable groups. Due to the sensitive nature of local
democracy in the Zimbabwean context especially in
rural areas, measures of participation were adopted
and modified from legal instruments such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.
To quantify the level of inclusion and participation of
vulnerable groups in local democratic processes, constructs such as participation in the selection of representatives (participation in elections), involvement in
decision-making, participation in community-driven
development and inclusion of vulnerable groups in
the design, implementation, monitoring or evaluation
of development projects were used.10 These constructs
were rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1=Strongly
agree, 2=Agree, 3=Neutral, 4=Disagree, 5=Strongly
disagree). During the process of data analysis, mean
statistics were used to determine the common answer
given by the different groups in terms of inclusion
and participation. The standard deviation was used to
determine the spread of the answers from the mean
answer. The questionnaire also collected household
information such as age, gender, levels of education
and vulnerability group. A section was also devoted
to general awareness and service provision questions.
Section C covered the experiences of vulnerable
groups in local governance and development and
Section D covered the challenges faced by vulnerable
groups when participating in local democracy.

Research ethics
In this study, the following ethics were mainstreamed:
debriefing, voluntary participation, informed consent,
confidentiality and anonymity, and withdrawal of participation. Debriefing enabled the researchers to explain to the participants the full nature of the research
to be undertaken.11 The researchers clearly explained
the aim of the study such that the participants understood the research in all its dimensions. Specifically,
the researchers explained that they wanted to examine
how the different vulnerable groups were included

and participated in local democracy. The researchers
also broke down the components and democracy to
levels that the participants could understand. They
were guided by the principle of informed consent
which views as unethical the collection of data without informing participants. Since the research was
carried out during the COVID-19 pandemic with several measures in place to reduce its spread, researchers
used self-administered questionnaires which meant
the researchers asked participants questions and completed these on their behalf. Thus, there were no written consent forms; instead there was verbal consent
which was sought from the participants. Through the
verbal consent the respondents volunteered to participate in the research. Children under the age of 18
were interviewed with the consent of their guardians
and in the presence of childcare workers.
Confidentiality and anonymity are crucial and compulsory ethical issues to consider when carrying out
research. The researchers assured privacy for participants from different vulnerable groups and private
information remained confidential. The researchers
guaranteed the participants that collected data remain
confidential and sources of information would be kept
anonymous, hence participants’ personal identifiers
such as name, residential address and phone numbers were not collected. For participants who took
part in interviews and focus group discussions, the
information which they provided was not linked to
their workplace or their personality in real life. In this
study, every participant was informed of their right to
withdraw at any given time and that they could also
withdraw retrospectively, that is, after they have been
debriefed, such that their own data and any recordings
to be destroyed.

10 Gosling, L.A., & Edwards, M., 2003. Toolkits: a practical guide to planning, monitoring, evaluation, and impact assessment. London: Save the Children.
11 Makore-Rukuni, M.N., 2001. ‘Introduction to Research Methods’. Harare: ZOU
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Findings and discussion

resident ministers to oversee provincial affairs.

This section addresses the findings from the research.
The findings have been organized under different
themes.

Although these decentralisation structures exist,
Chigwata (2019) notes stronger tendencies for unitary
statecraft by the central government. Zimbabwe remains characterised by an uncomfortable conflation of
centralised structures in operation and devolved structures that are found in policy documents, and statutes.12 Zimbabwe has 92 local authorities, of which 32
oversee urban areas while the majority of 60 are found
in rural areas. The Minister of Local Government and
Public Works enjoys excessive powers that undermine
the will of residents and elected representatives and
leaders. The minister exercises administrative power
to determine policy direction to be taken by councils,
suspend any resolution and decision made by the local
authorities, as well as determine the financial affairs of
local authorities. These powers undermine decisions
made at local level – decisions informed by residents
within an area. In the context of excessive centralised
power by the government, it is difficult for local communities to fully participate in local democracy.

Legal and policy frameworks for the participation
of marginalised groups
Since the 1980s, there have been efforts towards
strengthening local democracy in Zimbabwe. To
increase citizens’ participation in local governance,
the government of Zimbabwe created decentralised
structures that cascaded from national to village levels. This was achieved through the establishment of
grassroots structures such as Village Development
Committees, Ward Development Committees, the
Rural District Development Committee, Provincial
Development Committees, where local people were
expected to participate in policy formulation and
decision-making at grassroots level. Recently, the
passage of the 2013 Constitution and other local laws
such as Youth Council Act (Chapter 25:19), Electoral
Act (Chapter 2:13), Disabled Persons Act (Chapter
17:01), and the Children’s Act (Chapter 5:06) sought
to strengthen and effectuate greater participation of
excluded and marginalised groups. Despite the existence of such enabling structures and laws, grassroots
participation in local governance is stifled by a lack of
political will on the implementation of decentralised
and devolved government. The snail’s-pace implementation of the 2013 Constitution and delays in aligning
laws such as the Rural District Councils Act (Chapter
29:13) and Urban Councils Acts (Chapter 29:15) translate to a denial of meaningful participation for local
people in general and marginalised people in particular. While the constitution calls for devolved and participatory governance at various levels, the structure
in situ is heavily centralised. For example, the Constitution calls for the establishment of Metropolitan
and Provincial Councils elected through proportional
representation, but a decade after the passage of the
Constitution these councils have not been constituted
and the President continues to appoint governors and

The study found that low levels of knowledge on the
existing enabling structures, laws and policies by most
of the marginalised groups contributes to low participation in local governance. National Gender Policy,
National Youth Policy, Devolution and Decentralisation Policy, and the National Development Strategy
1 (NDS1) guide state and non-state actors to ensure
greater inclusion and participation of marginalised
groups at all levels of society in Zimbabwe. Commendably, the available policies and laws establish key
institutions including the Zimbabwe Gender Commission, National Youth Council, the Junior Parliament
and Council among others that are key in advancing
the inclusion and participation of marginalised groups.
With the Junior Council and Parliament, teenagers
in high school are selected to represent their peers in
these forums. There is lack of accepted mechanisms
that guide the selection process for junior parliamentarians.13 Nevertheless, the Junior Council advances
children’s rights. It is voluntary, apolitical and almost
like a social welfare group.14

12 Chigwata, T.C., 2019. Decentralisation and Constitutionalism in Zimbabwe. Decentralization and Constitutionalism in Africa. Pretoria: PULP
13 Masaiti, V., n.d. A Guide to Junior Councils in Zimbabwe, National Junior Councils Association of Zimbabwe.
14 Sakala, M., 2017. ‘Child participation and Community Development in Zimbabwe: A case of Kadoma Junior Council (2011-2017)’, An Honours Dissertation Submitted
to the Midlands State University, Department of Development Studies, Gweru, Zimbabwe.
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Besides the challenge of a weak legislative framework, the effectiveness of the Junior Council is also
affected by resource constraints. Without adequately
funding the Junior Council, its operations are limited,
and it becomes difficult to execute its mandate of presenting and airing the voices of children and youth in
local governance.15
The effectiveness of the existing governance structure that facilitates participation of marginalised
groups is limited by a lack of political will, misaligned
laws, inadequate mechanisms and excessive power exercised by appointed leaders at the expense of
residents.
Institutional practices for inclusion and
participation of marginalised groups
This section addresses institutional practices for the
inclusion of marginalised groups. In relation to civic
engagement, marginalised groups rarely engaged with
elected leaders, especially MPs and councillors, when
faced with problems in their community. In explaining the reasons for not reaching out to elected leaders, marginalised groups stated that the leaders were
not welcoming or considerate to their needs. Marginalised groups also complained that elected leaders
do not engage, include, or consult them when doing
community development activities. Several respondents mentioned the unavailability of elected leaders.
One woman commented that:
We never see our MP and councillor as our village
is far away from both the ward centre and the councillor’s residence. Many issues and information never
reach us, and we only hear of what is happening in
other villages through [the] grapevine. If it’s the MP,
I personally last saw him during the last election,
when he was campaigning. Moreover, it’s difficult to
access these leaders even during the time when they

NO 19

are here since we are shielded by other community
members who appear as if they own the MP …16
Most marginalised people also noted that they were
not part of decision-making, and did not even know
how programmes are planned and executed. As two
respondents explained,
We just see programmes and projects being implemented but most of the time we are not sure of how
they are designed and how we can also benefit from
these projects.17
On many occasions, we are told to form women’s or
youth groups in order to get funding and start projects. After forming these groups, nothing materialises. We are fed up and have lost trust in these people
[authorities].18

The issue of accountability also proved to be
difficult since individuals were not aware of any
mechanism they could use to forward their grievances and issues. Notwithstanding their grievances, the citizens did not hold the MP or councillor accountable. Faced with these challenges,
marginalised groups often engage more with
community leaders such as traditional leaders
(village head and chiefs) and community-based
organisations including disabled persons organisations (DPOs).19 Unlike the elected leaders,
unelected community leaders were commended
for being reachable, welcoming, and considerate
of the needs of marginalised groups.20 Figure 3
shows that most of the marginalised groups got
assistance from their representatives. The representatives were accommodating and considerate.
This is likely because they would have selected
them and as such, they take up their grievances

15 Manyede, P., Mazambani, D., and Maja, J., 2021. ‘Enhancing youth participation in local governance: an assessment of urban and rural junior councils in Zimbabwe’,
Commonwealth Journal of Local Governance 2021, 24: 124-135.
16 Focus group discussion, with women ward 16 Chiredzi, 2020
17 Interview with person with disability, ward 17, Chiredzi, 2020
18 Focus group discussion with person with disability, ward 17, Chiredzi, 2020
19 These included Leonard Cheshire, United Chiredzi Residents Association (UCHIRRA), Plan International.
20 These results concur with findings from the Afrobarometer (2016) survey which noted that civic engagement is at its lowest in Zimbabwe since 2016. Afrobarometer
(2017) also notes that 63 percent of Zimbabweans trust and have confidence in civic society organisations and religious leadership. See: www.afrobarometer.org
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and offer solutions where possible. For instance,
one respondent confirmed this: ‘we are allowed
to select our own leaders, and during national
elections, we are ferried by our relatives to the
polling stations’.21 In addition, during focus group
discussions, village heads in ward 17 highlighted
that ‘we request that relatives should transport
their disabled relatives to meetings’.22
In addition to assistance from community leaders
such as village heads, religious leaders, and community representatives, who often faced resource
constraints, marginalised groups also explained
how they are included and get assistance from
non-governmental organisations (NGOs). In
most instances, NGOs provided a wide range of
services to marginalised groups including training,
capacity-building initiatives, and provision of
basic needs.

Figure 3. Extent to which representatives helped
21 Interview with person with disabilities, ward 16, Chiredzi, 2020
22 Interview with village head, ward 17, Chiredzi, 2020
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It also emerged from the study that NGOs endeavour to provide basic needs to these groups to
improve their inclusion and participation in local
governance. The respondents also indicated that
they mainly got food and social care services from
NGOs, councillors, and government officials (for
example, MPs). In most instances, councillors and
MPs distribute food aid from their political parties. Some MPs hijacked government social services
to appear as if they are the ones providing the
services. While this improves the leader’s standing
among the electorate, it however became another
major point of exclusion since beneficiaries of
government-initiated projects ended up being
selected along partisan lines. This has implications
on further participation in other development
programmes. Once excluded from benefiting,
some respondents noted that they stopped attending community meetings.
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As shown in the cycle of marginality, disenfranchisement reinforces further marginalisation.
The respondents also indicated that they access
advisory services from NGOs, councillors, government officials and churches. These advisory
services included disaster response, government
programmes and referrals for opportunities that
marginalised groups can benefit from.

Experiences of marginalised groups in local
democratic participation
This section outlines key findings on marginalized
groups’ experiences in local democracy inclusion and
participation. It is guided by two main themes that are
positive experiences in local democratic processes and
challenges experienced by marginalised groups.
Knowledge of existing structures for inclusion and
participation in local democracy
The study revealed limited knowledge among respondents of the existing laws and structures for participation in local democracy. Most of the marginalised
groups could not mention any law and policy that
safeguards their rights. As one participant highlighted,
I do not understand the issue of laws that govern
local governance institutions. How do you expect me
to know issues of leadership? This is clearly not our
business as citizens.23
The limited knowledge was noted despite key stakeholders speaking highly of the Constitution, National
Gender Policy, the National Development Strategy
1 (NDS1), Decentralisation and Devolution Policy
among other key instruments for marginalised groups’
participation and protection. Without knowledge of
the mechanisms for their inclusion and participation,
many marginalised groups cannot claim their rights to
be included and participate in local democracy.
23
24
25
26

Interview with a woman, Chiredzi, 2020
Focus group discussion, ward 16, Chiredzi, 2021
Focus group discussion, ward 17, Chiredzi, 2021
Focus group discussion, Ward 4, Chiredzi, 2021
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While most marginalised groups struggled to identify
laws and policies, the majority are aware of their community leaders and the structures they can participate
through (Figure 4). The respondents were aware of
community leaders such as MPs, councillors, chiefs,
village heads and their representatives. The most
mentioned structures included Ward Development
Committees (WADCOs), Village Development Committees (VIDCOs), office of the District Development
Coordinator, decentralised ministries and the leaders
including traditional leaders, councillors and MPs. The
following vignettes shed more light:
We know our local leaders because we voted for
them, and most of them such as councillors, traditional leaders and MPs are from our community.24
Our village heads and councillors invite us to attend
WADCOs and VIDCOs meetings to discuss development issues of our community.25
We are also informed of government programmes
and projects by the office of the District Development Coordinator. On the other hand, [the] Social
Welfare department assists the vulnerable groups.26

With regards to knowledge about group representatives (Table 1), the study found that women
were more knowledgeable about their representatives compared to the other groups, while
religious minorities have no knowledge about
their representatives. The religious minorities
noted that they do not have interest groups that
represent or deal with their issues. Even with this
knowledge of structures and leaders, many marginalised groups could not clearly explain the roles
of the structures and leaders. In their responses,
marginalised groups indicated that MPs and councillors were largely responsible for dealing with
local issues and provide for some of their needs.
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Figure 4. Awareness about community leaders and structures

Group representatives

Knowledge of group representative

Marginalised group

Yes

No

Total

Women

83

17

100

Older people

26

14

40

People living with HIV

65

0

65

People with disabilities

28

19

47

Youth

63

14

77

Cultural minority

64

19

83

Religious minority

0

31

31

Total

329

114

443

Table 1. Knowledge on group representative
Source: Field data, 2020

17 | SWEDISH INTERNATIONAL CENTRE FOR LOCAL DEMOCRACY

RESEARCH REPORT INCLUSION AND PARTICIPATION OF MARGINALISED GROUPS IN LOCAL DEMOCRACY IN RURAL ZIMBABWE

Participation in community development processes
Results of the study depicted in Table 2 were based on
pooled data on a 5-point Likert scale to determine the
level of participation of vulnerable groups in community development. The mean value was computed to
show the average response of the respondents out of
the likely outcomes of the 5-point Likert scale. The
standard deviation in this case was used to indicate
the extent to which the responses were spread away
from the mean. Results indicated that the respondents
agreed that they were included and allowed to participate in the selection of community leaders. Overall,
it can be noted that the marginalised groups were
responsible for the selection of their political leaders
(MP and councillors). With passive participation evident in selecting leaders, most respondents were not
included in decision-making. This adversely affected
respondents’ control over the development process.
The results also indicated that respondents were of a
neutral view in terms of budget consultations by the
Rural District Council. This means that there were
mixed views among the respondents regarding their
inclusion in budget consultative meetings. The study
noted improved participation in community development activities for women, older people and youth
compared to people with disabilities. The improvements were noted regarding community meetings
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and activities spearheaded by NGOs or CSOs and
community leaders. With regards to the project cycle,
marginalised groups, especially women and youth,
seem to participate more in implementation compared
to other stages including formulation, monitoring,
and evaluation. As table shows, marginalised groups
are informed of the activities and development in the
community, are included during project initiation/
formulation; in budget consultations and project implementation; and in monitoring and evaluation, respectively.
Limited participation by marginalised groups was
noted in relation to policymaking and budget consultations (see Table 2). The findings indicate mixed results
on the perceptions of the respondents on whether they
were included in the policymaking and budget consultations by the local authorities. Indeed, marginalised
groups explained that they have never participated in
law and policy-making forums including budget consultations by the local authority, and during parliamentary portfolio committees’ consultative meetings for
constitutional amendments and alignment of laws.
Members of marginalised groups with higher levels of
education participate in various stages of community
engagement, as do young people who are often sent
on behalf of their older guardians to represent them
in labour-intensive implementation of projects. As one
young person explained,

Experiences of marginalised groups when participating in development processes

Mean

Std. Deviation

I am included and participate in the selection of my leaders in the community

1.6546

1.16331

My needs are asked for before a programme/project is initiated

3.7070

1.12785

I am informed of the activities and development in the community

2.1490

1.03575

I am included in the budget consultations by RDC

2.5666

1.67006

I am involved in formulating projects in the community

2.8960

1.26337

I am involved in the implementation of projects in the community I live in

3.0655

1.22853

I am engaged in monitoring of the projects occurring in the community

3.3725

1.25805

I am included in the evaluation of the projects in the community

3.4041

1.24096

I am involved in decision-making in the community that I live in

2.9029

1.12442

Table 2. Experiences of marginalised groups when participating in development processes
Source: Field data 2020
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We see improved participation of younger generations and women only when there are labour-intensive activities including brick moulding, gully reclamation, and construction projects, amongst others.27

As previously highlighted, marginalised groups
should be involved in structures and processes
that might be termed ‘participatory spaces’.28 This
points to passive participation, where residents are
incorporated at the implementation stage rather
than at project formulation. The governance system inherently makes residents powerless, and this
entrenches marginality.
Chiredzi Rural District Council programmes and
initiatives generally target the general community.
One government official revealed that,
There are no specific programmes and resources allocated specifically for the marginalised.29
Through targeting citizens and residents, the RDC
fails to capture the differences in citizens. Advocacy for the meaningful inclusion of vulnerable
groups in local development programmes is also
lacking. Community needs are identified through
the WADCOs and VIDCOs. The Rural District
Council guides the WADCOs and VIDCOs to
develop plans that will be tabled to the Rural
District Development Committees. Despite the
Rural District Council embracing a bottom-up
approach, it fails to capture the needs of vulnerable groups. This approach to development evades
the idea of inclusivity in local democracy and
negatively impacts the welfare of marginalised
groups.
This results in apathy, whereby community members shun civic engagement meetings. Protracted
27
28
29
30
31

periods of neglect by authorities seem to have left
young people in particular feeling that they do not
belong in the development process. Young people
are also affected by a general sentiment of being
dismissed as uninterested in public participation.
As one head farmer noted,
…these young people do not come even if you call
for a meeting. They are just interested in taking
intoxicating substances and wasting time.30

In response young people have created their own
narratives and consider themselves part of society in neighbouring South Africa. They are more
concerned with leaving the country rather than
finding a niche to participate in the current set-up.
Hence, even our fieldwork group discussions and
interviews were characterised by a low youth turnout, signifying a serious absence of youth from
governance issues. One key informant pinned
the problem on young people whom he viewed
as only interested in loafing about and pursuing
worthless dreams. There is therefore a need to
capacitate young people to ensure their greater
participation in governance.
Differential access and positioning in relation
to resources, was identified as an impediment to
the participation of several marginalised groups.
Respondents noted that streetwise urban-based
youths were quick to look for opportunities to
participate and air their grievances. Hence, even
when projects and loans were distributed, these
youths were at the forefront of benefiting at the
expense of their colleagues who lived in hard-toreach areas such as Malipati and Sengwe, located
200 km from the rural district offices.31

Interview with young person, Chiredzi, 2020
Cornwall, A., 2008. ‘Unpacking ’Participation’: models, meanings and practices.’ Community Development Journal, 43(3): 269-283.
Interview with key informant, Chiredzi, 2020
Interview with head farmer, Chiredzi, 2020
Interview with councillor, Chiredzi, 2020
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Youth in rural areas are disempowered and disenfranchised, reinforcing their exclusion and marginality.
Similarly, most people with disabilities expressed
that they are largely excluded from local governance structures in Chiredzi district. For instance,
people with disabilities raised concerns that the
local governance leadership and community leadership often do not attend to their grievances.
One respondent expressed that,
Some leaders ignore our issues because they
think our brains are also disabled. Sometimes, developmental projects are implemented
without our consultation or involvement.32
The participants drew an example from the Community Areas Management Programme for Indigenous Resources (CAMPFIRE) project which
was implemented to benefit the community from
the funds generated from commercialising wild
resources including wildlife trophies. However, it
was pointed out that people with disabilities are
not involved in the planning and implementation
of the project. In another focus group, people
with disabilities complained that,
We are not informed of some development projects and inquiring about the ongoing projects
may lead to exclusion from humanitarian assistance beneficiaries.33
Because they fear being excluded from accessing
assistance like food aid and other benefits such
as free agricultural inputs from the government
(seed and fertiliser), most people with disabilities
do not challenge their community leadership.
It was also explained that when selecting bene-
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ficiaries, selection is done by the village heads
instead of their representatives in the community.
Consultations for people with disabilities are rarely done hence they are sometimes not involved in
community projects. One respondent pointed out
that,
Where projects are supposed to benefit everyone, we [people with disabilities] normally lose
out because we are not fully represented in such
projects.34
Other participants added that children of people
with disabilities are not given priority in school
fees financial assistance that is administered
through the Basic Education Assistance Module. They further explain that most organisations
come with lots of promises which never materialise. It is now difficult for the local leaders to
mobilise people with disabilities to participate in
programmes or projects because they no longer
have faith in their leaders and organisations due
to so many unfulfilled promises. It was further
explained that the disability loan from the Social
Welfare department does not assist them enough
since the resources are usually limited. As noted
by scholars, people with disabilities have a right to
be included in international development, yet in
the Global South, they are overwhelmingly excluded from development-related activities.35
Participation in civic processes
Some respondents noted that they mainly participated
as electorates, supporters of candidates and political
parties. Increased passive participation was particularly noted among young people and women. Some
youths participate during elections as part of campaigning teams for their parties and preferred candi-

32 Interview with people with disabilities, Chiredzi, 2020
33 Interview with people with disabilities, Chiredzi, 2020
34 Interview with Disabled District Coordinator, Chiredzi, 2020
35 Njewohner, J., Pierson, S. & Meyers, S.J., 2020, ‘‘Leave no one behind’? The exclusion of persons with disabilities by development NGOs’. Disability & Society, 35:7,
1171-1176.
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dates. Besides campaigning for political parties, some
of the young people and women also work as election
observers and agents during the election period. In the
area under study, youth officers and ward youth representatives are meant to ensure the inclusion of youth.
In the political field, youth are also seen to be important in shaping vibrancy and enthusiasm for political
candidates.

Some are involved in the protection of their
communities, through calling for accountability
and defending their communities where communal interests are threatened.36
However, youth also seemed to be a missing generation in local political platforms. There was an evident
absence of young people from the top levels of local
politics. One observation was that there was virtually no young person who held a leading post both at
community level and district level. Apart from having
youth representatives, there were no other political and
community leadership positions which incorporated
young people. There is an increasing need to create
platforms for inclusivity to ensure that young people
are made ready for and find a place within political
participation. The side-lining of youth has alienated
them from political participation since they feel that
there is no place for them in politics. As one young
person remarked,

People do not take the youth seriously and
mostly want us for errands and doing other
things which they cannot do. We are not given a
chance though we have the energy and ideas.37
On the other hand, although there is no political representation of people with disabilities in senior elected
posts, people with disabilities are given a chance to
participate. It should be noted that there are some
people with disabilities and women who hold senior
community posts. An example was given in Ward 7
where,
36
37
38
39

Interview with councillor, Chiredzi, 2020
Focus group discussion with youth, Chiredzi, 2021
Interview with councillor, Chiredzi, 2020
Focus group discussion with persons with disability, Chiredzi, 2020
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…at our local school, the Chairperson of the
School Development Committee is disabled.38
The Chiredzi local governance brings people with
disabilities into the development mainstream in the
district by accommodating them in committees created to champion, implement and facilitate development
processes. For instance, one respondent confirmed
this,

The leaders allow us to select our own leaders…
during the election period, we are ferried by our
relatives to the polling station.39
In addition, various mechanisms of participation have
increased the visibility and participation of women in
political and development issues. It was observed that
there are several women who hold community leadership positions such as childcare workers, political
party representatives and other development roles. An
interesting observation was the presence of female village heads in two wards namely, wards 6 and 7, something which seems to be a break from the patriarchal
history and male dominance of community leadership.
These two wards with female village heads showed
the genesis of a novel practice in traditional political
leadership. When we gathered people together to
conduct focus groups, it was observed that the number
of women who came out to attend those meetings was
significant and, in most cases, women outnumbered
men at most of the community centres. This signified
a major step towards women’s participation, since
traditionally women’s presence in the public sphere has
been limited, while those who dared to venture into
public spaces were subjected to various forms of informal censuring.
However, there seemed to be a greater need to consolidate the gains made so far in improving women’s participation. The political sphere still remains relatively
exclusionary regarding women participating freely.
One notable feature was the absence of women among

RESEARCH REPORT INCLUSION AND PARTICIPATION OF MARGINALISED GROUPS IN LOCAL DEMOCRACY IN RURAL ZIMBABWE

the ward councillors. All the 32 councillors were
male since there has been no provision to ensure the
participation of women at the level of local politics.
At national level, the utilisation of the women’s quota for parliamentarians has ensured that women are
represented. Thus, the creation of women’s quotas40 in
local governance under Amendment Number 2 will
go a long way to ensure an increased representation of
women in local political platforms.

Challenges to marginalised groups’
participation in local democracy
This section discusses some of the challenges limiting marginalised groups’ inclusion and participation
in local democracy. The identified challenges are as
follows:
Lack of political will
A lack of political will to implement best practices
also limits the inclusion and participation of marginalised groups in public life. Zimbabwe can be lauded
for coming up with a new Constitution, National
Development Strategy 1 (NDS1), and the Devolution
and Decentralisation Agenda, all emphasising a more
democratic, citizen-centred, participatory approach,
along with more transparent, accountable and locally
relevant development, and focused on the needs of
marginalised groups. Yet the implementation of these
policies is proceeding at snail’s pace. Sections 17 to
22 of the Constitution call upon political leaders to
be guided by inclusivity yet variables of regional representation and gender have not been observed in
many local governance appointments.
Low self-esteem and negative attitudes
Most of the marginalised groups who participated in
our study had a low level of education and exhibited
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low self-esteem, as illustrated by two respondents who
participated in a focus group:
I have a disability, and no one will vote for me to be
a Councillor or a Member of Parliament. We cannot compete with the able-bodied; there are some
able-bodied people who are failing to get such posts
and given that it is even worse for the people with
disabilities.41
People from our cultural group do not attain education, and we find it difficult to read nor write. Thus,
making it difficult to convince electorates that they
can be able leaders.42
The challenges are more pronounced for people with
disabilities; anecdotal evidence shows that some parents have locked up their children with disabilities
at home because of difficulties with moving around
with them or due to fear of stigma and discrimination. In some parts of the district, there were reports
of parents rejecting at birth children with disabilities.
Societal attitudes towards disabled people tend to
reflect the widely held perception in some communities in Zimbabwe and perhaps beyond, that people
with disabilities are liabilities who have no role to
play in society.43 44 Given this situation, marginalised
groups have limited understanding of the importance
of participation, let alone the ways in which they can
participate.
The behavioural dimension of exclusion of marginalised groups was not only limited to people with
disabilities. Elements of low self-esteem and negative
attitudes towards participation were also registered
among young people. One interesting intragroup
dynamic was exposed during key informant interviews
with childcare workers. One key informant noted that
the rural–urban divide was contributing to low self-esteem. He noted that,

40 Quota system is an affirmative action plan whereby specific number of seats are reserved for women. In this case it is provided for in Section 124 (b) of the Constitution whereby 60 parliamentary seats are reserved for women.
41 Focus group discussion with people with disabilities, ward 17, Chiredzi, 2020
42 Focus group discussion with people with disabilities, ward 17, Chiredzi, 2020
43 Choruma, T., 2007. The forgotten tribe: People with Disabilities in Zimbabwe. London: Progression.
44 Campo, S., Cameron, K.A., Brossard, D. and Frazer, M.S., 2004. ‘Social norms and expectancy violation theories: assessing the effectiveness of health communication
campaigns.’ Communication Monographs, 71 (4): 448-470.
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We work with youth in the whole of Chiredzi district
and some of them frequent our offices. However,
you will notice that those youths who live in the
town often come and participate in various forums,
and they even bring their projects to seek assistance
and guidance. Youths from remote areas often fail to
get representation and most often, they cannot even
articulate their issues properly.45
Another community leader also argued that young
people were often absent from crucial participation forums. This demonstrated a general negative perception
towards young people and their capacity to participate.
In their defence, young people argued that they are
often side-lined, do not receive information and sometimes see no point in participating as their issues go
ignored hence they feel not needed. One young man
bemoaned that,
We are never told anything and see no point in
participating. Even the programmes which come
here are often targeting women or other people.
Sometimes we just hear that some of us have been
called to town, but we do not know what will be
going on.46
Attitudes and behaviours of young people confirmed stereotypes of uncaring individuals, who just
waste their prime years on trivial issues. This created
an inward-looking group whose behaviour has been
shaped by systematic exclusion. The quotation above
also illustrates the top-down approach in development
discourse in Chiredzi district.
The selection of participants was difficult as some
community leaders controlled who could be chosen.
Rural communities are structured spaces where free
participation is alien and people often follow cues
from their leaders. This has produced a situation where people either choose to participate or retreat to the
comfort of their shells.
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Religious and cultural barriers
The study found cultural and religious barriers were
affecting marginalised groups’ participation. This
affects mainly the religious-cultural minorities who
come from communities which do not promote their
greater participation in public space. The Shangani
in particular feel alienated from national and local
developmental programmes. They are more inclined
towards neighbouring South Africa where a large population of the Shangani resides. Hence, the Shangani
look towards South Africa as they have relatives living
across the border. South Africa is preferred to Mozambique because of its thriving economy. As highlighted
in one focus group with the Shangani people,
…we have a better chance of improving our socio-economic well-being in South Africa than in
Zimbabwe and we prefer to associate and model our
lifestyles towards the South African side.47
Their economy and lifestyle conditions are more related to their interactions with South Africa. Most of
the people in Chiredzi district easily connect to South
African telecommunication signals including radio and
television broadcasts as there is limited coverage from
the Zimbabwean side. This level of marginalisation,
according to respondents, does not provide sufficient
incentive to be active participants on governance
issues within their communities.
Poverty
The study found poverty to limit inclusion and participation of marginalised groups in public life. As
the study has shown, many marginalised groups lack
education and access to basic needs. Thus, they find it
difficult to pursue politics and especially contest in the
political landscape. Many of the marginalised groups
bemoaned that,
…to gain political support you need money and
material things to offer to the political supporters. I
cannot afford to just represent people when I am not

45 Key informant interview, Chiredzi, 2020
46 Interview with a young person, Chiredzi, 2020
47 Focus group discussion with cultural minorities, Chiredzi, 2020
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even capable of offering them financial incentives
for them to choose me.48
For people with disabilities, resource constraints
preclude their access to assistive devices such as
wheelchairs, crutches and reading glasses that could
enhance their participation. Furthermore, marginalised groups lack technological access including radios
and TVs, and smartphones. Limited access, especially
to smartphones, of marginalised groups implies challenges in accessing internet and social media platforms
such as WhatsApp and Facebook/Twitter. Hence,
these groups are missing out on accessing online civic
awareness and voter education. Thus, marginalised
groups miss out on community meetings including
parliamentary and local authority consultative meetings which are increasingly communicated through
these platforms. One respondent noted:
Most of the time we do not have access to information since we do not have the phones where communication takes place. If no one gives us the information verbally, it means we will be left out.49
Furthermore, language barriers affect marginalised
groups. Despite the provisions in the Constitution
(2013) that make sign language and indigenous languages including Shangani and sign language part
of the 16 official languages, their use has only been
limited at official gatherings. Even for the few who do
access information, it is difficult to leave their activities for community gatherings as many of this group
survive from hand to mouth. Marginalised people also
grapple with transport costs to attend meetings, which
are often far away from their households. An example
can be drawn from ward 17 where it was highlighted
that,
the elderly, sick and people with disabilities have challenges of accessing elections centres thus they have
limited participation in selection of their leaders.50

48
49
50
51

Interview with people with disabilities, Chiredzi, 2020
Focus group discussion, Chiredzi, 2020
Focus group discussion with village heads, Chiredzi, 2020
Interview with people with disabilities, Chiredzi, 2020
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The challenges are more pronounced for the sick, older people, those who are visually impaired and those
with physical disabilities who find transport and meeting venues inaccessible if there are no relatives to assist
them. Observation showed that some public places
such as the DDC, RDC and Social Welfare offices are
not accessible to older people and people with disabilities. One older respondent pointed out that
Chiredzi RDC meetings are held on the first floor
and there are no elevators for them [to] access the
venues.51
As a result, they are technically excluded from meetings where important decisions are made.
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Conclusion
This research has explored the conditions characterising local democratic participation in wards under
Chiredzi Rural District Council. In terms of legal and
policy frameworks, the study noted that there is a good
policy environment characterised by numerous opportunities and provisions which can transform local democratic participation. However, there is greater need
for awareness of these legal and policy frameworks as
the study noted that most of the respondents are not
aware of these provisions. This makes it difficult for
marginalised groups to take advantage of the established instruments which guarantees their participation.
Moreover, the disjuncture between policy on paper
and implementation is a perennial problem which
requires greater focus if we are to translate policy into
practice. There has been a notable delay in the implementation of laws and policies such as the devolution
policy as well as quota systems for specific marginalised populations – something which has negatively
affected local democratic participation.
The study also notes the practical closed nature of
local democratic institutions, which do not give sufficient avenues for inclusion and mainstreaming of
marginalised groups. Duty-bearers and elected leaders
are often inaccessible to general citizens. Avenues for
accountability and oversight for elected officials are
limited for most of the citizens which affects local
democracy. Their inaccessibility can be traced to different factors including cultural issues, and political
cultures which are built according to partisanship and
top-down approaches in governance. Rather than
being inclusive, local democratic institutions end up
being instruments for simply relaying decisions made
at the top to the citizens. This study concludes that
there is a greater need to empower duty-bearers on
how they can be inclusive as well as creating mechanisms for greater accountability. There is a need to
build citizen agency and empower marginalised groups
to be better players in local democratic processes.
The study noted that marginalised groups had personal factors such as low education and low self-esteem
which influenced their fringe participation in local
democracy. This calls for capacity-building to enable
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them to participate. Moreover, there is a need to demystify and destigmatise political participation since
existent political cultures regard governance issues as
the preserve of a few. The idea of a heterogenous ‘citizenship’ needs to be fostered, rather than the current
political culture characterised by a perception of marginalised groups as the electorate only. The benefits of
inclusive governance should be underscored.
The study findings show that marginalised groups
are trapped in a vicious cycle of marginality which
self-perpetuates. As illustrated in the findings, the bulk
of marginalised groups included passive participants in
local democratic processes, with young people invited
to provide labour or as voters only. Such passive participation which excludes marginalised groups from
decision-making leads to disempowerment and disenfranchisement. Against the background of inaccessible
elected leaders, marginalised groups fail to influence
policies and decisions at local level. This reinforces
marginality and perpetuates further marginalisation of
these groups. From our findings, there is an inescapable cycle which further pushes marginalised groups
away from the centre of decision-making. Structural
and legal instruments are needed that directly intervene to break the cycle of marginality and place marginalised groups at the centre of decision-making.

Recommendations
•

The Parliament of Zimbabwe (PoZ) must further
amend the Constitution and increase the people
with disabilities’ Senate quota and the youth’s
quota in Parliament as these remain crucial to
ensuring these groups’ inclusion and participation
in law-making processes.

•

The PoZ must reserve the quotas for youth and
people with disabilities in local authority.

•

The PoZ must amend and align the Constitution,
other laws and policies to lower the age limit from
40 years to 18 years (the voting age) for a person
to be a Senator, President, and be appointed in
higher decision-making bodies; it is only rational
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that young people who are eligible to vote should
be equally eligible to stand for election or appointment to such offices.
•

The Government of Zimbabwe (GoZ) and the
Zimbabwe Electoral Commission (ZEC) should
come up with incentives to political parties and
local authorities that field vulnerable groups in
elections, including lowering nomination fees for
young people, religious-cultural minorities, women
and people with disabilities.

•

The GoZ should improve socio-economic development, and create decent work for desperate
marginalised groups to improve their access to
disposable incomes, and ultimately, to participation.

•

CSOs should continuously advocate and lobby the
GoZ through the PoZ for sustainable reforms,
speedy promulgation and alignment of laws that
create more structures for marginalised groups to
participate in local democracy; affirmative action
is required.

•

The GoZ and CSOs should strengthen the capacity of local government institutions and structures
through capacity-building for them to become
agents for mainstreaming and including marginalised groups in local democracy.

•

The GoZ and CSOs should strengthen and support people-centred programmes that specifically
improve the skills and capacity for marginalised
groups in leadership, governance and understanding of local democracy, their rights, responsibilities and strategies to claim their space in local
democracy.

•

The GoZ and CSOs must undertake awareness
campaigns, especially in rural areas to change the
mind-set of citizens and leaders who undermine
and exclude marginalised groups in local democracy.
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•

Political parties must reform their internal constitutions, policies and structures to accommodate
and increase the participation of marginalised
groups.

•

The GoZ, CSOs and political parties should mentor and prepare marginalised groups to participate
and take up leadership within parties, in community and governance structures.
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Appendices
Appendix 1. Age of the participants
Appendix 1 shows the diversity in ages of people
who participated in the study. Young people, defined
for the purposes of this study as 18- to 35-year-olds,
constituted most of the participants.52

From the 2012 National Census, Zimbabwe has a high
percentage of young people and a low percentage of
older persons (4.2 percent).53 The study population
mirrors the outlook at national level.

Age group

Frequency

Percent

<18

27

6.1

18–25

77

17.4

26–30

57

12.9

31–40

54

12.2

41–50

79

17.8

51–60

83

18.7

61+

66

14.9

Total

443

100.0

Age of the participants

Appendix 2. Gender of the respondents
Appendix 2 indicates the gender composition of respondents who participated in the study. More females
participated in the study than males.

There were gender imbalances which were found, and
this could be because of pooling of data from different marginalised groups. At national level, women
constitute 52 percent while men account for 48 percent of the total population.

Gender of the respondents

52 The term ‘youth’ refers to a fluid interlude and transitional phase between childhood and adulthood (Ukeje & Iwilade, 2012; Farrugia, 2019: v). As such there are different indicators and parameter of who is a youth. The Government of Zimbabwe (GoZ) in its National Youth Policy of 2000 defines youth as a category of person between
the ages of 10 and 30 years (GoZ, 2000). For the Commonwealth, a youth is someone aged 15 to 29 years while the United Nations places a youth between the ages of 15
and 24. For this study, youth who participate in this study were 18 to 35 years.
53 There are socio-cultural referents that define this category. For this study we adopt the United Nations definition of older person as any person above the age of 60
years.
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Appendix 3. Marital status of respondents
Appendix 3 shows the different marital status of the
respondents. Married people accounted for the majority.

NO 19

A fair number of respondents reported being single
while the smallest number indicated that they were
divorced. Marital status has a bearing on vulnerability54
and concomitantly on participation in local democracy
processes in the study area.

Marital status

Frequency

Percent

Single

118

26.6

Married

249

56.2

Divorced

25

5.6

Widowed

51

11.5

Total

443

100.0

Marital status of the respondents

Appendix 4. Level of education of the
respondents
Appendix 4 shows the level of education of the respondents. As a result of a massive universal primary
education drive in the 1980s, few respondents were
without any formal education.

Most respondents had secondary education followed
by primary education and a small number with tertiary
education. The level of education has a bearing on the
respondent’s level of understanding and participation
in local democracy.

Level of education of the respondents
54 Herbst-Debby, A. and Kaplan, A., 2021. ‘Widowhood and divorce among women increase poverty and vulnerability as compared to men’. Herbst-Debby, A. and
Kaplan, A., 2021. ‘Differentiated routes to vulnerability: Marital status, children, gender, and poverty’. Advances in Life Course research (49) https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
alcr.2021.100418
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Appendix 5. Marginalised groups
In Appendix 5 different categories of marginalised
groups that participated in the study are shown. Women dominated the proportion of the different types
of marginalities and the lowest represented group
were older people.
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Since the study was carried out in Chiredzi district, it
is not surprising that 19 percent of the respondents
were cultural minorities. Religious minorities and older
people accounted for the smallest portion of respondents.

Marginalised group

Frequency

Percent

Women

100

22.6

Older people

40

9.0

People living with HIV

65

14.7

People with disabilities

47

10.6

Youth

77

17.4

Cultural minority

83

18.7

Religious minority

31

7.0

Total

443

100.0

Marginalised groups
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