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NGOs AS MEDIATORS 
Their role in expertise, language and institutional 

exemption in urban development planning 

INTRODUCTION 

A shift in the focus of the concept of development 
from one whose exclusive aim was to reach 
economic growth to another which is `people 
centred' i is currently being advocated by a wide 
range of development actors. While people 
centred development has been a preoccupation of 
many community activists and development 
practitioners, it is only recently that this approach 
has become part of international development 
agenda. Similarly, in some context, urban 
development planning is being recognized and 
pursued as a more interactive relationship 
between planners and the planned for, rather 
than exclusively as a government activity. 
Accordingly, new models for the state, the 
market and nongovernmental sectors are being 
demanded. In fact, the rapid expansion of 
partnerships and coalitions between public, 
private and nongovernmental sectors in 
development planning is required if a better city 
governance is to be achieved. This move has 
confronted planners with a set of issues, models 
and expertise necessary for planning work 
different from that of preceding decades. 

NGOs (Non Governmental Organisations) 
emerged in the 1980s as one of the most 
influential players in the development and 
implementation of the peoplecentred 
development. In this sense, it may be said that 
lately NGOs have been considered by 
development activists and development agencies 
as important partners in development. NGOs are 
called to operate as (i) advisors to both 
development agencies and government 
authorities, (ii) mediators of conflictive interests 
between the people and those agencies and 
authorities and, finally, (iii) enablers of the 
development process. The scalingup of NGOs to 
the centre stage of the development debates is, on 
the one hand, very likely to be associated with 
the (questioned) capacity of the state to provide 
social services effectively and, on the other, based 
on assumptions about the features which NGOs 
possess (e.g. NGOs use participatory methods) 
which may enable them to act as catalysts of 
communitybased and peoplecentred 
development. However, little is known about the 
true state of NGOs and their effectiveness as 
development agents. Similarly, there are no 
systematic investigations about the reason and 
the conditions which make NGOs play those 

roles. 

Before discussing the importance of this specific 
role, it is argued that the debate about the role of 
NGOs in development may become meaningless 
if the kind(s) of NGO(s) one is referring to is not 
clearly stated. The term NGO embraces a broad 
and confusing universe. It is used to represent a 
wide range of organizations with considerable 
differences in terms of origin, composition, 
function, roles, and approaches to development. 
Despite the several and distinct meanings 
attached to this term, this study adopts the 
definition suggested by Padron (1987: 70), 
according to whom NGOs are "any of those 
organizations which are not part of a government 
and which have not been established as a result 
of an agreement between governments." It refers 
additionally to organizations which work to 
benefit people other than their own members. In 
this sense, the term NGO sharply contrasts with 
the term CBO applied in this paper. Although 
both have a nongovernmental nature, only CBOs 
work to benefit the constituents of the 
community which they represent and of which 
they are part. 

The issue of partnerships raises the related issue 
of additional players, besides planners and 
politicians, participating in planning decision 
making processes. However, as people and/or 
organizations have distinct values and interests 
and as equal access to and control of resources 
and power among these players do not exist, 
conflicts inevitably emerge in the planning arena. 
This is a key issue which seems not to be taken 
into account in the new `partnership' talk, for 
much of the discussion is still couched in neutral 
terminology, which obscures conflicts and 
underestimates political resistance to democratic 
development. 

It is within this context that mediation, as a form 
of conflict management, often assumes a relevant 
role in the implementation of participatory 
development. Moreover, as mediation emerges as 
an important component for the construction of 
partnerships in planning activities, NGOs, under 
certain conditions, take on this mediation role. 

This paper is intended as a contribution to the 
understanding of the reasons and conditions 
which lead NGOs to play the role of mediator 
between local government agencies and
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communitybased organizations (CBOs). It 
proceeds in two sections. Section I reviews the 
body of the literature which explores the shifting 
patterns in urban development planning in the 
last few decades. By so doing, it demonstrates 
how the skills and expertise currently regarded 
as necessary for planning work make NGOs a 
central player for the implementation of 
development programmes. In this context, the 
chapter suggests that NGOs' assumed approach 
to participation and the nature of their relation to 
the beneficiaries of those programmes may help 
them play the role of mediator between CBOs 
and government agencies. Finally, it discusses the 
rationale for mediation in planning, emphasizing 
that technical expertise and command of 
language are important resources in a mediated 
negotiation process. 

Following on from this, section II attempts to 
propose some of the reasons why and the 
conditions under which NGOs are called to play 
the role of mediators. The background for this 
investigation is the fact that the literature which 
examines the main features attributed to NGOs 
makes no consistent link between those features 
and the development of NGOs' role of mediator. 

SECTION I  PARTICIPATION AND 
MEDIATION IN URBAN DEVELOPMENT 
PLANNING 

1.0Introduction 

Recent discussions on development cooperation 
have centred around issues of good governance 
and institution building (Nunnenkamp, 1995: 9). 
Representatives of the two main currents 
reflecting these concerns are the World Bank, on 
the one hand, and bilateral donor agencies, on the 
other. They define good government agendas in a 
distinct fashion. According to Robinson (1995: 3), 
"the former [World Bank] was essentially 
preoccupied with questions of financial 
accountability and administrative efficiency, 
whereas the latter [bilateral donor agencies] were 
interested in wider, more political concerns 
bound up with democracy, human rights and 
participation." There are, however, signs of a 
merger between the two agendas ii . 

Discussions on participation in the good 
government agenda, according to Goetz and 
O'Brien (1995: 23), are concerned with the 
increase in "the capacity of local communities to 
perform functions which the State has not 
managed effectively, such as the delivery of 
social services." It is within this context that the 

importance of NGOs for the implementation of 
the good government agenda can be understood. 

NGOs emerged in the 1980s as one of the most 
influential players in the development and 
implementation of programmes of the good 
government agenda concerned with participatory 
development and strengthening of civil society 
(Robinson, 1995; Nunnenkamp, 1995; Goetz and 
O'Brien, 1995). At the same time, the role of 
NGOs as mediators in the relationship between 
CBOs and government agencies in development 
planning was often being noted in the literature. 
These facts bring to the fore important issues 
which had been on the planning agenda earlier 
(e.g. community participation) but which need to 
be revisited. 

The aim of this section is to review the relevant 
literature which assisted in both the 
understanding and the analysis of the role of 
mediator played by NGOs. It proceeds in four 
subsections. In order to examine the assumption 
that NGOs are wellplaced organizations to 
promote socioeconomic development, sub 
section 1.1 reviews the skills and expertise 
necessary for planning work. By so doing, it also 
suggests what it means to be a professional 
planner in the 1990s. 

Subsection 1.2, in turn, focuses on the debate 
about community participation in the planning 
process, its nuances and approaches. This issue 
has recently been resurrected in the planning 
agenda of official development agencies, in which 
partnerships among public, private and non 
governmental organizations have been largely 
advocated as a means to achieve a better city 
governance. NGOs are called to play relevant 
roles in such processes, based on the assumptions 
of their features, which can make them effective 
organizations in the implementation of 
development programmes. It is assumed that 
NGOs' approach to participation and their 
relation to beneficiaries, particularly the poor, 
may help them play the role of mediator between 
CBOs and government agencies. 

The engagement of the new players in planning is 
very likely to bring about conflicts, inasmuch as 
people have distinct values and interests, which 
will interact in the planning arena. Mediation, 
regarded as a form of conflict management 
between the disputing parties, is the theme with 
which subsection 1.3 is concerned. The rationale 
for mediation and the question of   inequalities of 
power are relevant issues which could help in the 
understanding of the development of the role of 
mediator played by NGOs, in development
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planning. 

1.1Planning, professionalism and the new 
paradigm 

1.1.1Introduction 

The movement of NGOs to the centrestage in the 
development process is based on the belief and 
assumptions of their considerable performance 
and potentialities. They have frequently been 
called on to implement development projects, a 
function which was commonly undertaken 
exclusively by government agencies. What has 
changed? A way of looking at this issue is in 
trying to understand what it means to be a 
planner in the 1990s and which skills and 
knowledge are necessary for planning work. 
Some observations about the professionalisation 
in the planning field may help to clarify these 
questions. 

It is a matter of some dispute whether planning is 
a profession. According to Johnson (1972; 10), 
"attempts to treat the profession as unique are 
based on the assumptions that there is some 
essential quality or qualities which mark off the 
professions from other occupations and provide a 
basis for a distinct body of theory and variant 
forms of analysis." Similarly, Healey (1985: 492) 
states that "a profession is usually understood as 
an occupational group which has achieved a 
position of control over the content and 
application of a body of expertise and skills." 
Despite this coincidence of definitions, the debate 
about the appropriateness of treating planning as 
a professional field iii is vigorously disputed when 
it comes to defining what makes up the core of 
the profession's expertise (Healey, 1985; Healey 
and Underwood, 1978). 

The variety of the content of planning the 
professional discussion embraces (e.g. town 
planning, economic planning, transport 
planning), the identification of distinct role 
models for planners (e.g. planners as urban 
development managers, planners as policy 
analysts, planners as intermediators), and 
consequently the diversity of practices in which 
planners are engaged are examples of how highly 
fragmented the nature of planning knowledge 
and its related skills can be. Moreover, 
considering the very changing circumstances in 
the broader social, economic and political arena 
in which planning operates, it is observed that the 
expertise required for planning work has 
changed accordingly. 

With the objective of proposing some ordering to 
the distinct types and experiences in the planning 
field, some authors examine planning according 
to specific principles and practices. For instance, 
Safier (1983) develops the concept of traditions of 
planning iv ; Davies (1981), in turn, discusses the 
planning experience in terms of patterns or 
moulds; and Diamond and McLoughlin (1973) 
present it in terms of streams of practice. 

Besides the different traditions or streams of 
practice and  what they represent in terms of 
different content of planning, planning can also 
be methodologically approached in different 
fashions (e.g. the rational comprehensive 
approach, the advocacy approach, the political 
economy approach). Each approach has its own 
purpose, scope of actions, processes and methods 
which comprise the technical principles and 
practice of planning. 

For the purpose of this paper, the different types, 
approaches and fragmented experiences in the 
planning field, and consequently the expertise 
required for planning work, are discussed here 
only in their general terms, taking into 
consideration three major aspects: (i) the 
emergence of planning associated with the 
physical conditions of towns; (ii) the introduction 
of social scientific thought in the planning process 
and its consequences; and (iii) the issues brought 
out by the advocacy approach which questions 
well established values and practices in the 
planning field. These three aspects raise issues 
which can be regarded as turning points in the 
debate of planning as a profession. 

1.1.2Planning and the physical conditions of 
towns 

According to Diamond and McLoughlin (1973: 
17), the concern of planning with the physical 
condition of towns has its origins associated in 
part with problems of public health. The 
improvement of the physical conditions of towns 
through the enforcement of laws, aiming at 
controlling the ways that towns should physically 
develop, is one of the main concerns of the first 
Housing and Town Planning Act, enacted as a 
law in 1909 in Britain (ibid). The subsequent 1946, 
1947, 1949 and 1952 Acts also stressed the 
physical and spatial aspects of towns. 

Consequently, the bulk of the planning 
intervention had its field of action focused on 
land and the expertise and skills required for 
planning work were connected with ideas and 
techniques concerning land use and its control 
and development. The capacity to both assess the



4 

demands and needs for land use and 
development, and to prepare and manage state 
land use programmes and plans, as well as 
knowledge of regulatory systems of development 
control, (e.g. zoning and a battery of planning 
standards such as ratios, layout and densities) 
were requirements necessary for planners to 
exercise the planning activity (Davies, 1981: 3; 
Healey, 1985: 494). 

Established mainly as a function of government, 
town planning has also been regarded as a 
movement, a profession and a discipline 
(Diamond and McLoughlin (1973: 17). The first 
movement to professionalise town planning in 
Britain occurred in 1914 with the establishment of 
the Town Planning Institute. Nonetheless, the 
professionalisation of planning was established 
with the enactment of 1947 Town and Country 
Planning Act (Healey, 1985: 494). According to 
Diamond and McLoughlin (1973: 18), "[t]he 1947 
Act made development control and the 
preparation of town planning development plans 
universal and obligatory for county councils and 
county boroughs." In other words, the 1947 Act 
created the statutory basis for the development of 
town planning as an activity of government and 
gave town planners some real power for 
controlling and preparing town planning 
development plans. It was not by coincidence 
that, after World War II, undergraduate planning 
courses were established, thereby expanding the 
machinery which controlled and validated 
planning knowledge and contributing to the 
consolidation of professionalisation in the 
planning field. Simultaneously, planners' claim of 
possessing a unique expertise increased (ibid: 17). 

Until then the planning profession had been 
dominated by occupational groups whose 
professional background was likewise concerned 
with the built environment, principally engineers, 
architects and surveyors; and planning education 
was largely dominated by architectural notions of 
town design and management (Healey, 1985:497; 
Diamond and McLoughlin, 1973:19). 

However, in the 1950s, a change occurred in the 
nature of the planning profession. Healey (1985: 
495) cites that "the rise of the consumer 
movement, the recognition of the disastrous 
physical consequences of some postwar 
redevelopment initiatives, and the profession's 
own internal critique of the environmental 
determinism underlying many ideas about urban 
form, have produced a collapse of confidence in 
planner's expertise."  The social and economic 
aspects and the relation to the way land had been 
used and developed, began to be integrated in 

planning activities. It was not until then that the 
Town Planning Institute allowed access to the 
profession by economists, geographers and 
sociologists (Diamond and McLoughlin, 1973: 
19). 

Also, in the mid1950s the Town Planning 
profession faced a conflict between groups 
advocating multidisciplinary approach in 
planning education and the role model for 
planners, and those groups advocating a single 
discipline profession, i.e. planners as experts with 
specialist skills in all fields of planning (the so 
called generalist planner). The latter groups won 
the majority and dominated the Town Planning 
Institute's policy until the 1980s (Healey, 1985: 
496499; Diamond and McLoughlin, 1973: 19). In 
practice, however, the generalist planner was to 
be given only "a grounding in the principles of 
town design and management" (Healey, 1985: 
499). In fact, a diversity of physical planning 
traditions were developed and practised at that 
time like urban design, town planning, transport 
planning and regional planning (Safier, 1992). 

1.1.3Planning in the public interest 

In the 1960s, a new set of ideas and principles 
which originated in the USA, began to infiltrate 
the planning field. In the 1970s, planners were 
particularly attracted to procedural theory which 
was introduced into planning by social scientists. 
This theory approaches planning as a rational 
decisionmaking process, based on principles of 
scientific methods. 

In Europe, this new set of ideas was principally 
advocated by Andreas Faludi (1973: 15), who 
conceived of planning as a "rational process of 
thought and action which ultimately aims (as 
science does) at promoting human growth". 
Rationality in planning was expressed through a 
particular decisionmaking process, based on 
technical rules for choices between a number of 
different strategies. The procedures to be 
followed were hierarchically established, so that 
decisions were to be taken objectively, starting 
from the recognition and definition of problems, 
followed by data collection and its processing, 
goals identification, decisionmaking, definition 
of alternative programmes and concluded with 
implementation, monitoring and feed back. The 
whole process followed established formal rules 
aimed at providing a base for both rational 
examination and scientific decisions (Davies, 
1981: 5; Thomas, 1982: 16; Healey and 
Underwood, 1978: 80; Faludi, 1973). Thus, as 
Scott and Roweis (1977: 1112) assert, the planning 
system became a general control system.
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Moreover, the rational approach to planning 
enhanced the argument of the groups which 
advocated the idea of generalist planners with 
skills in all fields of planning. 

Besides being rational, planning also had to be 
comprehensive. According to Davies (1981: 
5),"[p]lanning was to be comprehensive in that its 
field of action widened to cover the full range of 
social and economic factors, with land use 
planning as such being but part of the whole." As 
a matter of fact, the elaboration of comprehensive 
plans became a relevant stance of planning 
activities. The expertise necessary for developing 
planning work became more concerned with 
systematic identification of goals and objectives, 
forecasting and modelling, technical ability both 
to manipulate large quantity of data and to 
analyse them scientifically, and the use of 
objective methods in the elaboration and 
evaluation of alternative policies (ibid). In other 
words, "planning expertise resided in the skills of 
process rather than the substance of policy" 
(Healey, 1985: 500). 

Altshuler, however, argues that for the idea of 
comprehensiveness in planning to be consistent, 
it would have to include the notion of `public 
interest'. According to him (1967: 299), 

"if comprehensive planners deal with a great 
many more areas of public policies than 
specialists, their factual and causal 
knowledge in each area is bound to 
appear shallow  at least by comparison 
with that of the specialists in it. Hence 
their claims to comprehensiveness, if 
they are to be persuasive, must refer 
primarily to a special knowledge of the 
public interest." 

As a consequence, the course of actions 
prescribed had to be guided by the concept of the 
public interest (ibid: 299302). The idea of public 
interest was interconnected with still another 
issue introduced in the planning field by rational 
comprehensive approach: the principle of 
neutrality. Whereas this principle refers to the 
idea of planning as a technical neutral process, 
where planners' actions and plan making are 
valuefree, the idea of `public interest' refers to 
the assumption that there is a consensus in the 
definitions of social goals and preferences, and 
therefore the planning system works in 
everybody's interest. As Altshuler (ibid: 301) 
argues, 

"the comprehensive planner must assume that 
his community's various collective goals can 

somehow be measured at least roughly as 
to importance and welded into a single 
hierarchy of community objectives. In 
addition, he must argue that technicians like 
himself can prescribe courses of actions to 
achieve these objectives without great 
distortion and harmful side effects of a 
magnitude sufficient to outweigh the gains 
achieved through planning." 

However attractive, this model is currently under 
serious challenge (Healey and Underwood, 1978: 
77; Healey, 1985: 500; Thomas, 1991: 41). 

A careful examination of the literature on 
professionalisation and the rational 
comprehensive principles and ideas applied to 
planning indicates a point of convergence on 
these issues. First, the concept of 
professionalisation imposes a view of 
occupational development which is uniform 
among cultures, thus ignoring variations in the 
organization of occupations in culturally and 
historically distinct societies (Johnson, 1972: 37 
38). Healey (1985: 492) argues that, "[h]aving laid 
claim to a field of expertise, professionals 
commonly present themselves as possessing a 
technical body of knowledge independent of the 
specific institutional context in which such 
knowledge may be put to use." 

The rational comprehensive approach, in turn, 
introduces principles and mechanisms which also 
provide a sophisticated technical backing for 
professional claims of unique expertise, which 
together with the idea of universality in plan 
making, strengthen the view of planning as a 
profession. Moreover, underlying the notion that 
planning is a technical, neutral and rational 
activity, is the idea of universality, where the 
planning process is equally applicable to any 
context, regardless of the political and social 
formation in which it functions. According to 
Healey and Underwood (1978: 80), the rational 
comprehensive approach "ignore[s] the 
importance of particular configurations of power 
and influence within which individuals and 
organizations operate." Accordingly, the point of 
convergence of these two discussions is that they 
both exclude from consideration the power 
dimension in planning. The absence of the power 
dimension in planning is partially challenged by 
the advocacy approach, which claims that 
political and social values matter in the planning 
process. 

1.1.4Advocacy planning and the new paradigm 

Advocacy planning emerged in the USA in the
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1960s and was then considered a response to the 
urban crisis which accompanied the growth of 
social conflicts in American cities (Heskin, 
1980:50) v . The emergence of such conflicts, which 
increasingly challenged many foundations of 
planning theory and practice, was diagnosed as a 
result of public alienation. Thus, citizens had to 
be encouraged to participate in the planning 
process and planners were the agents who could 
make it possible (Heskin, ibid:51). The central 
assumption to the concept of advocacy was that 
of pluralism, whereby private interest groups of 
all kinds could enjoy an active and legitimate role 
in the formulation of public policy (Mazziotti; 
1982: 207209). 

The advocacy approach to planning questions the 
notion of neutrality in planning and planners' 
actions, arguing that values are inescapable 
elements of any rational decisionmaking process 
and therefore the values underlying plans and 
those held by planners should be made clear 
(Davidoff, 1973: 279). Davidoff (ibid) goes further 
when he argues that, a "planner should do more 
than explicate the values underlying his 
prescriptions for courses of action; he should 
affirm them; he should be an advocate for what 
he deems proper." Furthermore, the concept of 
`public interest' is not considered as a matter of 
science but rather as a matter of politics, for 
values and interests vary between different 
groups in a pluralistic society. 

Based on the principles of democracy, the idea 
underlying this approach is that people 
themselves should define their needs and decide 
of what planning is for, as government agencies 
cannot represent the `public interest' of a whole 
society. To encourage democratic urban 
government, planning must include citizens in its 
development process, asserts Davidoff (ibid). 
Peattie (1968: 81), in turn, argues that as any plan 
is the embodiment of particular groups, any 
group which has interests at stake in the planning 
process should attempt to have those interests 
articulated and attended. 

Accordingly, in contrast to the rational 
comprehensive approach, which presents 
planners undertaking technical or bureaucratic 
tasks faraway from clients and interest groups, 
the advocacy approach conceives of a more 
interactive relationship between planners and 
clients. According to Davidoff (1973: 280283), the 
advocate planner might represent an individual, 
a group or organization. S/he would be 
responsible to her/his client and would seek to 
express her/his client's view. The advocate 
planner would be more than a provider of 

information or a simulator of future conditions. 
Much of her/his activities would be also 
educational. According to him (ibid: 284), an 
educational job for advocate planners would be 
that of 

"informing his clients of their rights under 
planning and renewal laws, about 
general operations of city government, 
and of particular programs which are 
likely to affect them. (...) The advocate 
planner would devote much attention to 
assisting the client organization to clarify 
its ideas and to give expression to them. 
In order to make his client more 
powerful politically the advocate might 
also become engaged in expanding the 
size and scope of his client organization. 
But the advocate's most important 
function would be to carry out the 
planning process for the organization 
and to argue persuasively in favour of 
its planning proposals." 

Therefore, in their role as advocates, planners 
have also to be educators and mediators. By 
playing this role, advocate planners do not see 
themselves as neutral players in a bargaining 
process, for they use their expertise to plead for 
specific group interests in the planning process. 
As Peattie (1968: 81) asserts, "[p]lanning in this 
view becomes pluralistic and partisan  in a 
word, overtly political." 

Besides arguing for citizen participation in plan 
making and advocating new role models for 
planners, the advocacy approach also shows 
concerns with issues of language and expertise 
(see Davidoff's quote above). Heskin (1980: 57) 
makes it clear when commenting that for the 
advocacy approach "[t]he professional was 
needed to educate the community, to 
communicate and to translate the increasingly 
technical language of the professional planning." vi 

These issues are the more pressing for those 
situated at the bottom of the system. According 
to Peattie (1968: 81), this group, through lack of 
education and technical sophistication, is 
particularly illprepared to deal with the 
presentation of issues in a technical framework, 
which includes the language of maps, diagrams 
and statistical tables. The need for an advocate, 
who could help this group deal with such 
problems, arisen due to lack of expertise, is 
compounded by the fact that these people are 
usually in a disadvantaged position in the 
political framework. 

In addition, Davidoff (1973:280) asserts that
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citizens participating in the planning process 
have not only to be well informed about the 
underlying reasons for planning proposals, but 
also to be able to respond to them in the technical 
language of professional planners. This 
represents another activity for advocate planners. 

However, although this approach advocates that 
politics matters in the planning process, it does 
not make clear how the power relationships 
operate between the agents involved with 
planning. In fact, despite the huge role attributed 
to planners, the relationship among planners 
themselves and that of planners and citizens with 
whom planning is decided, seems assumed to be 
as harmonious. In other words, this approach 
recognizes different values and interests in 
society, but assumes consensus in the planning 
process. 

The advocacy approach does not put much 
emphasis on the existence of imbalances of power 
among interest groups and their access to the 
corridor of power. Mazziotti clarified the 
argument when he (1982: 210211) said: 

"the pluralism assumption fails to account for 
the inherent inequality of bargaining power 
as between groups; ...[it] ignores the 
realities of disequilibrium in the relative 
distribution of power among interest 
groups, the inequitable nature of access 
routs into the political structure, and the 
unorganized majority of citizens who are 
underrepresented by a particular group or 
set of pressure groups." 

Furthermore, this approach fails to recognize the 
powerful structural impediments to meaningful 
democratic control over the environment. 
According to Scott and Roweis (1977: 1116), 

"in whatever ways we may finally tackle in 
practice the very definite problem of 
expanding the range of real democratic 
control (...) in capitalist society, we must 
surely be quite clear as to the character  of 
those  deeply rooted social dynamics that 
persistently resist democratization." 

It implies that "effective group influence can 
occur only where the group organization is given 
access and the opportunity to participate in the 
decision making process (Mazziotti, 1982: 211)." 

The kind of knowledge required for advocate 
planners comprises fields of philosophy, social 
work, law, social science and civic design 
(Davidoff,1973: 295). Probably, because 

consensus is assumed in plan making, the skills 
necessary to introduce participation in the 
planning process and the skills necessary to make 
it effective seem to be taken for granted, for they 
are not highlighted by the literature. 

This gap is partly overcome by the ideas and 
concepts developed by Friedmann in the early 
1970s. Shifting the preoccupation from policy 
making to implementation and action, Friedmann 
develops the concept of transactive planning. 
According to him (1973:171), "[t]ransactive 
planning changes knowledge into action through 
an unbroken sequence of interpersonal relations." 
A transactive planner would be one capable of 
bringing together the processed knowledge of the 
planner and the personal knowledge of those 
who are being planned for. This interaction is 
frequently referred to as a `mutual' or `social 
learning' model (Friedmann, 1973; 1987). 

Communication between planners and their 
clients is therefore an issue which the `social 
learning' model takes into consideration. 
Friedmann (1973: 172) points out that planners 
and clients have different methods of knowing, 
i.e. planners work chiefly with processed 
knowledge, whereas clients work primarily from 
personal knowledge drawn from experience, and 
that these differences can constitute barriers to 
effective communication. As he (ibid) asserts, 
"[m]essages may be exchanged, but the relevant 
meanings are not effectively communicated. As a 
result, the linkage of knowledge with action is 
often weak or nonexistent." 

However, as in the case in advocacy planning, 
Friedmann (1987: 219) admitted later that 
transactive planning also fails to fully recognize 
the lack of societal consensus, as well as the 
existence of fundamental inequalities of 
opportunity in society. 

Nevertheless, both the advocacy and transactive 
approaches to planning bring to the planning 
debate a particular issue which potentially 
challenges the traditional planning process and 
questions the content of planners' expertise and 
its mode of delivery: that is, public participation 
in planning. It potentially discloses the political 
nature of planning activities and planners' 
attitudes, as well as questions the mechanisms of 
control and validation of planners' knowledge. 

The idea that planners have to address their work 
in order to advocate the interests of groups, in 
particular the most disadvantaged, confronts one 
of the planning profession's most cherished 
myths  that the planner is an apolitical technician
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(Healey, 1991: 23). Associated with this, other 
problems related to the legitimacy and validation 
of planners' knowledge arise. For instance, to 
whom are planners, with their knowledge and 
expertise, accountable? To whom are planners 
answerable? The community for whom the 
planners work and whose expertise is used 
according to the community's needs could yield a 
possible answer to these questions. Nevertheless, 
as Thomas (1991:42) asserts, "[t]he crucial 
question is whether this relationship of a 
community which has power over the 
professional can use his or her as it feels 
necessary, can be sustained in practice." 
Moreover, this approach once more brings to the 
fore the question of expertise, this time in terms 
of what constitutes the planning expertise 
necessary for attending the different 
communities' demands. 

Despite the importance of these topics, the 
principle of putting `people first' is the major 
element which constitutes what Chambers 
(1986:1) calls the `new paradigm' vii . The view of 
development in the new paradigm should be 
peoplecentred, poorer people having priority 
before the less poor; furthermore, development 
has not a single direction, but is a process of 
continuous adaptation. Its central thrusts are 
decentralization and empowerment, especially of 
poorer people. The new paradigm claims the 
development of a new professionalism (which 
contrasts with what he calls normal 
professionalism), by reversing dominant values 
and putting those who are last first (ibid: 12,20 
21). Further, according to Chambers (ibid: 16), the 
new professionals "see poor people as active and 
knowledgeable, professional colleagues as much 
as clients, people from whom to learn and whom 
to serve in a role of consultant." Moreover, he 
argues that because many voluntary agencies put 
the last first they are well placed to develop and 
implement the new paradigm (ibid: 29). 

In fact, this movement towards voluntary 
agencies in the implementation of the new 
paradigm seems to indicate that the expertise and 
skills necessary for planning work in the 1990s 
are mainly located outside the government 
boundaries, which used to be the primary locus 
of planning development. This move has two 
main components. First, the new paradigm 
shifted the focus of the concept of development 
from one whose exclusive aim was to reach 
economic growth to another which is people 
centred. Whereas the government was closely 
associated with the former, the voluntary 
agencies grew out of the defence of the latter. 
Second, it demands skills and expertise which 

government agencies seem not to possess. The 
expertise and skills for planning work which puts 
the last people first, seem to comprise fields of 
political and social sciences and community 
methodology where issues of power and 
participation are central. However, which skills 
and expertise are exactly necessary to put the last 
first and what are the possible emergence of 
conflicts between the new professional planners 
and their clients in the planning process, are 
questions still illdiscussed by the advocates of 
the new paradigm. 

Moreover, criticisms similar to those posed to 
advocate planners in terms of their treatment of 
questions such as the unequal access to the power 
structure and the legitimacy and validation of 
planners knowledge, also apply to Chambers' 
ideas of the new paradigm. As Nunnenkamp 
(1995: 15) asserts, 

"the bottomup approach obviously relies on 
supportive measures by government 
authorities. Likewise, better access of 
marginalized groups to the formal 
economic and legal system requires a 
change in political and bureaucratic 
attitudes by definition." 

In the new paradigm literature there are no 
indications how these mechanisms of change will 
take place. 

1.1.5 What role for planning in the 1990s? 

As a consequence of the failure of the past 
mainstream development agenda, which focused 
exclusively on economic growth, lately new 
developmentrelated issues gained greater 
attention. Among these, one of the most 
emphatically defended by diverse agents 
involved with planning activities is the 
withdrawal of the state as the main basis of 
development (Davies, 1981: 7). 

The World Bank's and bilateral donors' 
development agenda of the 1990s on good 
government seems to undermine the status of 
planning as an exclusively governmental activity. 
In fact, this development agenda demands new 
models for the state, the market and the non 
governmental nonprofit making sector, and 
consequently, for planning as well. This agenda 
also demands new skills and expertise to carry it 
out. In the search for new expertise and skills in 
planning work, the locus of development has 
been pushed towards other sectors in society. 
Not surprisingly, private and nonprofit, non
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governmental sectors have been called to play a 
central role in further elaboration and 
implementation of the new development agenda. 
These changes, in turn, have stimulated the 
(re)flourishing of polemic issues in the debate 
about planning as a profession, such as the 
validation and control of planners' knowledge 
and the core of planning expertise. 

Parallel to demands for reforms in the role and 
the structure of the state, the issues of 
participation and strengthening of civil society 
organizations appear as central aspects of the 
good government agenda (Lancaster, 1993; Goetz 
and O'Brien, 1995; Robinson, 1995; Nunnenkamp, 
1995). Moreover, the view of development as a 
peoplecentred activity has been currently 
advocated by international development 
agencies. However, the effectiveness of the 
reduction of the participation of the state for the 
promotion of a broader citizen participation in 
planning, especially of deprived groups, has 
began to be questioned. In fact, the traditional 
conflict between the desirability of citizen 
participation in planning expressed in the 
discourse and the political and institutional 
resistance against its actual implementation is 
still alive. Robinson's (1995: 7) critique of the 
good government agenda makes the argument 
clear when he says: 

"...current approaches fail to recognize the 
centrality of politics and power, and by 
extension, the importance of political 
analysis in deepening the agenda and in 
enhancing its potential impact. Much of the 
agenda continues to be couched in neutral 
terminology which both obscures conflicts 
and underestimates political resistance from 
vested interests opposed to demo cratic 
development and the dilution of power and 
domination that it necessarily implies." 

Therefore, if the issue of citizen participation 
continues to be treated in neutral terminology, its 
actual implementation will probably fail and it 
will remain in the realm of rhetoric. 

Recognizing their limited capacity to implement 
programmes concerning the promotion of 
participation and the strengthening of 
organizations of civil society, official 
development agencies have eagerly sought new 
partnerships, in particular with the non 
governmental, nonprofit sector. NGOs, political 
foundations and training institutes are the 
preferred vehicles for performing the design and 
implementation of such programmes (Robinson, 
ibid: 2). There is a general belief that, contrary to 

the government, these organizations have 
features which enable them to perform this task. 
However, as Goetz and O'Brien (1995: 23) aptly 
put it, "...aside from designating NGOs as the 
vehicle for ensuring that the poor's perspective 
are expressed at policymaking levels, there are 
no clear institutional mechanisms for enhancing 
the involvement and effectiveness of the poor in 
the civil society." 

The implementation of the good governance 
agenda is not a straightforward process. The 
extent to which the issue of participation is used 
whether as a means to legitimize the power 
structure in which planning operates, or whether 
as a means to turn planning into a more 
democratic process, is another issue of debate. 
Nonetheless, and despite the problems alluded to 
above, it is now largely assumed that the 
governance of cities requires the involvement of a 
wider group of interests besides planners and 
politicians. Ideals of partnership between 
governmental, private and nonprofit sectors 
have currently been advocated. Inevitably, the 
question of public participation in the planning 
process continues to be an issue of interest, 
especially if one seeks to understand the role of 
mediators played by NGOs in development 
planning. 

1.2Planning and participation in practice viii 

As already mentioned, failures in the 
effectiveness of the conventional development 
agenda to deliver the expected results have 
motivated international development agencies to 
consider broader concepts of development. Issues 
of participation and human rights are now as 
much part of the content of their policy agenda as 
those of economic growth and social 
development (Nunnenkamp, 1995; Robinson, 
1995). Moreover, many of the democracy 
assistance programmes financed by those 
agencies have been channelled through NGOs 
and other similar foundations ix . There is a strong 
concern that NGOs' extensive experience in 
service delivery and provision of humanitarian 
assistance makes them adequately equipped to 
implement such programmes. 

Together with technical skills and knowledge, 
one of the most cherished features NGOs 
attribute to themselves, and which is frequently 
pointed out by the literature, is their participatory 
work methodology, whereby true participation of 
beneficiaries is often obtained (Downs and 
Solimano, 1989: 205; Fowler, 1988: 89; Padron, 
1987: 71). Taking into account the increasing
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concerns about partnership among sectors in 
society and assuming that NGOs' approach to 
participation had led them to be called to play the 
role of mediator in the implementation of 
development programmes, the distinct 
approaches to community participation and their 
consequences for planning process are briefly 
revisited below. 

1.2.1What does community participation mean? 

The issue of community participation in planning 
has been a subject of controversy. The wide range 
of perspectives and objectives advocated by 
distinct schools of thought is a signal that there is 
no clear consensus as to what it really means; and 
the many ways in which it has been practised 
shows that there are many forms in which it can 
be manipulated. The discrepancy between the 
rhetoric and practice, i.e. between the desirability 
of participation contained in the discourse and 
the absence of adequate means for its actual 
implementation has already been mentioned. 
Moreover, the literature about participation is 
more concerned with theoretical justifications for 
its desirability than with the mechanisms 
necessary to turn it into practice. 

Sewell and Coppock (1977:12), for instance, 
argue that the objectives of community 
participation in planning are rooted in both 
philosophical and pragmatic considerations. 
According to them, the former relates to the 
general belief that in a democratic society people 
should participate in matters which affect their 
lives. The latter, in turn, alludes to the fact that 
community participation may prevent the failure 
of plans in correctly identifying public desires 
and needs. 

This approach is shared by Boaden et al (1980:15), 
who state that community participation should 
be interpreted either in terms of the contribution 
it can make to redistribute power away from 
established institutions or in terms of the 
contribution it can make to smooth the running of 
the planning system, so that a more participatory 
mode of democracy could be achieved. 

Borja (1988:18), in turn, notes that the main 
objective of participation is to facilitate and to 
make more direct and frequent the relationship 
between citizens and state institutions, thus 
making it possible that the latter take into 
consideration the opinions and interests of the 
former before both deciding and carrying out 
policies. 

Paul (1986:56), in his analysis of the experience 

of community participation in World Bank 
projects, identifies the objectives of community 
participation as a fivefold continuum: (i) 
empowerment (i.e. equitable sharing of power), 
(ii) building beneficiary capacity (e.g. 
beneficiaries may share the management tasks of 
the project), (iii) increasing project effectiveness 
(e.g. beneficiaries contributing for better design 
project and implementation), (iv) sharing project 
cost (e.g. beneficiaries contributing with labour, 
money, etc.) and (v) improving project efficiency 
(e.g. beneficiaries contributing to minimizing the 
overall costs). 

A distinct approach is proposed by Moser (1986). 
Instead of discussing the objectives of 
participation, she emphasises the crucial element 
for the debate about community participation: 
empowerment (ibid: 4). Although empowerment 
lacks clarification in terms of its definition, Moser 
(ibid) suggests the distinction between 
participation as a means and participation as an 
end in itself, as a method widely utilized for 
measuring empowerment. According to her 
(ibid), participation as a means is a form of 
mobilization  either top down or bottom up  in 
order to get things done. On the other hand, 
participation as an end in itself is a process of 
empowerment whereby people are able to 
"initiate actions on their own and thus influence 
the process and outcomes of development" (Paul, 
1986:3 in Moser, 1986:4). The key questions 
related to employing these methods are, then, 
when and how participation takes place, who is 
likely to participate, and what skills are necessary 
for participation (Sewell and Coppock, 1977: 89; 
Johnson, 1984: 165194; Moser, 1989a: 8189). 
Questions like these are more likely to offer 
insights into the mechanisms needed to turn 
participation into practice rather than the mere 
enumeration of justifications for participation. 

Before discussing these questions in detail, it is 
important to note that one of the key issues to 
emerge from the debate on participation in 
planning is that its meaningful implementation 
can only take place within democratic structures. 
As Nunnenkamp (1995: 15) argues, "if 
governments are not reformminded, they will 
suppress participatory developments wherever 
they emerge as soon as such developments 
threaten to undermine the power base of the 
ruling elites." In other words, supportive and 
democratic measures by government authorities 
are necessary for real participation to occur. 

However, the existence of democratic structures 
does not necessarily ensure that participation 
happens, for, in capitalist societies, opportunities
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for the operation of structures which persistently 
resist democratization are innumerable. Evidence 
of this fact can be given by the case of 
implementation of PREZEIS x in Recife, when a 
democratically elected local government 
proposed the exclusion of all representatives of 
lowincome communities in the commissions 
which were formed to elaborate the urbanization 
and legalization projects for the areas they live. 

Other evidence can be found in the literature, 
where examples of constant reaction and 
resistance, especially from those in power, 
against the implementation of meaningful 
participation, are given. The arguments generally 
used against participation are `technical' in 
principle. The reasons given vary from the fact 
that so much involvement would inevitably mean 
more time taken to make decisions  thereby 
increasing inertia and the planning costs (Sewell 
and Coppock, 1977: 6)  to the alleged incapacity 
of the community to understand the 
`complications' involved in planning (Thornley, 
1977: 5354). 

On the other hand, there is the recognition of the 
need for introducing a participatory element in 
planning as a means of overcoming its `narrow 
technicism', which causes planners to be divorced 
from the public for whom they are planning 
(Long, 1975:75). Participation of this kind, 
however, is generally considered as a technical 
rather than a political instrument, undertaken 
through the application of mechanisms such as 
consultation and information about specific 
projects. 

In summary, the literature on participation in 
planning offers rich evidence of the many ways in 
which it can be manipulated, even when 
operating under democratic structures. For 
instance, the current development agenda on 
good government, which considers issues of 
participation and democracy as central for its 
objectives, is completely vague as to questions of 
if and how development agencies can overcome 
the widespread resistance to participatory 
development. 

1.2.2When and how participation? 

These questions refer to the different stages or 
phases in which people are involved in the 
planning process (e.g. decisionmaking, 
implementation, financing), the means by which 
participation is undertaken (e.g. large scale 
meetings, small group gatherings) and the kind of 
contribution the participants are expected to give 
(Moser, 1989a:8589). It makes a great difference 

whether citizens are approached with the 
assumption that they are likely to agree with the 
already conceived plans and need only to be 
informed, or whether there is actual and potential 
conflict in the plan making process and therefore 
they will participate in negotiation so as to reach 
an acceptable decision to all involved (Thornley, 
1977: 31). In the first case, people are mostly 
engaged only in the finance and management 
phases of the planning process (participation as a 
means), whereas in the latter case participation 
occurs in the decisionmaking process, which is a 
precondition for the empowerment of the citizens 
involved (participation as an end) (Moser, 1989a: 
85). 

The experiences of practical cases are often 
related to the inclusion of participation as a 
means to get things done, hence the extensive 
references available concerning how this 
approach to participation occurs xi . Despite 
showing the relevance of participation as an end 
in itself, only recently has the literature started to 
explore the possible procedures and mechanisms 
which are necessary to encourage and engage 
people in the decisionmaking process. The 
application of `critical theory' to planning practice 
brought to the fore the importance of 
communication and language for participation in 
planning. In fact, the extent to which language 
and expertise should be dealt with in situations 
where there is imbalance of knowledge and skills 
in planning activities among the participants in 
the planning process has been recently discussed 
by John Forester, Patsy Healey, Douglas Amy 
and C. Ozawa (this issue is discussed Section 
II) xii . 

1.2.3Who is likely to participate? 

There is a tendency to conceptualize the 
community as a homogenous group and to 
assume that everyone is empowered, without 
taking into consideration local power structures 
and social positions within and outside the 
community (Moser, 1989a: 86).The participation 
of a whole group or community in the planning 
process is very unlikely to happen. Some people 
may not even want to participate in any process 
at all, either because of lack of interest or of 
competence and skills; others are either 
prevented from being involved or are stimulated 
to participate only according to their class, 
gender, ethnic or religious positions and the 
power relations which exist within any 
community. In any case, the extent to which 
participation is `community' participation is 
variable.
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Very frequently people submit to decisions made 
for them by their elected representatives. 
However, conflicts may arise and questions such 
as the legitimacy of the representative and the 
clarity of procedures between representatives 
and represented may emerge, even when such 
structures operate in a democratic environment. 
Representatives of groups may even develop 
goals and objectives which become increasingly 
at variance with the interests of the members of 
the groups they represent. xiii . 

The political, social and economic status of 
groups involved with participation also affects 
the development of the planning process. 
Cunningham (1972, in Johnson, 1984: 164), for 
instance, points out the contrast between what he 
calls "common amateurs" and "corporate actors". 
The "common amateurs" comprises of nonelite 
citizens, whose gaining of some controls springs 
from the participation process itself. On the other 
hand, in contrast, the "corporate actors" (e.g. 
landowners, builders, financiers) have 
considerable ability to initiate, implement, alter 
or veto development projects. The "common 
amateurs" are surely less powerful in society and 
are very likely to face enormous difficulties in 
having their preferences heard and consequently 
having their concerns included into the political 
agenda (Thomas, 1991: 41). 

1.2.4What skills for participation? 

According to Johnson (1984: 196197), the skills 
required for participation in planning come in 
three broad groups: planningrelated, political 
and organizational. The first set matches the 
inherent demands of planning, such as the 
capacity to absorb spatial information (especially 
maps), to interpret data, to weigh several 
competing options for action, and to foresee 
possible consequences of one's choice. It is 
expected that professional planners cultivate 
these skills which are acquired by education, 
discussions with peers, access  to  specialized 
literature and so on. Consequently, planners gain 
advantage over those who do not have such an 
opportunity (ibid). 

Johnson (ibid) notes that the demands for these 
planningrelated skills usually puts lowincome 
groups at great disadvantage. He (ibid:197) 
stresses that "[t]he typical planning study deals 
with issues that are not seriously discussed in the 
popular press or on television, and employ a 
vocabulary unfamiliar to them." This 
disadvantage is also mentioned by Friedmann 
when he refers to the barriers of language 
between planners and clients. According to him 

(1973: 173), planners' language strives for 
scientific objectivity, it is mathematical: 

"It is intended to present the results of [their] 
research in ways that will enable others, 
chiefly other planners, to verify each 
statement in terms of its logic, consistency 
with empirical observation and theory 
coherence. (...) The concepts, models, and 
theories to which these documents refer are 
often unfamiliar to the clients to whom they 
are supposedly addressed." 

Therefore, to secure that people with low or 
moderate planning skills have a genuine 
understanding of issues and choices related to 
planning represents a major challenge for 
government officials, if there is a real interest in 
public participation. 

The second set of skills concerns politics and 
comprises both learning and understanding 
about who makes the decisions in the 
community, how to inform and influence them, 
and how to use interest groups, the news media, 
and election campaigns to advance one's aim 
(Johnson, 1984:197). Due to their social position in 
society the less powerful groups are probably at a 
disadvantaged position regarding this set of skills 
and, accordingly, they can face enormous 
difficulties in having access to the decision 
makers and the news media, for instance. Class 
and gender positions in the social structure and 
lack of resources or ability to make their wishes 
known in an `acceptable' way may become 
possible barriers to participation. 

The third set of skills is that where "a citizen 
organization maintains its existence, makes 
collectively acceptable and effective decisions, 
and promotes cooperation among its members" 
(ibid:198). Although the logic of citizen 
participation prescribes such organizations to be 
internally democratic to a significant degree, in 
practice it may not always be true (ibid). Success 
and/or failure in attaining those objectives 
depends, for instance, on the interplay between 
leaders, followers, the tasks the organization sets 
for itself, its internal rules and organizational 
forms. 

The three sets of skills can be learned and 
cultivated, either collectively or individually. 
Further, according to Johnson (ibid), "[e]ven the 
socially and educationally disadvantaged can 
learn to influence planning systems, though they 
may need greater outside assistance." This help 
can come from many sources, such as advocate 
planners, who work for disadvantaged groups, or
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any particular organization in society which is 
well equipped with the skills and the will to do 
so. Currently, nongovernmental organizations 
seems to be a relevant provider of such help. 
Their approach to participation is frequently 
regarded as that of empowerment, increasing 
awareness and strengthening community 
institutions, which is always contrasted with that 
commonly adopted by government, which often 
seeks participation as a means to get things 
done xiv . The extent to which NGOs' participatory 
methodology leads them to be called mediating 
agents between government institutions and 
communitybased organizations is discussed in 
the following section. A review of the relevant 
points discussed in the literature on mediation 
and the role of mediators in the negotiation 
processes follows, so that the mediator role 
assigned to NGOs can be better understood . 

1.3Mediation in planning 

1.3.1Rationale for mediation 

The engagement of new actors and the inclusion 
of new interests in the planning process very 
often generate conflicts. The rationale for 
mediation in planning relates therefore to the 
need for the management of conflicts that 
frequently emerge when plans are proposed, 
developed or implemented and all the actors are 
actively engaged; if they are not, then mediation 
as a need may not be apparent. Policies are 
proposed for guiding change or responding to 
changes they are expected to regulate. Conflicts 
emerge, for instance, when people involved in a 
change do not share the same expectations. Some 
changes are routine and generate little conflict. 
However, conflict can becomes serious when 
people believe the change threatens their 
expectations or interests (Kaufman, 1990: 304). In 
such cases, mediated negotiation might be an 
appropriate mechanism applied to allow the 
disputing parties to reach an agreed outcome. As 
Kaufman (ibid:306) states, "one form of conflict 
management that seems especially promising for 
planners is mediation." 

Ozawa (1993: 103), in turn, argues for the 
importance of distinguishing mediation from 
negotiation. According to him (ibid), "[m]ediation 
is the intervention by an individual not directly 
involved in a dispute, assisting the parties to 
negotiate an agreement. Negotiation is the 
interaction between (or among) the parties 
perceiving a conflict or dispute so that agreement 
may be reached." 

Many mediation efforts concentrate largely on 

their attention to technical issues. An example is 
given in Ozawa's (ibid) account of mediation in 
environmental planning, where so many 
decisions hinge on scientific and technical 
analysis. As access to information and technical 
expertise to deal with technical arguments is not 
equally available to all groups interested in the 
decision, there is a risk that, without proper 
mediation, the interests of politically weak 
groups are left out of the process, or even if they 
are not, that they enter the negotiation in a 
position of disadvantage (ibid: 104). In other 
words, efforts to include a broad base of citizen 
participation in decisions concerning their lives 
are frustrated by the barriers erected by the 
dominant patterns of unequal access to technical 
information and expertise among various groups 
(ibid: 115). The technical language and the 
necessary expertise inherent  in  the  planning 
process may exclude people who do not have the 
skill and knowledge necessary to participate in a 
relevant way in that process. 

This viewpoint is shared by Amy (1987:143) in his 
account on the mediation of environmentrelated 
conflicts between government and citizens 
organizations. He is more explicit, however, on 
how unequal access to technical information 
reflects an imbalance of power in negotiation, 
which is a still stronger justification for 
mediation. According to him (ibid), disputing 
parties rarely have equal resources available to 
them when they arrive at the negotiating table. 
Although recognizing that there are many 
sources of power in environmental disputes xv , he 
(ibid) argues that expertise, particularly technical 
expertise, is one of the most important, for it 
often involves scientific and technical information 
not easily available. Moreover, it involves the 
command of a specific technical language. Amy 
(ibid: 145) also emphasizes that the single greatest 
obstacle to effective citizen participation in 
environmental mediation is the fact that the 
citizen organization usually has less technical 
resources available than the government. 

Access to both technical expertise and 
information is therefore a critical source of power 
in a negotiation process. Groups with access to 
such elements are very often able to present their 
concerns in a form to which decisionmakers are 
receptive and therefore more likely to make 
themselves heard in the decisionmaking process. 
Conversely, groups with limited access to such 
elements may suffer impaired credibility and are 
likely to be left out of the decisionmaking 
process (Ozawa, 1993; Amy, 1987). Accordingly, 
different accesses to those resources between 
disputing parties, and consequently the existence
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of an imbalance of power, may  be  a sound 
justification for mediation in planning. 

In reality this kind of imbalance between groups 
shows not only the importance of language and 
expertise for citizen participation in planning, but 
also the role planners play in encouraging or 
preventing participation from occurring (this 
issue is discussed in the next section). A question 
which inevitably emerges at this point relates to 
whether planners should be more concerned in 
their use of language and technical expertise or 
whether people should equip themselves with the 
language and technical expertise of planners. It 
seems rather naive to assume that any of these 
alternatives is going to happen without radical 
changes in political attitudes, especially if the 
existence of political and social systems which 
tend to perpetuate the imbalance of power 
among groups is considered. A situation of 
absolute equality between the planners and the 
planned for is therefore very unlikely to emerge. 
Nevertheless, planners can, if they want, be more 
inclusive in their use of language and technical 
expertise, hence stimulating citizen participation 
in planning; and citizens may need to be 
equipped, to some extent, with the language and 
technical expertise of planning. The use of 
advocate planners or other groups who have the 
required expertise may apply in this case. This 
may be, in fact, a relevant question to the 
implementation of the paradigm shift pushed by 
Chambers, who advocates a new professionalism 
in planning. 

In this context, a point which still needs further 
discussion concerns the contribution planners 
may make in enabling or disabling citizens to 
participate in the planning process. 

1.3.2Planners, language and participation 

This section is based on the application of critical 
theory, predominantly the work of Jungen 
Habermas, to planning practice xvi with particular 
reference to the work of John Forester. Forester 
was one of the first who attempted to implement 
Habermas' theory of communicative action and 
explored the implications for planning context 
(Low, 1991: 228). Forester (1980: 283) argues that 
critical theory provides "a new way of 
understanding action, or what a planner does, as 
attentionshaping (communicative action), rather 
than more narrowly as a means to a particular 
end..." 

Language and forms of communication in 
planning are issues very often taken for granted. 
Yet their nuances, complexities and ambiguities 

can capture and dominate more complex 
interactions between agents and can shape, for 
instance, their quality and direction. According to 
Thompson (1987:516), "language is one of the 
principal mediums through which meaning is 
mobilized in the social world." Similarly, Bolan 
(1980: 266) stresses that "[o]ur command of 
language, expression, and communication is 
fundamental. From this, we have a sense of our 
ability to persuade, move, or influence other 
people." 

However, as Healey (1992: 9) notes in an article 
which examines the types and forms of 
knowledge used and the communicative work 
undertaken by planners in a planner's day, the 
production of knowledge and communication 
through discourse or talk has only recently been 
taken into account as inherent aspects of planning 
related activities: "[c]ontemporary interests in 
language, its structure, and use has helped 
highlight the importance of the medium of 
communication in structuring the messages we 
communicate" (ibid). 

As already mentioned in this chapter, Friedmann 
(1973: 172) identifies a widening gulf in 
communication between planners and their 
clients. According to him (ibid), planners and 
clients have different methods of knowing: 
planners work primarily with processed 
knowledge abstracted from the world and 
manipulated according to certain postulates of 
theory and scientific method; clients, in turn, 
work primarily from the personal knowledge 
they draw directly from experience. Although 
recognizing the great value of personal 
knowledge, Friedmann (ibid) stresses that it is 
less systematized and orderly than processed 
knowledge and also less capable of being 
generalized. The difficulties of relating these two 
methods of knowing to each other reside, among 
other things, in language. Planners' language is 
conceptual and mathematical; and the language 
structuring plans hedge on concepts, models and 
scientific objectivity which are frequently 
unfamiliar to clients. A way of diminishing the 
communication gap between planners and clients 
is through a continuing series of personal and 
primarily verbal transactions between them 
whereby processed knowledge is fused with 
personal knowledge and both are fused into 
action (ibid: 173175). 

Language and forms of communication, whereby 
information is conveyed in planning, are also 
issues with which Forester is concerned. 
According to him (1980:275), "[i]n planning 
practice, communication is political. (...) Planners
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shape not only documents or information, then, 
but also citizen's access to information, their 
understanding and interpretation of such 
information, and their ability to participate 
effectively in political processes affecting their 
lives." Further, he (ibid:276) recognizes that the 
ability of citizens to participate effectively are not 
equal, for access to information and the ability to 
act on it (i.e. expertise) are unevenly distributed. 
A careful examination of Forester's (1980; 1982; 
1989) work also shows the intricate relationship 
between language and power, in particular the 
power planners may exercise through the use and 
abuse of language and its consequences in 
stimulating, immobilizing or disabling 
responsible public participation in the planning 
process.  According to him (1980: 278; 1982: 71), 
four rules structuring ordinary language must be 
followed if one wants to be understood when 
speaking: (i) to speak clearly and comprehensibly; 
(ii) to speak sincerely; (iii) to speak the truth; and 
(iv) to speak legitimately. By ignoring these rules, 
planning organizations may foster distrust, 
suspicion and hostility to public servants, as well 
as engender political passivity, dependency and 
ignorance. By ignoring the effects of the use of 
language, planners may perpetuate the exclusion 
of citizens, except those who know `the language' 
(Forester, 1980: 281). If planning organizations 
preempt public involvement by defining 
problems as overly technical or as too complex 
for nonprofessionals  to understand, they may 
perpetuate the existent political and economical 
inequalities (ibid). 

These arguments reinforce the idea already 
advanced that a gap in language and 
communication between plans, planners and 
clients and unequal access to information and 
expertise are critical elements to elucidate 
imbalances of power between interested parties 
in a negotiation process. At this stage, it is 
important to discuss who addresses this 
imbalance of power. As discussed above, neither 
planners not their clients seem to be able to close 
that gap by themselves. In such a context, the use 
of third party mediators, who are concerned with 
imbalance and inequalities of power among 
disputing parties, is a possible alternative 
solution to this question. This may explain in part 
why NGOs are called to play the role of 
mediator, as will be discussed in the following 
section. 

SECTION II  NGOs AS MEDIATOR AGENTS 

2.0Introduction 

In recent years the contribution of non 
governmental organizations (NGOs) in the 
development process has caught the interest of 
researchers both in the academic sphere and in 
international organizations (e.g. World Bank and 
United Nations). Their explosive emergence as a 
major collective player in development activities 
and on the political agenda has been particularly 
witnessed from the 1980s xvii . Moreover, NGOs 
have been a preferred vehicle for designing and 
implementing good government agenda in the 
areas of participatory development and human 
rights programmes (Robinson, 1995; 
Nunnenkamp, 1995). 

This section aims to understand some of the 
reasons which led NGOs to the centrestage of 
the development debates and mainly to explore 
the elements which may have contributed to the 
development of their role as mediators in the 
relationship between government agencies and 
communitybased organizations. The section 
proceeds in 6 subsections. Subsection 2.1 shows 
how the movement of NGOs to the centrestage 
of development debates is associated with the 
adoption of structural adjustment policies. Sub 
section 2.2 shows that the term NGO embraces a 
broad and confusing universe and argues that in 
any serious discussion about the role of NGOs in 
development, a definition of the type(s) of 
NGO(s) one is referring to is essential. Sub 
section 2.3, in turn, discusses the features many 
international development agencies assume that 
NGOs possess and which enable them to act as 
catalysts of communitybased and peoplecentred 
development. Subsection 2.4 attempts to provide 
answers to the questions why and under what 
conditions NGOs act as mediators in the 
relationship between government agencies and 
CBOs. It also discusses the question of neutrality 
required for mediators. Subsection 2.5 examines 
the power relationship between the parties 
involved in a mediated negotiation process with 
the objective of shedding some light on the 
discussion of neutrality and imbalance of power 
between those parties. 

2.1    Growth of NGOs 

Recently, international development agencies 
have pinned their faith on NGOs in order to 
design and implement participatory development 
programmes. Such interest in NGOs has been 
generated in part by the general failure of 
mainstream development theories, based on the 
growthcentred development model, and by the 
disappointment in the past performance of the 
State (Farrington and Bebbington, 1993: 5; Arrossi
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et al, 1994: 37; Clark, 1991: 4; and Korten, 1990: 
40). According to Korten (1990: 40), the growth 
centred model defines development in terms of 

"growth in the economic value of the output of 
the society's productive systems, without 
regard to the impact on resource stocks and 
environment, or even actual contribution to 
human wellbeing. National progress and 
wellbeing are reduced to a single indicator, 
the growth or decline of total economic 
output as valued by the market ... No 
weight is given in such calculations to the 
needs of the poor who have no money to 
participate in the market." 

In this model, poverty is the direct result of 
insufficient growth, which results in turn from 
inadequate capital investment; it also assumes 
that market forces will automatically distribute 
development benefits (ibid: 43). 

In the growthcentred development model the 
state played a central role in the economy's 
performance. As Farrington and Bebbington 
(1993: 6) note, "the state was given the role as 
main protagonist in seeking to expand domestic 
markets and domestic capacity for industrial and 
agricultural production, and in breaking the 
dependency on export market." 

This model of development has been largely 
advocated by development agents, principally 
international bodies such as the World Bank and 
the United Nations, as well as government aid 
agencies such as the US Agency for International 
Development (USAID). According to Clark (1991: 
4), these agencies have promoted a style of 
development which focuses on wealth 
production rather than on wealth distribution. 

The growthcentred model, however, proved to 
be unable to solve crucial problems such as 
poverty and hunger. Moreover, the inefficiency of 
the state in attending to the basic demands of its 
citizens, the weak accountability of government, 
the absence of the rule of law and the lack of 
transparency and predictability on the part of 
politicians and bureaucrats, raise questions about 
the prominent role played by the state in the 
development model. Recently, the withdrawal of 
state from the market sphere, from pricing 
policies and from programme implementation 
policies has been advocated by major 
international agencies dealing with development, 
in contrast to the earlier advocated growth 
centred model and the active role of the state in 
that development process. These reforms, 
commonly known as "structural adjustment 

policies", have been proposed by those agencies, 
especially the World Bank and International 
Monetary Fund, as a response to the economic 
problems of the underdeveloped world (ibid). 
Structural adjustment packages, in general, 
demand (i) public sector reforms, centred on 
reduced levels of expenditure, by curtailing 
public expenditure in salaries and subsidies 
(including subsidies for public enterprises and 
social services); (ii) public sector restructuring, 
which is to be achieved through the opening of 
the domestic economy to international 
competition; and (iii) drastic reduction of the 
interventionist role of the state, relying on market 
mechanisms to set prices and allocate resources. 
Many bilateral donors linked their aid to the 
adoption of these reforms (Moseley et al, 1991, in 
Farrington and Bebbington, 1993; Korten, 1990: 
53). 

These packages have not, however, proved to be 
more successful in solving the problems of 
poverty and hunger than their predecessors. 
Korten (1990: 53) makes an interesting point in 
his critique of structural adjustment policies, 
whose failure he associates with that of the 
growthcentred development model. According 
to him (ibid), "[t]he architects of structural 
adjustment have concerned themselves only with 
those structures that promote growth. They have 
partially or totally neglected those that determine 
whether growth will be just, sustainable, or 
inclusive." 

Nevertheless, issues such as poverty alleviation, 
eradication of hunger, protection of the 
environment, grassroots development, and 
efforts to strengthen local institutions started 
being regarded as priorities on the development 
agenda of the 1980s xviii (see section I). The failure 
of both government, bilateral and multilateral 
development agencies in ensuring adequate 
provision of services and infrastructure in most 
residential areas of ThirdWorld nations led these 
agencies to recognize the importance of people 
participation in the planning, implementation, 
maintenance and control of projects xix . Moreover, 
official agencies recognize their limited 
experience and capacity to deal with such issues 
(see section I). It is within this scenario that 
NGOs moved closer to the centrestage of 
development activities. Official agencies have 
vigorously sought the collaboration of NGOs 
whose profiles are considered appropriate to 
implement official development programmes xx 

(Clark, 1991: 5; Farrington and Bebbington, 1993: 
1011; Arrossi et al, 1994:37; Nunnenkamp, 1995: 
14; Robinson, 1995: 2).



17 

Despite this general trend, the emergence and 
growth of NGOs can also be regarded as context 
specific. For instance, Arrossi et al (1994:37) note 
that the growth of NGOs in Latin America is also 
linked to the repressive activities of successive 
military governments, which over the years 
dismissed many professionals and academics 
from the government and universities. Some 
were later absorbed by NGOs or set up NGOs 
themselves so as to continue their work. 

2.2    What are NGOs? 

The term NGO began to be largely applied at 
international level from the early 1980s, to refer 
to organizations which are nongovernmental 
and nonprofit making. However, the term NGO 
embraces a broad and confusing universe. It is 
used to represent a wide range of organizations 
with considerable differences in terms of origin, 
composition, function, roles, issues of concern 
and approaches to development. Nonetheless, 
there is a point of consensus among this 
heterogenous group: they explicitly stress a non 
profit orientation and a formal independence 
from government. Therefore, any organization 
that is both nongovernmental and nonprofit 
seeking is generally considered to be an NGO. 
However, this definition includes a variety of 
organizations ranging from trade unions to 
communitybased organizations. The 
consequence of this inclusiveness is that, as Clark 
(1991: 345) argues, it "can make the term 
meaningless." 

The definition of the type(s) of NGO(s) one is 
referring to seems to be essential in any serious 
discussion about the role of NGOs in 
development. However, classification in this field 
also suffers from a lack of consensus. Many 
authors propose a classification of this wide 
group into types, which vary from origin to the 
kind of activity. For example, Farrington and 
Bebbington (1993: 3) argue that a first step to be 
taken when classifying NGOs is to distinguish 
them according to their origins, i.e. Northern 
NGOs, Southernbase branches or affiliates of 
Northern NGOs and indigenous Southernbased 
organizations. Although recognizing that there is 
not a precise boundary between them, Clark 
(1991: 4041) distinguishes six categories of NGOs 
according to their historical evolution. They are: 
relief and welfare agencies, technical innovation 
organizations, public service contractors, popular 
development agencies, grassroots development 
organizations, and advocacy groups and 
networks. Garilao (1987: 115), in turn, classifies 
NGOs as grassroots NGOs, professional NGOs, 

grantmaking NGOs and support NGOs. Korten 
(1990: 2) groups them into voluntary 
organizations, public service contractors, people's 
organizations and governmental 
nongovernmental organizations xxi . Finally, J. 
Turner (1988: 173) avoids the imprecision 
inherent in classification and simply defines 
NGOs as `third type organizations', for they are 
neither public nor private organizations. 

Arrossi et al (1994: 39) give a summary of key 
characteristics of NGOs presented in the 
aforementioned classifications. As they (ibid) 
note, it appears that NGOs are: 

formal organizations 
involved with public interest issues and 

concerns; 
independent from government and state 

institutions; 
nonprofit making; and 
selfgoverning with an independent decision 

making body. 

As mentioned in the introduction, the term NGO 
in this paper is used to refer to "any of those 
organizations which are not part of a government 
and which have not been established as a result 
of an agreement between governments "(Padron, 
1987: 70). It refers additionally to organizations 
which are nonprofit making and which work to 
benefit people other than their own members. In 
this sense, the term NGO, as it is understood in 
this paper, sharply contrasts with the term CBO. 
Although both NGOs and CBOs have a non 
governmental nature, only the latter work to 
benefit the constituents of the community which 
they represent and of which they are part xxii . 

2.3    Advantages in facilitating development 

The scaling up of NGOs to the centre of 
development debates as agents capable of 
promoting the new participatory development 
projects/programmes of the good government 
agenda is related to some features they are 
assumed to possess, which better enable them to 
act as catalysts of communitybased and people 
centred development (Fowler, 1990: 11). Because 
of these features, it is argued that NGOs are 
particularly suited to working with the poor. The 
reason for promoting such NGOs involvement 
with development plans is also founded on their 
assumed comparative advantages in relation to 
government. Fowler (1990: 11; 1988: 89), who has 
discussed these assumptions in a more systematic 
basis, lists 16 features which form the basis of the
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NGOs' comparative advantage. For instance, he 
argues that NGOs are better equipped to obtain 
true, meaningful participation of beneficiaries 
and to strengthen local institutions xxiii . 

However, the extent to which these features 
provide a true description of the relative strength 
of NGOs is questionable. As Fowler (1988: 89) 
argues, "it remains difficult to distinguish what in 
the above list are NGOs' original ideals, their 
optimistic selfimages and their actual 
performance as experienced by the poor". In fact, 
as Fowler (1988: 9; 1990: 12) himself asserts, the 
roots of NGOs' comparative advantages lie both 
in the quality of the relationships NGOs can 
create and in the way NGOs can design their 
organization. Contrary to government, NGOs do 
not necessarily have to establish relationships 
with citizens based on control and authority. 
Further, NGOs do not need to be organized along 
uniform bureaucratic lines nor do they have to be 
everywhere all the time. Nonetheless, these 
features are not automatically born with NGOs 
and neither are they systematically or always put 
into practice. Therefore, they constitute potential 
sources of comparative advantages (Fowler, 1988: 
11; 1990: 12). 

There are examples of cases where NGOs' 
potential advantages are put into practice, as in 
the casestudies presented by B. Turner (1988). 
Fowler (1990) also discusses situations in which 
NGOs are more likely to make their comparative 
advantages effective (e.g. where government 
lacks either interest or technical skills). But there 
are also case situations where those assumptions 
are challenged. For instance, an evaluation of 12 
NGOs in India found that one of them was 
encouraging participation by force, even beating 
the beneficiaries to get them to participate in the 
programmes (Shepherd, Fraser and Kalimullah, 
1986: 9). An NGO operating in Kenya, in turn, 
wishing to support activities in income 
generation for women, insisted that this could 
only be done through the communal ownership 
and upgrading of goats; only when this imposed 
condition was accepted, were women's groups 
allowed to participate in the NGO's own plan 
(Fowler, 1988: 13) xxiv . 

A major difficulty in knowing the true state of 
NGOs' functioning in development is the absence 
of any broad and substantial study of NGOs' 
performance (Padron, 1987: 70; Brown, 1990: 8; 
Fowler, 1988: 13). Most studies about NGOs are 
internal documents, and any reviews undertaken 
are descriptive and seldom validated by field 
observations or by the participants' own views 
and experiences (Fowler, 1988). 

The current status granted to NGOs, especially 
by official development agencies, can provide an 
exciting and challenging opportunity for them. 
On the one hand, these organizations will try to 
fulfil the expectations they themselves 
collaborated to create. On the other hand, to be 
centrestage means to be open both to criticism 
and to more systematic assessment of 
performance. Moreover, the status granted to 
NGOs may demand the introduction of some 
organizational forms, which sometimes mirror 
the bureaucratic lines of the official/donor 
agencies. Donors may also suggest to NGOs the 
addition of new interests onto their existing 
agenda. This may be a risk for NGOs which do 
not have the proper structure and management to 
expand their activities and which uncritically or 
opportunistically add activities to their agenda, 
and consequently they may end up doing nothing 
very satisfactory (Fowler, 1990: 1317). 

2.4NGOs and the role of mediator 

When focusing on NGOs which work for and 
with people, particularly the poor, the literature 
has pointed out roles played by such 
organizations in development. J. Turner (1988: 
179), for example, points out three roles which 
provide NGOs with a major advantage over 
other kinds of organizations involved in 
development planning: NGOs operate as 
enablers, as mediators (or advocates) and as 
advisors (or consultants). However, because this 
paper focuses on the role of mediator played by 
NGOs in the relationship between government 
agencies and communitybased organizations 
(CBOs)  especially those set up by lowincome 
groups  the discussion will be centred around 
that role. According to J. Turner (ibid), the NGOs 
role of mediator is played mainly between low 
income groups and the authorities which control 
access to resources or goods and services which 
those groups need. 

Despite ascribing the role of mediator to NGOs, 
the literature lacks a consistent and systematic 
analysis concerning the reasons why NGOs 
mediate in the relationship between government 
agencies and CBOs (i.e. why do CBOs and 
government agencies need NGOs assistance to 
facilitate their relationship?) and under what 
conditions they play the role of mediator. 
Answers to these questions are fully pursued 
here and they constitute the principal 
contribution of this paper to the field. 

2.4.1Why do NGOs mediate?
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Most of the literature on NGOs concentrate on 
efforts describing the elements and qualifications 
of such organizations and their contribution to 
the development process. But it seems that very 
few apply this knowledge in order to understand 
the role of mediator played by them. For instance, 
when ascribing the role of mediator to NGOs, J. 
Turner (1988: 177) points out that  "NGOs are in a 
far better position to be trusted by those suffering 
from oppression or poverty..." without 
questioning the underlying reasons which can 
make this trust significant enough to enable 
NGOs to play the role of mediator. Relevant 
questions, such as why these characteristics put 
NGOs in a position of potential advantage for 
mediating the relation between CBOs and 
government agencies or why CBOs and 
government agencies do not relate to each other 
directly (i.e. without intermediaries) are not 
posed. It is necessary, therefore, to raise the 
whole question of why NGOs mediate in the 
relationship between CBOs and the government 
and bring it into sharper relief. 

As already discussed in section I, mediation 
presupposes some sort of conflict between the 
disputing parties in a negotiation process. The 
role of mediator is to facilitate the relationship 
between these parties in order to allow them to 
reach an agreed outcome. Further, it was also 
pointed out that the disputing parties rarely have 
the power and resources equally available to 
them when they arrive at the negotiating table. 
Unequal access to power, information and 
technical expertise prevents the inclusion of a 
broad base of citizen participation in the planning 
process (Ozawa, 1993: 115). 

On the other hand, experiences in development 
programmes/projects in ThirdWorld nations, 
which include participation of their beneficiaries 
from the outset in their design and 
implementation, have been proved successful 
and sustainable (see, for instance, B. Turner). The 
peoplecentred vision of development is en vogue 
and the constitution of a new development 
paradigm has been advocated (see Chambers, 
1986 Section I). The World Bank and UNICEF are 
examples of international agencies which 
increasingly support programmes which involve 
participation and development of community 
organizations. As Arrossi et al (1994: 34) put it, 
"the idea of `development from the bottom up' 
has finally gained recognition as a means of 
tackling urban poverty." 

Although community participation has largely 
been advocated in the planning of affairs which 

affect people's lives, the relationship between 
planners and ordinary citizens is often weak. The 
widespread perception that planning is a very 
complicated matter and a highly technical 
activity which only experts can understand and 
collaborate in, is a fact which contributes to this 
kind of relation. Further, mechanisms utilized to 
include citizen participation hardly take into 
consideration differences in language and 
methods of knowing between planners and 
clients, questions which are emphasised by 
Friedmann (1973). The concept of `public interest' 
also makes the relationship between planning 
and citizens vulnerable; and the general failure of 
planning to attend to the citizens' basic needs 
often discredits and undermines the relevance of 
planning and planners' knowledge. 

Therefore, unequal access to power and resources 
and barriers to effective communication between 
local government agencies and CBOs seem to be 
the kinds of problems which are likely to appear 
in negotiating processes between them. These 
problems have the potential to challenge even the 
`bottom up' model of development, inasmuch as 
they may jeopardize the full engagement of 
communities in the planning process (see section 
I). This, however, does not provide the answer to 
the fact that NGOs are commonly chosen to be 
the mediating agent in this process of interaction. 
It is necessary, therefore, to discuss the features 
which make them able to fulfil the profile that the 
disputing parties require from a mediator. 

Examples commonly cited by authors xxv of 
NGOs' features (or assumptions) make an explicit 
contrast between NGOs and government. 
Among these features, two seem to be potentially 
relevant in qualifying NGOs to play the role of 
mediator and for understanding of the possible 
reasons which could lead the government side to 
invite or to accept NGOs to play the role of 
mediators in its relationship with CBOs. They 
are: 

1. The close contact of NGOs with the population 
they intend to serve, which gives them the ability 
to understand better people's aspirations and 
needs. This close contact contrasts with that of 
the traditional relationship between government 
agencies and citizens in planning. In a mediation 
effort, NGOs might have the potential to bridge 
the gap between the parties; 

2. NGOs' approach to participation, which is 
regarded as a form of empowerment. NGOs, it is 
said, frequently obtain meaningful participation 
of intended beneficiaries. If  government 
approaches planning as a participatory process
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but lacks skills to engage people in it, it could ask 
NGOs' assistance based on their apparent good 
performance in the area. 

There is still another relevant fact which can be 
added to the reasons pointed out above: besides 
being political, planning is also a technical 
activity and as such it contains specialized 
language and techniques which are not equally 
available to everybody. Experience has shown 
that lowincome groups are often at a 
disadvantage regarding access to information 
and expertise (Amy, 1987; Ozawa, 1993). As a 
consequence, NGOs which are staffed by 
professionals with background knowledge in 
planningrelated fields, with a good relationship 
with lowincome communities, and with an 
ability to understand and disentangle the 
complexity of planning, are likely to be invited by 
the government (or by a planning agency) to 
mediate in a negotiating process. In addition, 
although not being properly a characteristic of 
NGOs, the status international agencies have 
granted to them as privileged agents in 
development programmes may also lead 
governments to invite NGOs to be the mediator 
agent in their relationship with CBOs. 

The discussion would be incomplete without 
addressing the NGOs' features which could lead 
CBOs to invite or accept NGOs to act as 
mediators in the relationship between CBOs and 
government. However, these features are not as 
well developed by the literature as are those 
which refer to the relationship between NGOs 
and government. In other words, because of the 
lack of systematization, the contrasts between 
NGOs and CBOs are not so obvious in the 
literature. Nevertheless, it can be argued that 
NGOs' close relations with CBOs and their 
approach to participation would be a 
consideration which would propel CBOs to 
invite/accept NGOs to play the role of mediator 
in their relation with government. By contrasting 
NGOs with CBOs, J. Turner (1988) pointed out an 
NGO feature which could be useful to CBOs in a 
negotiating process with government. He (1988: 
177) argues that NGOs are "staffed by individuals 
with more than average access to the corridor of 
power, to financial institutions and to commercial 
corporations." As this access does not seem to be 
equally available to CBOs, it could be a valuable 
resource CBOs would find in NGOs in the 
negotiating process (as an example, see the case 
of squatters in Philippines presented by B. 
Turner, 1988). 

Together with the access to power and good 
relation with CBOs, another potential feature 

already mentioned assumes importance in this 
context: NGOs are generally staffed by 
professionals with technical knowledge and skills 
which are not found in CBOs to the same degree. 
Korten (1990:153) argues that in order for NGOs 
to play a catalytic role, they must observe some 
requisite qualifications: the organization must 
have experienced professional staff who combine 
indepth country knowledge, professional 
credibility and facilitation skills. The support and 
professional services that NGOs provide for 
autonomous organizations of popular sectors 
with which they work is also cited by Padron 
(1987:71). Schneider (1988: 88) commented on 
case situations in which NGOs participate in 
solving problems which require sophisticated 
and specialized tasks, demanding a fairly high 
level of professional qualification. As the 
professional knowledge and skills found in 
NGOs are very likely not equally available in 
CBOs, they could be of great relevance to CBOs 
in the negotiating process. This assumption can 
be supported by case studies presented by B. 
Turner (1988), where the technical assistance 
provided by NGOs in the understanding, 
development and implementation of projects is of 
crucial importance to CBOs (see for instance, the 
case of Peru, Pakistan, Thailand, Mexico, 
Argentina and Jamaica, in B. Turner (ibid)). 

In summary, easy access to beneficiaries, 
information, power, financial institutions and 
technical expertise are elements which may give 
NGOs potential advantages to play the role of 
mediator between CBOs and local government 
agencies. Furthermore, in order to operate as 
twoway channels of communication between the 
disputing parties  i.e. from government to CBOs 
and viceversa  NGOs have to communicate 
clearly and properly with both agents. As NGOs 
deal with organizations which are different in 
nature and characteristics, a distinct and proper 
language may need to be used with each of them. 
Although NGOs must be able to talk employing 
technical language about specific subjects with 
government, this may constitute a problem when 
talking with CBOs. In order for CBOs to be aware 
of what is being negotiated, NGOs need also, at 
least in principle, to be able to translate the 
technical terms into ordinary language. 
Therefore, the art of communication is probably 
another element which enables NGOs to be 
mediator agents. 
However, although these features are likely to 
make up a set of necessary conditions for the 
occurrence of mediation, they are not sufficient 
for the mediation actually to occur. Therefore, the 
conditions under which the potential mediation 
role of NGOs is put into practice have to be
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explored. 

2.4.2Under what conditions? 

NGOs do not just mediate because this is one of 
their natural tasks. There seem to be particular 
conditions under which the NGOs' role of 
mediator is put into practice. These conditions, 
however, are seldom discussed by the literature. 

Nonetheless, it can be inferred that there are at 
least three ingredients, which combined to shape 
these conditions: (i) the political, social and 
institutional context, (ii) the acceptance of a 
mediator agent by the disputing parties, and (iii) 
NGOs' interest in the mediation. 

As to the first ingredient, an essential condition 
for mediation to occur is, as suggested above, the 
existence of a conflict situation between the 
disputing parties. Conflicts may be a result of 
differences in values and interests among the 
parties in a dispute. 

The second refers to the simple  but not trivial  
fact that NGOs can only mediate if the disputing 
parties agree to mediation. More specifically, they 
must accept NGOs as mediator agents in their 
relationship. In order to be appointed to this 
position, NGOs have to show that they possess 
valued resources (e.g. technical expertise, access 
to information) which they can offer to both 
disputing parties. The kind of input needed may 
vary between the parties and they may be 
requested and used in different phases of the 
negotiation process. Furthermore, it cannot be 
ignored that the status many development 
organizations and governments have officially 
granted to NGOs has fostered the acceptance of 
NGOs as mediating agents. For instance, in 
arguing that NGOs are fully uptodate on the 
local situation and have close contact with the 
population, and emphasizing the NGOs' capacity 
to implement inexpensive and appropriate 
technologies, the World Bank has encouraged its 
staff to look for suitable cooperation with NGOs, 
calling attention to possible partnerships between 
NGOs and both the governments and financial 
institutions of borrowing countries (Clark, 1991: 
4547; Schneider, 1988: 231). Therefore, 
governments may be instigated to follow the 
`suggestion' of those development organizations 
and accept NGOs as mediator agents. 

Finally, NGOs must also accept the role of the 
mediator agent. To accept acting as such, 
however, NGOs must be interested in the 
resolution of the negotiation process. In fact, once 
accepted, NGOs become an interested party as 

well. By participating as mediators NGOs may 
seize opportunities and try to gain credit and 
improve their status with the parties. This is 
important for them because they may have 
interest in maintaining good relations with 
government agencies as a means of widening 
their experience, knowledge and approaches to 
development. Also, as CBOs are the NGOs' raison 
d'étre, NGOs have an obvious interest in 
maintaining good relations with them (Vergara, 
1989; Downs and Solimano, 1989: Annis, 1987). 

The question of the ostensibly claimed neutrality 
attributed to mediators must be discussed once 
these conditions are set, as this is considered as a 
necessary qualification for a professional 
mediator by the traditional school of thought on 
mediation. 

2.4.3Mediation and inequalities of power xxvi 

Mediators, according to Gulliver (1979: 209), are a 
third party in a negotiation process, who are not 
themselves a disputant. Their role is to assist the 
disputing parties while endeavouring to reach an 
agreed outcome. It has frequently been assumed 
that mediators are or should be merely catalysts 
or that they are or should be impartial or neutral 
(ibid:211). Thus, one of the mediators' most 
cherished myths has been their assumed 
neutrality. 

However, two important issues which questions 
the mediator's neutrality can be pointed out. One 
refers, as Ozawa (1993: 103) affirms, to the role 
played by mediators "in addressing apparent 
disadvantages among parties with respect to 
access to information and technical expertise, 
which are critical elements of negotiating power." 
This controversy is polarized by two schools of 
thought. On the one hand, scholars such as Susan 
Carpenter, John Kennedy, Thomas Colosi and 
Howard Bellman, have argued that a professional 
mediator is one who remains scrupulously 
neutral and therefore it is not her/his role to 
encourage parties to strengthen their position. 
For this group, the imbalance of power between 
the parties is not a mediation problem (Amy, 
1987: 157158). On the other hand, by contrast, 
scholars such as Lawrence Susskind, John 
Forester, Douglas Amy and C P Ozawa have 
systematically argued that mediators can make 
an effort to intervene in the negotiations so as to 
create a more balanced power relation between 
the disputing parties. It is also argued that when 
mediators ignore substantial power imbalances 
they are not being politically neutral (Amy, 
1987:157159; Forester, 1989: 101103; Ozawa, 
1993: 115).
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Amy (1987: 158159), in his critique of the 
supposed neutrality of mediators xxvii , argues that 
one of the reasons which underlies the mediators' 
refusal to deal with imbalances of power (a 
matter advocated by the first body of scholars 
alluded above) is related to professional 
principles. For this group of scholars, neutrality is 
the essence of a mediation role and therefore "the 
professional mediator is one who remains 
scrupulously neutral (ibid)." Thus, any effort to 
diminish the imbalances of power would 
undermine the mediators' neutrality and 
consequently compromise their legitimacy as 
professionals and the legitimacy of the mediation 
process itself (Colosi, 1984, in Amy, ibid). 
Moreover, the mediators' refusal to reduce power 
imbalances can serve to absolve them of what 
Amy (ibid) calls 'political culpability'. For in the 
view of these scholars, imbalances of power in a 
mediation process mirror what already exist in 
society. It is a fact of political life which 
mediators are not responsible for (ibid). 

Nevertheless, arguments put forth by Amy (1987) 
and Forester (1989) approach this question in 
quite a different way. Amy (1987: 159) stresses 
that 

"when mediators ignore substantial power 
imbalances they are not being politically 
neutral. For the unintentional effect of this 
neutrality may be to institutionalize and 
perpetuate the maldistribution of power 
that already exists." 

A consequence of this relative imbalance of 
power between the disputing parties is that the 
fairness and legitimacy of mediation efforts can 
be undermined (ibid: 130132). Similarly, when 
discussing the role of mediator played by 
planners, Forester (1989:101) argues that treating 
the strong and weak equally in a situation where 
severe inequalities exist only ensures that the 
strong remains strong and the weak remains 
weak. As he (ibid) puts it, 

"the planner who pretends to act as neutral 
regulator may sound egalitarian but is 
nevertheless acting, ironically, to perpetuate 
and ignore existing inequalities." 

Therefore, even if the intervention of mediators, 
while helping to reduce the imbalances of power 
between disputing parties in a negotiation 
process does not actually solve the problems 
caused by those imbalances, it will at least not 
contribute to perpetuate them (Amy, 1987: 161). 

Another issue which challenges the notion of the 
mediator as a neutral agent refers to the presence 
of the mediators' own interests and values in the 
negotiation process. Gulliver (1979: 213) argues 
that these interests and values become clearer as 
the intervention of a mediator turns the initial 
dyad into a triadic interaction of some kind. As 
he (ibid) notes, 

"the disputing parties retain their ability to 
decide whether or not to agree to and 
accept proposals for an outcome... Yet 
clearly the mediator exercises influence in 
some degree, whether he remains largely 
passive or virtually controls the exchange of 
information and the learning process. He 
himself interacts with each party and with 
both together, and they may communicate 
to and through him. He becomes a party in 
the negotiations. He becomes a negotiator 
and inevitably brings with him deliberately 
or not, certain ideas, knowledge and 
assumptions, as well as certain interests and 
concerns of his own and those of other 
people whom he represents. Therefore, he is 
not, and cannot be, neutral and merely a 
catalyst. He not only affects the interaction 
but, at least in part, seeks and encourages 
an outcome that is tolerable to him in terms 
of his own ideas and interests." 

He (ibid: 215) further argues that mediators may 
have particular interests in issues of dispute or 
they may be partial to one of the parties. 
Moreover, besides helping the parties to reach an 
agreed outcome, mediators also desire an 
outcome that damages their own interests as little 
as possible as well as their valued association 
with each disputant (ibid: 214). In fact, what 
mediators can do, what they choose to do, and 
what they are permitted to do by the disputing 
parties are issues which are affected by their 
identity in a particular context and by the reasons 
they are there at all. 

In summary, although mediators' neutrality is 
theoretically the fundamental element of a 
mediation process, it is argued that in practice it 
simply does not work. In practice, neutrality is 
little more than a myth. 

Turning this polemic question of neutrality to the 
role of mediator played by NGOs, J. Turner 
(1988: 176) believes that it is NGOs' `third party' 
status  derived by their independence from both 
the state and market interests  that gives the 
NGOs the necessary neutrality and enables them 
to play the role of mediator. This view is 
criticized by Walker (1988: 14), who argues that J.
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Turner's work is ambiguous in that "on one hand, 
he sees NGOs as above the intrigues and conflicts 
in society and able to operate as neutral arbiters, 
and on the other, as closely aligned with CBOs 
and the `third system'". She (ibid:15) points out 
that NGOs operate within a national and even 
international system, being subject to a 
multiplicity of pressures; and that the thirdparty 
status of NGOs derives rather from their 
appearance of being separate from the state, 
market and community than being actually 
detached from them. Still according to Walker 
(ibid), "they [NGOs] may at different times and in 
different ways serve the interests of all these 
groups."  This could give NGOs the character of 
`satellites' that are `at the service of' discussed by 
Landim (1987:33). In fact, this character may be 
one of the elements found in mediator agents 
which distinguish them as such. Another 
element, as remarked above, is that NGOs also 
serve their own interests when acting as 
mediators. 

It could be inferred from this fact that, because 
NGOs are interested parties in a negotiation, their 
role as mediator would be undermined or not 
even considered by the more radical theorists, 
who advocate neutrality as the outmost principle 
for a professional mediator. However, and in 
spite of acknowledging that NGOs are not 
completely neutral, the literature insists in 
assigning to NGOs the role of mediators. It is 
suggested in this paper then that the term 
facilitator instead of mediator would be more 
appropriate to describe this role of NGOs, for it 
does not pretend to exclude the power dimension 
brought into the negotiation by the mediator 
agent. Instead of the actual neutrality commonly 
attached to the concept of mediator, it is the 
apparent neutrality of a facilitator party which 
must be considered as a relevant condition for 
mediation to take place. Moreover, it is argued 
that the apparent neutrality of NGOs is provided 
by their institutional exemption, i.e. by the fact 
that they are exempted from the intrinsic 
responsibilities related to both government 
agencies and communitybased organizations. It 
implies that the disputing parties must perceive 
NGOs as similar to neither of them. 

In summary, it is a combination of the elements 
pointed out in the subsection 2.4.2  that shapes 
the conditions under which NGOs may turn their 
potential to be a mediator party in a negotiation 
process between CBOs and government agencies 
into effective mediation. 

A more detailed discussion of the power 
relationships between the parties in a mediation 

negotiated process may shed some light on the 
discussion about neutrality and imbalance of 
power between those parties. This is the main 
theme of the following section. 

2.5NGOs, CBOs and government: the question 
of power 

Few authors discuss the question of power in the 
relationship between NGOs, CBOs and 
government in mediation processes, even though 
its understanding is crucial for the analysis of the 
mediation role. The importance of examining this 
aspect is that it may make explicit (i) the existence 
of the imbalance of power between the agents 
who demand the presence of NGOs as mediators, 
and (ii) the nature of the power that NGOs, CBOs 
and government agencies have in a mediated 
negotiation process. 

The relationship between NGOs, CBOs and 
government agencies is often not harmonious. As 
members of different social segments and 
organizations, which represent distinct values, 
the aspirations and interests of NGOs, CBOs and 
government agencies usually vary, and therefore 
their interaction may result in conflict. As Garilao 
(1987: 117) argues, tensions between NGOs and 
governments can be traced, for instance, to 
differences in values and ideology, differences in 
development priorities and differences in 
development approaches. These differences may 
appear at different stages of the negotiation 
process and even during the implementation of 
the agreed outcome. These tensions also flourish 
in the relation between NGOs and CBOs. 
According to Walker (1988:15), "each NGO has its 
own vision and rationality. Where this coincides 
with that of the communities' harmony prevails, 
but where it does not it can become a political 
imposition and a source of tension between the 
NGO and the community." 

Furthermore, as already discussed in this chapter, 
the assumption that mediators are merely 
catalysts or that they are or should be impartial 
or neutral (Gulliver, 1979: 211) has been 
increasingly challenged, for mediators inevitably 
bring with them certain ideas, knowledge, and 
assumptions as well as certain interests. These 
values and interests may be not altogether 
coincident with those of either disputing parties. 

Moreover, as Clark (1991:58) emphasises, "any 
intervention alters power balances. NGO's 
business is, inescapably, political. It is about 
taking sides..." This viewpoint is shared by 
Walker (1988:16), who asserts that "a NGO is not
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a neutral actor in the mediation process.(...) 
[M]ediation in essence involves playing one side 
off against another..." Besides, because of  NGOs' 
dependence on CBOs, the former frequently take 
the side of the latter in a mediation process 
(Clark, 1991; J. Turner, 1988; Schneider, 1988; 
Padron, 1987; and Nogueira, 1987). Assuming 
that this is the situation, one should question 
whether NGOs are really mediating or just 
advocating in favour of CBOs. Although these 
tasks do not seem mutually exclusive, they 
possibly influence the environment in which 
NGOs operate as mediator, thereby affecting 
their future reinsertion in this role. 

For a better understanding of the power relations 
between NGOs, CBOs and government agencies 
in a negotiation, it is important to mention some 
of the distinct concepts of power. According to 
Lukes (1979:636), the concept of power may be 
divided into two broad categories: on the one 
hand there is the notion of power as an 
asymmetric relation which tends to involve 
conflict and resistance; and, on the other, there is 
the notion of power as a collective capacity or 
achievement which tends to stress the communal 
and benign aspects of power. The former 
category, which appears to view social or 
political relations as competitive and  inherently 
conflictive is composed of three distinct ways of 
conceiving power: 
"first, are those conceptions which focus on the 

securing of compliance, on the (attempted 
or successful) control by some of others... 
Distinct from the notion of securing 
compliance by exercising power is the 
closely related idea of power as a relation of 
dependence, in which B conforms to A's 
will or interests not by virtue of any 
discernible action or threats of A, but by 
reason of the very relationship between A 
and B... A third view of conceiving 
asymmetric power ... is the notion of power 
as inequality  that is, a distributive notion 
which focuses on the differential capacities 
of actors within a system to secure valued 
but scarce advantages and resources... 
Power in this sense may be held or 
exercised without A securing B's 
compliance and with B being dependent on 
A... (ibid: 636637)." 

It is important to stress that these three distinct 
ways of conceiving asymmetric power may be 
applied without a clear cut distinction between 
them, i.e. the existence of one of those 
asymmetric power relations does not imply the 
nonexistence of the others. Besides, they may 
appear and vary in intensity at different stages of 
a relationship. 

Situations of asymmetric power often arise in a 
mediated negotiation process involving NGOs, 
CBOs and government agencies. Firstly, the 
power advantages of the governmental 
representatives in a mediated negotiation process 
cannot be ignored, for, as Amy (1987: 150) aptly 
puts it, "the government often has enormous 
amount of legal power that it can bring to bear 
against the other participants. By definition, the 
government is charged with making policy 
decisions that groups in society are legally bound 
to obey. Thus it has a very effective form of 
power that is rarely available to other groups in a 
dispute." According to him (ibid), when 
government is involved in negotiations, the 
dangers stemming from imbalances of power are 
very likely to be at their highest. In fact, 
government officials can use mediation to give 
the appearance of negotiating with opposition 
groups while in fact they are maintaining the 
power to make basic policy decisions (ibid: 152). 
According to Amy (ibid), 

"by carefully stipulating its constraints, an 
agency is able to set the parameters of what 
is negotiable and what is not, and in that 
way retain its essential power. In essence, 
the government controls the agenda of the 
negotiations and predetermines the 
outcome. In practice this means that 
although an agency may be willing to grant 
concessions on details, the basic policy 
decisions remain nonnegotiable." 

Similarly, Fowler (1988:2) stresses that 
governments are unlikely to undertake any 
activity which will undermine or reduce their 
authority. He (ibid:5) further argues that, as 
opposed to NGOs, governments can create much 
of their operating environment, for they possess 
both authority and power to impose conditions 
on NGOs. This imbalance of power also refers to 
the relationship between the government and 
CBOs. When analysing the case studies presented 
by B. Turner (1988) and Schneider (1988), it can 
be noted that both NGOs and CBOs will only 
relate to the government (NGOs not necessarily 
as a mediator agent) when the latter do accept 
such a relationship. In fact, there are cases where 
the emergence and disappearance of these 
organizations are in part due to government 
control of them xxviii . Therefore, the three 
dimensions of asymmetric power (i.e. securing of 
compliance, dependence, and inequality) can 
potentially be exercised by government over both 
CBOs and NGOs. 

Walker (1988: 15), in turn, considers government
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power as a constraint with which NGOs 
operating as mediators have to deal. She (ibid) 
states that 

"a major constraint that an NGO experiences 
in operating as a mediator between the state 
and the people is that mediation places no 
obligation on the powerful to take heed of 
the aspirations of the relatively powerless. 
Much depends on what the former has to 
gain and the amount of  pressure being 
exerted from below." 

Therefore, it is argued that it is mainly the 
government which allows the participation of 
NGOs as a mediator agent in its relation with 
CBOs.  Moreover, it is also the government which 
determines the terms and conditions of this 
relationship. In other words, the government is 
the major party responsible for turning the 
potential NGOs' role of mediator into operation. 
This does not mean that CBOs do not have the 
power to decide whether they accept an NGO or 
not to mediate in the negotiation process with the 
government. However, as CBOs enter in that 
process at a disadvantaged position, which can 
be at least partially reverted by the activity of an 
NGO as a mediator, it is unlikely that they would 
refuse NGOs participation in the negotiation 
process. 

Asymmetric power also appears in the context of 
access and use of information, knowledge and 
expertise in a mediated negotiation process. On 
this issue, Davies (1994: 4) makes a clear and 
interesting distinction between information and 
use of information, and knowledge and use of 
knowledge. According to her (ibid), 

"information refers to analysed data, often 
presented in a form that is specifically 
designed for a given decisionmaking task, 
and transmitted to/received by decision 
makers; 

knowledge refers to the subsequent 
absorption ..., assimilation, understanding 
and appreciation of that information; 

use of information refers to the process of 
transmission and reception of information; 

use of knowledge refers to acting on the 
contents of the information received (or 
actively deciding not to)." 

Access and control of information and 
knowledge and the capacity to use them 
constitute a source of power.  Information 
converted into knowledge is an essential element 
of decision making. However, the ability both to 
access and to convert information into 

knowledge, and the capacity to respond to them 
are unevenly distributed xxix . This is so, for 
example, because information and knowledge in 
planning are bound by technical and 
sophisticated aspects whereby different kinds of 
problems, measurements, and concerns are 
highlighted and communicated by employing a 
technical language (maps, reports, statistics) 
which is not equally understood by all agents. 

On this point, Benveniste (1973: 131132) argues 
that 

"negotiations have to respect the constraint 
imposed by technical framework 
introduced by the experts.(...) If selected 
beneficiaries whose support is needed 
cannot formulate meaningful demands in 
terms of the rationality and logic imposed 
by the experts, the possibility of creating a 
coalition is delayed. In such circumstances 
advocacy planning, i.e. having experts help 
the beneficiaries in formulating their needs, 
assists the planners." 

A causal relation follows from the above 
statement: it refers to the connection between 
meaningful participation and language, whereby 
only egalitarian access and the understanding of 
the language as well as an equal ability to act on 
it allow participants to play the game fairly. 

Therefore, power can be exercised in a 
negotiation process by the parties who have 
access, control and are able to use `the 
knowledge' and speak `the language' considered 
relevant to take decisions. Power can also be 
exercised through the misuse of knowledge 
(Davies, 1994: 12). Government, for example, can 
control what sort of knowledge should (and how 
it should) be conveyed in a negotiation process. 
NGOs seem also to have some power regarding 
these elements, as the literature often emphasises 
both their ability to use knowledge and transform 
it into action and the technical qualities bounding 
their interventions. In specific situations (e.g. 
when they have access to relevant information 
not available to government) they may even have 
more power than government. Similar 
assumptions are rarely made in relation to CBOs. 

What emerges from these remarks, regarding the 
imbalances of power in mediation processes, is 
that there exists a hierarchy of power between 
government agencies, NGOs and CBOs. 
Potentially, the government has the prime power 
to decide over the necessity of the mediation 
itself and therefore the necessity for NGOs 
mediation. This, in turn, will very likely give
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government agencies a differential capacity to 
secure valued resources, hence giving them an 
advantage and power over NGOs and CBOs. 
NGOs, in turn, have a kind of access to 
government and to financing agencies that CBOs 
and even government agencies do not have. 
Additionally, they have technical knowledge and 
know how to use it in a manner that members of 
CBOs do not have and are not able to (see the 
casestudies provided by B. Turner, 1988). 
Moreover, in order to operate as twoway 
channels of communication  i.e. from 
government to CBOs and viceversa  NGOs 
must be able to communicate properly with both 
CBOs and government. The art of communication 
is an element which may give NGOs some 
power, insofar as they can manipulate 
information in  a way that not only affects the 
interaction between the disputing parties, but 
also seeks and encourages an outcome that fits 
their ideas and interests as well. These elements, 
in turn, may affect the amount of power NGOs 
may have in the future, which will probably lead 
them to control some stages of the negotiation 
process. 

These NGOs' features constitute their bargaining 
power in a mediation. NGOs may have 
bargaining power with government agencies and 
CBOs through the perception that NGOs may 
offer them useful technical, financial and political 
resources (Nogueira, 1987:155). Depending on 
particular situations under consideration, some of 
those resources may be more important than 
others. This also indicates the NGOs' capacity to 
secure valued resources  even if only 
momentarily and in specific situations  during a 
negotiation. This kind of power, as mentioned 
before, is also exercised by government, though 
probably in a wider dimension. The formal 
decision about the existence of negotiation, the 
participation of NGOs as mediators and the 
usefulness of the NGOs' resources remain in the 
hands of the government agencies. In other 
words, although NGOs may secure valued and 
scarce resources associated with a negotiation 
process  which in turn may give them 
advantages over CBOs and government agencies 
and hence some amount of power  they may 
have this power limited by certain circumstances 
and certain stages of the negotiation process. 

Finally, it must be said that, as most of the 
literature treats NGOs and CBOs as a `single' 
agent regarding a mediation process, it lacks 
clarity as to CBOs' bargaining power in this 
process. However, as J. Turner (1988:173) points 
out, NGOs are more dependent on CBOs than 
viceversa.  CBOs lend legitimacy to NGOs, 

because of their link to `the community'. This is 
perceived as important if NGOs are genuinely 
committed to participation as an end. Therefore, 
it can be supposed that CBOs' bargaining power 
is not absent, for as long as they are considered a 
major NGOs' supporter, they may in some cases 
and circumstances control and influence NGOs' 
attitudes and proposals.  Furthermore, as far as 
the negotiation is concerned, CBOs may also 
secure valued resources which could be relevant 
at some level of the negotiation; for instance, they 
are likely to be the closest link with the 
beneficiaries interested in the dispute. 

In summary, it is observed that, regarding the 
power relations between CBOs, NGOs and 
government agencies in a negotiation process, 
there are imbalances of power as a consequence 
of relations of inequality, dependence or control 
between those agents which may occur 
interchangeably at different times or even at the 
same time and stages of that process which is, in 
turn, context specific. However, the scale and 
dimension of those power relations are likely to 
be distinct. Whereas NGOs and CBOs may have, 
independently or together, some precise and 
specific power (regardless of their actual 
importance and how they are put into practice), it 
is the government agencies which are ultimately 
likely to have the power to make the most 
important decisions about the whole process. 

Imbalances of power do exist between disputing 
parties and mediators in a negotiation process. In 
their role as facilitators of the relationship 
between CBOs and government agencies, NGOs 
have to take into account the resources necessary 
for negotiation to occur and their availability to 
the parties. If they seek a fair interaction and 
responsible outcome, they have to ensure that the 
affected parties have a balanced opportunity to 
participate. Besides being an interested party 
themselves, NGOs may also be regarded as a 
source of resources for the disputing parties. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Changes have occurred rapidly in the world and 
new understandings and new approaches to 
planning have evolved and have been established 
accordingly. Urban planning in the 1990s has 
confronted planners with a set of issues, role 
models and expertise necessary for planning 
work different from that of preceding decades. 
The distinct views of development, the 
emergence of new traditions and practices, and 
the engagement of new disciplines in planning 
have contributed to strengthening the argument
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that planning is a multidisciplinary activity 
whose core of expertise is difficult to define 
clearly. 

Urban planning, established and operating within 
a model of development exclusively centred on 
economic growth where the state had a central 
role in enabling it, now demands new role 
models for the state and therefore for planning 
practice as well. The withdrawal of the state from 
the economy since the 1980s, the reduction of 
investments in social policies and the engagement 
of new players in the planning process have been 
advocated lately. Planning is no longer an 
exclusively government activity, nor is it 
perceived as a neutral activity any longer. 
Besides, citizens are no longer regarded as 
passive players; their participation in the 
definition of urban policies is claimed. As a 
consequence, and however complex its 
implementation may be, a more interactive 
relationship between planning and the planned 
for is en vogue. Accordingly, knowledge of 
community participation methodology seems to 
be a critical area of expertise for the development 
of the current planning activities.  In  addition, 
the  rapid expansion of ideals of partnership and 
coalitions between public, private and non 
governmental sectors in development planning, 
contributes to maintaining the interest in the 
issue of participation alive. 

The engagement of new actors in planning 
inevitably results in conflicts, for people and/or 
organizations have distinct values, expectations 
and interests. A mechanism which has been 
applied to solve conflicts in planning is 
mediation. Some experiences in mediated 
negotiation processes point out to problems 
related to unequal access to expertise and 
information among disputing parties. These 
problems are particularly more evident  when 
matters under negotiation concentrate on 
technical aspects. Moreover, language and forms 
of communication whereby information is 
conveyed in planning can define the boundaries 
of participation. Generally, planners' language 
and the language structuring plans follow specific 
rules and use a vocabulary which is unfamiliar to 
ordinary citizens. As a situation of equality in the 
relationship between planners and the planned 
for is unlikely to occur, groups with interests at 
stake, but with limited or no access to those rules 
and vocabulary, may either be left out of the 
decisionmaking process or enter it at a position 
of disadvantage. Therefore, besides access to 
information and expertise, command of the 
language used by planners is a critical element in 
the debate about citizen participation in planning. 

In addition, unequal access to information and 
expertise and command of the technical language 
employed by planners are sources of imbalance 
of power between the parties involved in the 
planning process. 

The imbalance of power between planners and 
the planned for may be a sound justification for 
the presence of a third party mediator who is 
concerned with it. Language and access to 
information and (technical) expertise may 
therefore be elements related to the mediating 
role of NGOs in urban development planning. 

NGOs emerged in the 1980s as one of the most 
influential players in development policies 
advocated mainly by official development 
agencies. Among the main roles attributed to 
NGOs is that of being mediators between 
authorities and lowincome groups. Despite the 
frequency that this role is discussed in the 
literature, there is no systematic and consistent 
analysis of why and under what conditions 
NGOs play such a role. 

By attempting to provide answers to these 
questions section II of this paper looked at the 
features NGOs apparently possess and which 
seems relevant for the development of the role of 
mediator played by them in urban development 
planning. It also explored conditions which could 
lead NGOs to be called to act as mediators in the 
relationship between government agencies and 
CBOs. 

The section shows that asymmetric power 
inevitably appears between the disputing parties 
regarding access and the use of information, 
knowledge and expertise. It also reinforces the 
ideas discussed in Section I that
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language and communication may constitute 
effective barriers for meaningful participation. 
However, the extent to which mediators can 
interfere in the power relationship between the 
disputing parties is a question of debate. 

The neutrality of mediators is eagerly advocated 
by more traditional schools of thought as far as 
mediation is concerned. However, as it is argued 
in this paper, the supposed neutrality of 
mediators does not work in practice. It is little 
else than a myth. What matters in this debate is 
the apparent neutrality of mediators. The 
apparent neutrality of NGOs, in turn, is given by 
their institutional exemption from the intrinsic 
responsibilities of the disputing parties (i.e. the 
government and communitybased associations). 

Section II also points out that the political and 
institutional context, the acceptance of a mediator 
by the disputing parties and the NGOs' interest in 
the mediation process are the basic, necessary 
conditions for mediation to take place. 

In summary, expertise, language and institutional 
exemption are elements which possibly justify the 
role of NGOs as mediators in the relationship 
between government agencies and CBOs in urban 
development planning.
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NOTES 

i.The view of development which is peoplecentred gives special attention to issues of 
participation and strengthening of civil society organizations. 

ii.According to Lancaster (1993: 10), the core of the World Bank good governance agenda, 
besides accountability and administrative efficiency, includes transparency, legitimacy of 
government through free elections, the rule of law, freedom of association and the 
expression of opinions. 

iii.The debate about professionalisation in the planning field also involves issues such as 
validation of knowledge, control mechanisms and legitimacy (Thomas, 1991; Thomas 
and Healey, 1991). 

iv.According to Safier (1983: 108) the concept of a tradition of planning refers to "distinct types of 
planning found in urban world at present." The constituent elements, or components 
that in combination define a tradition in planning are: a philosophical base, a set of 
explicit objectives, a field of operations, a methodology, organizational forms and a 
system of technical, professional, educational, research and operational institutions and 
forums for its further development and consolidation (ibid: 109). 

v.According to Mazziotti (1982), the concept of advocacy planning was mainly introduced to the 
planning profession by Linda and Paul Davidoff, Lisa Peattie and Marshall Kaplan. 

vi.Another point taken into consideration by the advocacy approach relates to the difficulties 
lowincome groups may face in having access to adequate planning assistance due to 
lack of resources to sponsor the development of plans (Davidoff, 1973: 285). 

vii.Chambers (1986:1) uses the word paradigm to refer to "a coherent and mutually supporting 
pattern of concepts, values, methods and action, amenable to wide application." 

viii.Part of this section was developed earlier by the author in her MSc thesis submitted to the 
University College London, Development Planning Unit (Maia, 1991). 

ix.In fact, NGOs have increasingly sought even to influence the content of the policy agenda on 
good government by linking economic and social development with civil and political 
rights (Clayton, 1994). 

x.PREZEIS is a regulatory rule applied to squatter settlements in Recife which are recognized as 
special zones of social interests by the municipality. 

xi.See, for instance, the World Bank experience analysed by Paul (1986) and Moser (1989). 

xii.These issues were in part mentioned by Thornley (1977: 46), who argues that the first stage 
necessary to include participation as a means in itself in planning is to "translate the 
ideas and reports of professional planners and politicians into a language that can be 
understood by the people..." 

xiii.For more examples of these conflicts see Maia, 1991. 

xiv.See for instance, B. Turner (1988), Farrington and Bebbington (1993), Padron (1987), Landim 
(1987), Downs and Solimano (1989), Fowler (1988; 1991), Arrossi et al (1994), and 
Edwards and Hulme (1992). 

xv.Elements such as money, organizations, membership, legal and scientific expertise, political 
influence, legal standing, negotiation skills and favourable publicity are cited as potential 
sources of power (Amy, 1987: 130). 
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xvi.According to Low (1991: 228), "[c]ritical theory is relevant to urban planning in its reflexive 
examination of the critique of society. It explores the meaning and purpose behind 
dissenting theory and warns planners against the tendency to believe too 
uncompromisingly in their own images of social improvement. Culture and language are 
brought into central focus as well as the rules and procedures constituted in the practice 
of planning." 

xvii.Several public and private organizations in the world have tried to quantify the growth of 
NGOs. For instance, the InterAmerican Foundation identified 11,000 NGOs working in 
Latin America; a study in Bangladesh found 11,044 NGOs registered with the 
government; and one estimate suggests that the number of international NGOs grew 
from 2,300 to 24,000 between 1970 and 1989 (Arrossi et al, 1994: 37). Coinciding with the 
NGOs growth, an increase in the official funding channelled to this sector is noted. 
According to Clark (1991: 4546), NGOs now constitute one of the major channels of 
finance transfer from North to South. For more details about the rise in the amount of 
funds delivered to NGOs, see Clark (1991). 

xviii.For instance, Clark (1991:20) pointed out that although the issue of poverty was commonly 
neglected by World Development Reports, in 1991, for the first time in 10 years, poverty 
was the report's chief issue of focus. Moreover, democracy, human rights and 
participation are issues of the good government agenda advocated by the World Bank 
and bilateral development agencies (Lancaster, 1993; Nunnenkamp, 1995; Robinson; 
1995). 

xix.Arrossi et al (1994: 34) note that there is antecedent experience of government support to 
community action in Third World countries even before the 1980s. However, three major 
changes are worth noting from that period to the current situation. According to them 
(ibid), "[t]he first is the recognition [by most development agencies] that support for 
communitylevel initiatives is valid in urban areas; (...) The second, is the recognition 
that 'the community' must be involved at the outset in decisions about what is needed, 
what should be done and how; (...) The third is the range of international organizations 
which recognize the validity of this approach." InterAmerican Foundation, UNICEF, the 
Swedish International Development Authority and the World Bank are examples of 
international organizations which have supported the strengthening of community 
organizations through the projects and programmes they finance (ibid). 

xx.Many of the World Bank, UNICEF, InterAmerican Foundation and Swedish International 
Development Authority projects and programmes were implemented in conjunction 
with community organizations and local NGOs (Arrossi et al, 1994: 34). 

xxi.Similar categories are suggested by other authors. For instance see Padron (1987: 6971); 
Brown (1990: 4); Walker (1988: 2); Arrossi et al (1994: 3942). 

xxii.According to Abercrombie et al (1988: 44), the term community is elusive and vague. In this 
research, besides referring to a collection of people in a geographical area, it refers to 
groups which share the objective of finding solutions to common problems encountered 
in their daily struggle for survival. 

xxiii.The other features listed concern the NGOs capacity to: (1) achieve the correct relationship 
between processes and outcomes; (2) chose the proper mix of assistance; (3) be flexible 
and responsive to their work; (4) achieve outcomes at less cost; (5) tailor interventions on 
the needs of specific situations; (6) experiment with alternative ideas and practices; (7) 
employ long term, strategic perspectives and time scales; (8) undertake peoplecentred 
problem identification and research; (9) utilise indigenous knowledge and other local 
resources; (10) learn from and (re)apply experience; (11) analyse and identify with the 
reality of the poor; (12) motivate and retain personnel; (13) promote development which 
is sustainable (Fowler, 1990: 11). 
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xxiv.For more examples, see Fowler (1990: 12). 

xxv.Schneider (1988), Cabannes (1988), Sethi (1983), Clark (1991), Frantz (1987), Hardoy and 
Satterthwaite (1987), Downs and Solimano (1989), Padron (1987), Landim (1987), Korten 
(1990), Arrossi et al (1994), Farrington and Bebbington (1993), Fowler (1988; 1990), 
Poulton and Harris (1991), Cernea (1988), Bebbington and Thiele (1993), Tandon (1989). 

xxvi.The authors referred to in this section write about mediation in the area of law (P.H. 
Gulliver, Lawrence Susskind), in the area of environment planning (C.P. Ozawa, D. 
Amy) and in the area of urban development planning (J. Forester). 

xxvii.D. Amy belongs to the group of scholars who defend the intervention of mediators so as to 
provide a more balanced power relation between the disputing parties. 

xxviii.As an example of this control, see Shepherd, Fraser and Kalimullah (1986). 

xxix.In fact, "the criteria of what constitutes knowledge, what is to be excluded and who is 
designated as qualified to know involve acts of power (Foucault, 1971, in Scoones and 
Thompson, 1994: 24)."


