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INTRODUCTION 
As the closest formal form of government to Lebanese citizens, municipalities play a major role in 
the country’s security, service delivery, and socioeconomic development. They also impact how 
citizens perceive their government and their own well-being. Various political, sectarian, and familial 
dynamics influence how municipal councils are elected and then how they function throughout their 
6-year elected term. Municipalities are heavily influenced by national dynamics yet each one still
enjoys its own autonomy and must be responsive to local citizen needs and issues. This makes the
municipal scene an interesting field for studying and better understanding how citizens interact with
municipal authorities and how the authorities in turn respond to the citizens.

The goal of this learning activity was to assess the efforts and effectiveness of citizen and 
government engagement at the municipal level. Our team also aimed to identify opportunities for 
making municipal outreach and engagement efforts more inclusive and effective, which in turn will 
lead to more responsive governance and development at the subnational level.  

METHODOLOGY 
Counterpart International competitively procured the Lebanese company Beyond Reform and 
Development (BRD) to conduct all of the field work for this learning effort. The study was essentially 
an in-depth qualitative assessment of municipal government and citizen engagement in Lebanon.  

We used a deliberate and criteria-informed process to select representative municipalities in Mount 
Lebanon, North Lebanon, the Beqaa (West, Central, and East), and South Lebanon and Nabatiyeh. 

The research had two primary objectives: 

1. To generate evidence on how municipal engagement efforts toward the citizenry have or
have not contributed to more transparent, responsible, and accountable local government

2. To identify opportunities for increased and improved local development through expanded
municipal outreach and civil society engagement

The research examined six separate issues detailed below: 

• Understand citizen’s perceptions and expectations of the municipal council in responding to

the community’s needs and priorities, and in advancing local development, and ensuring

transparency, responsiveness and accountability.

• Understand citizens’ and municipal council

leadership’s opinions on the role, impact and

importance of civil society actors in their

respective communities,

• Identify key determinants influencing citizen-

participation and engagement in local decision

making and/or civil society.

• Identify recommendations and deduce lessons

learned and strategic insights to increase and

improve local development through expanded

municipal outreach and civil society engagement.
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The research included:  

 

 

 

Our team used the following conceptual framework built upon an integrated systems model that 
looked at multiple factors; that together interact to impact municipal governance issues along the 
three following areas:  

• CULTURAL: the set of norms, values, perceptions and cultural beliefs in the community 

(stakeholders and citizens), that either promote or hinder citizen engagement in municipal affairs  

 

• STRUCTURAL: the set of mechanisms, tools, structures, regulatory frameworks and legal 

material that either exist, are missing, or are structurally challenging within the Lebanese 

context; and that ultimately impact citizen’s engagement in municipal affairs  

 

• POLITICAL: the interpersonal and power dynamics between key stakeholders within a 

community (religious leaders, political parties, families, etc.) that influence and impact 

citizen engagement in municipal affairs  

  

27 sub-national 
focus groups 

covering more 
than 50 

municipalities and 
engaging 232 
citizens and 

municipal officials

16 stakeholder 
interviews of 

Lebanese 
ministerial and 
municipal union 

officials 

28
representatives of 

civil society 
organizations 

working on 
municipal 

governance 
issues

12 interviews with 
international 
donors and 

experts working in 
good governance 
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FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS  

MUNICIPAL RESPONSIVENESS TO CITIZEN NEEDS 

CITIZEN PERCEPTIONS & ATTITUDES TOWARD MUNICIPALITY  
People’s perception towards the municipalities is a direct reflection of the general perception 
towards the public sector in Lebanon, which is characterized by skepticism, clientelism, and little 
belief in the power to hold it accountable. Generally, there was a pattern in participants’ responses 
when discussing expectations from the municipality, that is: to provide services. It was also 
highlighted that the dynamic between citizens and municipalities is to vote in exchange of services. 
Those services include the village specific infrastructure-related services primarily but may also 
extend to individual needs that are expected from any authority figure in the system. Interestingly, 
there were little if any mentions of citizens’ responsibilities towards the municipality and vice versa. 
This is understandable in a culture that promotes family and tribal traditions before anything else.  

Speaking of lack of awareness about what citizen participation in municipal affairs means, it must 
be noted that most municipal board members before anyone else are the first to be unaware of how 
the municipal Law organizes municipal work. As such, there is no dissemination whatsoever – 
neither on the national nor the local levels – of the law, or the different responsibilities that should 
be expected from the municipality. This directly links to an increase in distrust and random 
accusations of the boards; particularly because 1) elections on the local level are most often based 
on favoritism, family priorities and kinship ties to the community, and 2) the losing group (most often 
family or group from a sect) often disapproves of the election results and resists to any change or 
reforms that the elected board is intending to do, which in turn leads to 3) a rise in lies, competition, 
rumors and eventually: no development work at all.  

Additionally, the judicial sector in Lebanon is generally looked at as corrupt and representative of the 
same members that make up national and local government institutions. With this being deeply 
engraved in the Lebanese culture (since before the civil war), it is hard for citizens to believe in the 
power of holding public officials (elected or appointed) accountable to their actions. This is 
reinforced with the tribal-like approach to conflict resolution in communities, where being part of a 
certain family or having specific connections forbid you from raising concerns about an individual 
from that same group.   

EXPECTATIONS, ROLES, AND RESPONSIBILITIES  
As discussed previously, it was widely observed among most participants that there is no clarity on 
the actual role of the municipality (from the municipality’s side as well as the community’s) 
Participants shared expectations related to ‘service provision and infrastructure’ mainly but also 
showed a high degree of misunderstanding about the jurisdictions and capacity of municipalities 
and their role in development versus other government entities.  

It is important here to highlight that the Lebanese government does not impose or expect municipal 
candidates to go through a training on the Laws that concern their municipal work. In addition to 
that, in order for someone to become a municipal candidate, they are required to write and read and 
to pay a small sum of money to participate. There are not requisites on the level of knowledge in 
local development, rural socio-economic issues, or any kind of expected knowledge of the municipal 
Law. Presenting oneself as a candidate means that you have the support of the family that has power 
in the village, or the religious figure, or the political party; and not that you are aware and informed 
about the issues and work you will be doing in the community.  

At the same time, municipal board members and active stakeholders in local affairs indicated that it 
is challenging for them to get citizens engaged in activities or projects they design. This was 
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identified to be a 1) cultural problem before anything else, because as the first section suggests, 
opponents to the municipality are usually supporters of the team that lost, 2) a lack of space for both 
groups (municipality and community) to converse about municipal work and what it entails and how 
people can help, and 3) lack of inclusion of citizens in the design of projects and activities which 
explains a recurrent finding: The priorities that municipalities work on are usually infrastructure-
related and don’t necessarily answer to the priorities of the community.  

CITIZEN SATISFACTION WITH CURRENT SERVICES  
Generally, people are dissatisfied with their municipalities’ work. This is also one of the effects of all 
the aforementioned key factors, including: lack of knowledge about the roles and responsibilities of 
the municipality, lack of trust in accountability and judicial bodies, and people’s lack of knowledge 
about the strategic plans, efforts and budgets of a municipal council (i.e.: lack of inclusion and proper 
dissemination of facts).  

Additionally, and because municipal board members are not directly paid by the municipal budget 
(they might be paid in exchange for services they provide because of their work at the municipality), 
then people feel like they cannot hold public servants accountable, although they are elected by the 
people.  

Additionally, there was a general lack of awareness about the Lebanese government hierarchy and 
the accountability structures that can influence municipalities. There was a noticeable level of apathy 
among participants who shared experiences about complaints that did not lead to any change in 
other villages especially due to political interference to protect mayors. At the same time, 
participants explained that they worry that complaints will be taken personally especially in villages 
where people follow a specific diagram of power. It was also found that at a structural level, there 
are no complaint-mechanisms or tools that allow citizens to anonymously and safely discuss their 
needs and issues with municipal issues. There are no suggestions-box either, or 
mechanisms\processes that also allow citizens to share opinions or ideas for future events, 
activities and\or projects.  

KEY DETERMINING FACTORS OF MUNICPAL RESPONSIVENESS  
With regards to this section of findings ‘MUNICIPAL RESPONSIVENESS TO LOCAL NEEDS” and the 
three categories included in it, the following key factors were analyzed and identified as of the ones 
with highest influence on municipal-community engagement:  

 

The negative 
perception on 
the role and 
efficiency of 
public sector 

and 
accordingly 

municipalities 
in Lebanon, 

and the 
widespread of 

clientelism as a 
prevalent 

culture when 
dealing with 

public sector.

The perception
that the role of 
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municipality is 
strictly related 

to service 
provision, and 
the scarcity of 

resources 
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municipalities 
decreasing its 
ability to fulfill 

needs

The electoral
culture 

favoring 
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political criteria 
and leading to 

having 
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profiles run for 
elections.

The high 
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political and 

familial 
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local dynamics 
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development 
projects and 

the weak 
institutional 
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municipalities 

that are not 
fortified 

against such 
interferences.
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centralization
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executive 
power within 
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the mayor, and 
the vagueness 

created by 
municipal code
on the levels of 

policies, 
procedures, 

and 
jurisdictions. 

The scarcity of 
national 

programs that 
aim at building 
the capacity of 
elected public 
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skills and 

know-how for 
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building, 
engaging 
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Lack of 
knowledge
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public sector 
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Lebanon and 
the 

accountability 
mechanisms 

present. 
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EXISTING LEVELS OF CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT 

CITIZEN INVOLVEMENT IN PLANNING AND IMPLEMENTING 
PROJECTS  
Almost all research participants showed similar reactions when asked about their involvement in 
designing and planning community projects. It was greatly highlighted that citizens are rarely (if ever) 
included in these processes; some participants didn’t know that this was possible with the current 
Law. This may be due to the fact that most important and big community-development and social 
projects are designed between INGOs, donor agencies, NGOs and municipal boards. And generally 
speaking, municipalities in Lebanon don’t voluntarily design socio-cultural projects in the community.  

Additionally, given that the nature of municipal work in Lebanon is based on familial and political 
competition and fair representation, little effort is offered within the municipal council to build 
strategies and long-term plans based on citizen needs and priorities, making it harder to engage 
citizens in planning and design.  

The lack of willful dissemination of information to share and include citizens in projects (at all levels 
and in all its phases), further reinforces the exclusion of citizens from municipal work, be it intentional 
or not. This exclusion nurtures feelings of frustration and disapproval, as when citizens are not 
informed about municipal plans nor about how these decisions came to happen then doubts about 
these decisions will rise; especially in a particular socio-political context.  

The three categories that were clearly seen as excluded almost entirely from municipal work are:  

- Youth (21 to 35 years of age); the youth are usually represented by ‘their parents’ or kinship ties 
at the municipal levels and are expected to be engaged in their universities but not in political 
affairs at the municipal level,  

- Women; women are generally excluded from public life in Lebanon and even more so on the 
community level.  

- Non-voting citizens; as their votes are not important, and the democratic methodology adopted 
in Lebanon still heavily relies on votes in exchange for services. Non-voting citizens do not get to 
vote where they live.  

The general economic and political situation is influencing people’s participation as well in all 
voluntary activities whether related to municipalities or not, time is a major factor and people feel 
they have more significant priorities nowadays including decreasing spending and securing income.  

ACCOUNTABILITY, TRANSPARENCY AND CLARITY: THE PUBLIC 
ENGAGEMENT PROCESS  
Corruption is becoming more and more synonymous to Lebanon, as it continues to rank low on 
corruption indices with all the daily outbreak of news about corruption on all levels of the government, 
particularly on the local level given the nature of politics and dynamics locally. Most Lebanese 
nationals tend to be skeptical about transparency and principles of any initiative taken or launched 
on the national level, and the same is rendered on the local level.  

One positive observation was the growing knowledge about the importance of transparency and the 
right to access budgets and meetings, and several NGO efforts were noted in that regard. The 
widespread of accountability and transparency projects have created a sense of knowledge about 
the possibility and importance of accountability especially among youth.  

However, when it comes to translating this knowledge into actual practice, participants expressed 
frustration and lack of capacity at the municipal level to design mechanisms for inclusion. 
Participants shared stories about corrupt councils and shared that there is nothing they can do when 
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the mayor is corrupt, primarily because they know that mayor would have immunity supported by the 
political party (or any other powerful group) it represents.  

EXISTING TYPES OF COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
The last few years witnessed an increase in in donor funded community support programs that fulfill 
basic infrastructure needs through supporting the municipalities and local communities. Most of 
these programs target host communities for Syrian refugees to increase social stability and mitigate 
the negative consequences of the refugee influx. The widespread of those projects have led to an 
increase in the forms and types of engagement activities as they usually have a community 
engagement component. Therefore, a wide range of engagement efforts were observed through the 
research, but the outreach, impact and influence of those projects needs to be further scrutinized. 

EXISTING ENGAGEMENT PROJECTS CAN BE DIVIDED INTO FOUR CATEGORIES: 
1. Engagement projects that are an annex to an infrastructure project aiming at filling a 

community need. Those projects tend to ask the community to hold a townhall or form a 
committee to support the project implementation. While this helped spread awareness on 
the importance of community engagement, but it linked it to the presence of a “reward” or 
project and thus the focus in such projects is not on the actual engagement process but on 
the project leading to spreading an “distorted image” about engagement. The engagement 
platforms created by those projects are usually temporary and follow the project timeframe. 

2. Engagement projects that aim at empowering marginalized groups, like women and youth for 
example (forming shadow municipalities and committees and trainings, etc..). The primary 
objective of those projects is the actual empowerment and sensitization on the importance of 
the topic, and those objectives are usually achieved, but they are seldomly linked to the 
municipalities structure and tend to become parallel structures that municipalities encourage 
but that don’t have an actual influence on decision making and planning.  

3. Engagement projects initiated by international or local NGOs where engagement is the goal 
and those tend to have more impact and include municipalities throughout the process. Such 
projects face challenges on the political level when engagement leads to questioning authority 
and control and on the structural level when mayors change for example.  

4. Engagement initiatives initiated and managed by municipalities and those can be divided 
into those intended for propaganda and marketing, and those which are genuine and adopt 
the right reform mindset. The later face the cultural challenges related to people’s 
encouragement and enthusiasm.  

 

MUNICIPAL COMMITTEES’ EFFECTIVENESS AND INCLUSION 
Municipal committees are one of the most common existing types of citizen engagement; 
particularly because it is referred to in the municipal code and has been a common practice for years. 
The primary municipal committees mandated by the law (public works, procurement, tenders and 
bids, budgets) are not open to all council members especially those from the opposition. Those 
committees are seen as an extension of the executive power of the mayor, where supportive council 
members can help in implementing tasks. 

The secondary committees which are less strategic (sports, environment, youth, women, culture, 
activities, peace building, etc..) are usually open to the broader public and chaired by council 
members. The major complaint about those committees is their exclusivity to those selected by the 
municipality as they are seldom elected and usually appointed. Furthermore, the committees create 
a major challenge inside the councils, especially when they include competent and specialized 
members. Unlike the elected council where many familial factors influence who is a member, the 
committees are usually appointed to fill gaps and thus council members feel their authority is 
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IMPACT

Asserts ownership 
and higher levels 

of success for 
projects

Sharing data and 
information can 

reduces tensions 
and rumors

Inclusion leads to 
proper 

representation of 
all groups and 
less tension

Engagement 
increases trust in 
the municipality 

and support for its 
projects

Engagement leads 
to accountability 

and ultimately 
transparency

It can guaratnee 
general wellbeing 

and citizen 
satisfaction with 
municipal efforts 

jeopardized and tend to attempt to control the committees and discourage their decisions through 
their voting power inside the council.  

Whenever committees are formed, they are not declared to the public and do not get the exposure, 
and since they are consultative committees, they do not have complete autonomy to design their 
own plans and implement activities, leading to discouragement of people to continue their 
membership. Finally, it is important to note that committees at the minimum serve as a channel of 
communication with citizens in the village and have positive impact on that level even when they 
don’t serve their set objectives.  

 

CHANNELS OF COMMUNICATION BETWEEN THE MUNICIPALITY 
AND THE COMMUNITY 
Lack of proper and efficient communication between the municipality and the citizens have been 
cited among the core reasons for mistrust and absence of more advanced levels of engagement, 
hence the research tried to dig deeper into evaluating the existing communication channels and their 
effectiveness and challenges. The following observations were drawn:  

- A more strategic approach to communication is needed, where there is better understanding of 
the needs of the community, the language to use, and thus selection of the best communication 
platform.  

- Successful experiences where there was a clear diversification of channels based on the 
message and the audience was not seen in the scope of the research  

- One of the key challenges that is hindering the communication is the lack of the genuine will to 
engage with the citizens 

- Mayors tend to prefer establishing websites because they don’t allow space for conversations 
and comments  

There must be a shift in mindset if communication channels are to succeed as real tools for engaging 
the community and understanding the needs and priorities of the citizens.  

IMPACT OF MUNICIPAL ENGAGEMENT  
As the research discussed existing levels of engagement, it collected information from the citizens, the 
stakeholders, the NGOs and the donors and experts about the impact achieved by the existing 
initiatives. There was a general agreement that engagement, when done properly, has big impact 
especially on the level of people’s ownership of the projects being implemented and the general 
perception towards the municipality. A summary of key benefits of engagement as learned and 
experienced in various projects and as noted by practioners is summarized in the visual below  
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KEY DETERMINING FACTORS  
With regards to this section of findings ‘EXISTING LEVELS AND EFFORTS FOR CITIZEN 
ENGAGEMENT” and the five categories included in it, the following key factors were analyzed and 
identified as of the ones with highest influence on municipal-community engagement:  

 
 

 

ROLE AND IMPORTANCE OF CIVIL SOCIETY 
The third section focuses on the role of civil society in the engagement efforts focusing on the 
perception towards civil society and the factors influencing successful partnership between the 
sector and municipalities.  

PERCEPTIONS AND ATTITUDES TOWARD CIVIL SOCIETY 
Historically, NGOs in Lebanon (and the MENA region) were notably charitable ones focusing on 
service delivery (see: Mapping Of civil Society in Lebanon, BRD, funded by the EU), and the perception 
related to their type and focus of work is highly influenced by that. Over the last ten years, influenced 
by several factors including higher prevalence of donor funding, the Syrian refugee crisis and the 
move towards specialization the perception towards NGOs started to shift, and they are now seen 
as capable of playing different roles. While the perceptions are indeed changing and shifting because 
of the increasing exposure that NGOs are getting, yet, there is a still a hesitance and opposition in 
views about the work of NGOs. Municipal representatives who participated in the research explained 
that NGOs don’t actively seek to engage the municipality in the design of the project, nor do they 
formally inform the municipality about their yearly plans and projects. In communities where there is 
coordination between the municipality and NGOs (meetings about projects, municipal support, etc.), 
there lacks a formal defined and clear coordination channel or tools that ensure proper partnership.  

At the same time, NGO representatives that participated in the research explained that the lack of 
stability and continuity in municipal councils (the change in mayor-ship), pushes them to work 
independently from municipal councils. This is a conscious decision to avoid the delays in decisions, 
the potential interference of political parties or religious groups, the objection on the project idea for 
political reasons, or the insistence of the municipal mayor or members to choose the stakeholders 
to be involved in the project; among other factors.  
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The lack of formal coordination based on partnership-building and cooperation is increasing the 
misconceptions about the work that NGOs do, and equally increasing the resistance to work with 
municipalities. NGO representatives explained that municipalities are generally supportive of their 
work, but they tend to favor one NGO in specific, which encourages the monopoly of development 
projects and compromises diversity. Municipalities however feel that donor agencies fund duplicates 
of projects and are compromising the need for adaptability of projects at the expense of reporting 
on success stories.  Generally, most findings were related to the issue of contextualizing projects, 
increasing the coordination between the municipality and NGOs, and unifying municipal plans and 
sharing them publicly.  

ROLE OF CIVIL SOCIETY IN IMPROVING MUNICIPAL SERVICES AND 
ENGAGEMENT EFFORTS 
In an ideal governance scenario, municipalities and NGOs can work together to plan, design, 
implement and sustain projects on the local level. However, in Lebanon, local governments are still 
not equipped with the appropriate set of tools, skills and knowledge to support them in conducting 
municipal affairs. Such knowledge includes: Strategic planning, budgeting, identifying sources of 
funding, collecting data, etc. All of which, NGOs are usually trained on especially with the increase in 
projects working on building the capacity of NGO staff member in partner organization. Participants 
who participated in the research explained that there are many resources in the community, but the 
municipalities and NGOs sometimes resist working together for political, personal, familial and\or 
religious reasons.  

Building on this, participants elaborated on the need to capitalize on the resources they have 
internally, to grow and develop the local government services. However, it was commonly stated that 
such possible collaborations are hindered by familial tensions, or sectarian divide, or other political 
reasons. Additionally, the sense of competition that is growing between the 8,000 NGOs in Lebanon 
is contributing to a decrease in trust in their objectives and intentions.  

Finally, NGOs can be a cordial part of the development process within a community as they are 
generally informed and trained on writing proposals, outsourcing funding opportunities, mobilizing 
volunteers, writing reports, creating budgets, etc. All of which can be very important to municipalities. 
If NGOs and municipalities can plan and design projects together, and exchange resources to ensure 
proper implementation, then NGOs and municipalities can become partners and resources to one 
another.  

KEY DETERMINING FACTORS  
With regards to this section of findings ‘ROLES AND IMPORTANCE OF CIVIL SOCIETY” the following 
key factors were analyzed and identified as of the ones with highest influence on municipal-
community engagement:  

1. The low coordination between municipalities and NGOs in the design stage of engagement 
programs to tailor its content and steps, leading to challenges and compromises in project 
implementation. 

2. The challenges in accessing existing support material and tools developed by civil society 
to support NGOs, and the focus of NGOs on donor funding cycles and regulations.  

3. Lack of formal and sustainable coordination between NGOs and municipalities, outside the 
scope of funded programs and projects.  

4. The frequent changes in the municipal council and staff, (on the level of individuals) 
affects long term programming and relationships with NGOs.  

5. The weak institutional structure on the side of civil society and municipalities leads to high 
dependency on donor funding and interference.   
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RECOMMENDATIONS  
An analytical read of the findings reveals that the different factors influencing engagement are 
interconnected and affect each other. The below “timeline” tries to connect the factors in order to 
pave the way for the different recommendations influencing those factors. Municipalities in the 
Lebanese context need to fulfill several prerequisites that would allow them to be ready to engage 
citizens. Those include establishing high levels of trust with the local community, which in itself is 
linked to two key factors, having a competent and well trusted council headed by an active and well-
connected mayor, and having proper communication between the municipality and the citizens.  

Furthermore, there are several structural barriers on the level of legislative framework and the 
political context that hinder municipalities and complicate engagement initiatives. Those start from 
the size, scope and jurisdictions of municipalities and continue to the include the resources available 
for municipalities and then the vagueness on the level of standards and procedures followed.  

Another prerequisite is having a well-planned strategy for the development of the village\city that 
itself is built on proper mapping of local resources and needs. This cannot be achieved without 
having good internal relationships and high levels of agreement inside the municipal board. All the 
above cannot be achieved without a shift in the electoral culture that is influencing who is running 
and who are people voting for.  

Once the prerequisites are fulfilled, the design phase of the engagement process requires the 
presence of well-established and trustworthy civil society organization on the local or regional level 
and requires the presence of a political decision at the level of the board to embark on the 
engagement process. The design phase should include full partnership between the implementing 
groups, be it the mayor, the municipal council, the donor, the local or international or regional NGO. 
This agreement needs to happen on the level of the project objectives, process and expected results 
and not only on the level of project activities.  

The implementation phase of any engagement initiative is faced by several structural factors that 
showcase the weak institutional structure of the municipalities and thus requires the maintenance 
of technical support to the council and thorough and continuous communication with the people to 
overcome socio cultural and political barriers.  

The sustainability of the engagement efforts counts on building the capacity of the local partners 
and on achieving a shift in culture, in addition to strengthening the core of the municipality as an 
institution to be able to sustain the effort needed.  

If all those factors are well maintained the engagement efforts can lead to much needed impact on 
the level of project ownership, inclusion of all groups and success of plans (municipal or donor 
funded) and this has high impact on the level of social stability and local development. Finally, 
success of engagement on the local level can lead to influencing the culture of participation and 
perceptions to public sector on the national level.  

Based on the below suggested engagement process, the set of recommendations below aims at 
increasing successful and efficient engagement between municipalities and citizens and are divided 
into three levels:  

1. What needs to be changed on the level of the legislative framework 
2. What can be done on the level of institutional strengthening of municipalities 
3. Programmatic recommendations for donors and international and local organizations 

working on citizen municipal engagement  
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Support the council in designing 
and implementing internal 
bylaws and tools that for 

processing complaints and 
ensuring the protection of the 

person who filed it

Support the council in deisgning 
long-term strategic plans and 

create a system of 
accountability inside the council 

(to monitor and follow-up on 
implementation)

Promote the trust of the 
citizens in their municipal 

board, by ensuring that many 
tools and mechanisms are in 

place to guarantee the 
protection and inclusion of 
citizens in municipal affairs

Trust is a key issue and to develop it in current system 
and culture, one could go for developing a system of 
priorities, a tracker of complaints and by order and 

priority, this helps spread new culture and helps develop 
more trust leading to better engagement overall 

LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK 
As the challenges facing engagement are structural, a set of recommendations are oriented towards 
changing the legislative framework, including the municipal code, the municipal electoral law and the 
operating policies and procedures:   
 

• Support initiatives seeking to clarify the municipal code, to include more description of the 
role of each member and committee member within the municipal council (to reduce 
tensions and increase the space for external influence)  

• Set a path to transition towards decentralization, with more authority given to municipalities 
(following revisiting the districting and municipal size) 

• Update procedures and legislations related to accountability of municipalities and allow 
easier access for civil society and citizens to monitor municipal spending 

• Set clear timeframes for transfer of municipal funds from independent fund and a 
mechanism to allow municipalities to anticipate what is coming for better planning 

• Work on including articles requiring all municipal candidates are at least part-time residents 
of the community they wish to serve  

• Work on amending the articles related to the election of the municipal council to include 
provisions that mandate that all elected public servants attend proper national training on 
the municipal code, and the government structure in general  

• Assign an executive director for each municipality that ensures sustainability of the efforts 
and plans irrespective of change in municipal council that then acts as a consultative board 
responsible for overall strategy and maintain mayor as head of executive team, but in 
collaboration with the executive director 

• Promote the role of unions as development and planning hubs and restructure unions so all 
municipalities are members as per geographic but also development needs and common 
interests.  

• Link the funds allocated to municipalities from the Independent municipal fund to the 
strategic development plans they have to develop and structure the development offices 
with unions of municipalities and task them to develop the plans as a mandatory step over 
a timeline of six years. Strategic development plans should include an urban plan for the 
spatial distribution of the development plan and should be well coordinated between the 
villages of the union.   

INSTITUTIONAL STRENGTHENING  

STANDARDIZE POLICIES AND PROCEDURES 
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DESIGN CAPACITY BUILDING PROGRAMS  
The findings section of this summary elaborates on different challenges and misconceptions as 
well as capacity needs that hinder citizen engagement in the country at the municipal level, today. 
As such, the following training themes and topics are suggested, to encourage and promote a 
culture of citizen engagement in municipal affairs:  
 

TRAINING TOPIC\THEME PARTICIPANTS THAT NEED TO BE 
INCLUDED IN THIS TRAINING1 
CITIZENS  ELECTED 

MUNICIPAL 
MEMBERS 

Designing strategies, mapping resources, identifying 
priorities,  

  

Project design and funding opportunities    
Writing and developing proposals    
Outreach, communications and partnership-building    
Community engagement (tools, skills and knowledge)   
Designing engagement mechanisms and analyzing 
results  

  

Municipal Laws and the Lebanese Government Structure 
in general  

  

Teamwork: delegating tasks, skills-based division of 
tasks, organizing teams and committees, etc.  

  

Voting, elections and democracy in general (citizenship)   
 

ENHANCE RELATIONSHIP DYNAMICS INSIDE COUNCIL 
• Offer and organize team building exercises for municipal councils. Most projects seek to 

provide skills and tools to municipal councils. Whereas the real need would be the lack of 
synergy between council members, or the rise in tensions, etc.  

• The relationship and uniformity between council members and president is a major issue  

• Handing over between old and new municipalities influences knowledge and engagement 

can be one way to solve this and decrease negative influence as a broader group is involved  

ENHANCE RELATIONSHIP WITH THE COMMUNITY 
 

• Support municipal councils in designing and implementing communication tools that could 
support the council in collecting data and opinions about community priorities and needs 

• Support municipalities in assigning community roles to individuals, whose responsibility 
would be to fill the communication gap between citizens and the municipality 

• Assess the physical space in the municipality, and suggest design ideas that would make 
the building more inviting and accessible to all (kids area, complaints office in a safe space, 
signs that explain how to find what you’re looking for, etc.)  

• Planning before engagement, have a plan in place, everything falls in place. 

  
 
 

 
1 All citizens, NGOs and public servants can be included in all trainings (including scouts, youth groups, etc.) 
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PROGRAMMATIC RECOMMENDATIONS 
As donors and international organizations play a major role in shaping existing engagement 
initiatives, the below set of programmatic recommendations are targeted to them to capitalize on 
the research findings in program design. The recommendations are divided into program design 
principles that need to be respected, programmatic suggestions (activities) and some programmatic 
tips and lessons learned from the research.    

PROGRAM DESIGN PRINCIPLES:   
1. Focus on pre requisites for engagement: Confirm readiness to engagement and increase 

chances of programs success through testing the key factors that have been proven to have 

high influence on the programs and that are usually disregarded in project design. Those 

include testing the current levels of trust between the municipality and the community, the 

internal dynamics and level of agreement among the municipal council, the interest of the 

council and mayor to embark on the process (and not only receive the project), etc. Similarly, 

efforts need to be exerted to prep the community for engagement by organizing a small 

campaign explaining the importance of the process and the steps to eb covered before 

starting.  

2. Early partnership at design phase: The NGO (local, international or even donor) and the 

municipality need to collaborate in the design of the engagement process and not wait till 

the project is approved and bonded by timelines, line items and indicators that do not suit 

the local context. Those initial design meetings should aim at achieving agreement on the 

level of objectives and process of the engagement programs and not only the activities and 

outcomes of the expected project. 

3. Encourage partnerships: Fill the technical gap present by encouraging partnerships between 

municipalities and different local actors thus increasing chances of sustainability and 

success. Those might include partnerships with academia for developing local strategies, 

conducting local mapping, developing surveys etc., or partnership with media institutions to 

increase media exposure, and partnerships with Social Development Centers (SDCs) to 

engage in national development programs, etc.…   

4. Capitalize on existing resources: Several resources have been developed to help 

municipalities plan, engage, and overcome challenges, however they are not easily 

accessible, nor user friendly, and cannot be found easily. Capitalize on those resources by 

facilitating access to them.  

5. Model the behavior: the biggest influence on the local partners, from municipalities to local 

NGOs can be achieved through having them experience a successful engagement model 

with the donors and INGOs. Model the need for planning by validating the plan and objectives 

with them and engaging them in the design phase, model inclusion by exerting time and 

effort to reach all groups rather than enforcing indicators for youth, women and refugee 

participation, etc.. 

6. Celebrate engagement, give credit and exposure: Increase media exposure for successful 

initiatives to promote engagement culture, and give credit for local partners who collaborate.  

7. Focus on planning and mapping resources as a first step:  Support municipalities in 

mapping local resources (human resources, needs identification, and other) as a preluding 

step before starting engagement programs, this would increase chances of inclusivity, and 

promote a culture of setting criteria for selection. Based on the mapping, help the 

municipality develop a local strategic plan, that provides the framework for all engagement 

efforts, and clarifies the way forward, increasing the chances of sustainability and success. 

Development offices can form good partners for planning and strategy development.  
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8. Support municipal communication: Municipal communication has been proven to be at the 

core of the engagement programs, but little focus is given to supporting municipalities in 

strategic communication (not only developing platforms, but supporting the management 

of those platforms) 

9. Promote more complex levels of engagement: Most existing levels of engagement are on 

the level of informing citizens, or involving them in implementation, programs need to be 

oriented towards more complex levels of engagement like planning and partnership. The 

above suggested recommendations (focusing on prerequisites, mapping and planning) will 

help achieve this but there also needs to be a programmatic decision to shift focus.  

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES 
• Promote simple levels of engagement that are not only focused on long term structures 

(committees and shadow municipalities).  

o One example can be building on local technical knowledge (engaging village graphic 

designers in designing material for the municipality, engaging local landscape designers 

in drawing plans for the public garden, etc.) This can slowly break communication barriers 

between the municipality and the community and encourage collaboration. The technical 

experts can then be consulted by committees (teachers to support local schools in 

cultural committee and engineers to support public works committee) and later 

capitalizing on this to structure the engagement in committee membership.  

o Another example can be holding quarterly sessions facilitated by a local NGO or an 

unbiased group, between the municipality and the community to discuss together the 

decisions of the municipality and document comments and opinions from interested 

people.  

o A third example can be developing a local calendar of events for all local partners and 

NGOs to facilitate coordination and collaboration and position the municipality as an 

umbrella, slowly moving to organizing common events.  

• Develop a portal for municipal engagement combining all existing material and tools that are 

not easily accessible, the portal can include tools, procedures, experiences and cases, lessons 

learned, contextualized advice for Lebanese context and can be used to share experiences 

among municipalities. The same portal can offer institutional strengthening support for 

municipalities through sharing standard operating procedures, providing digital technical 

support and include opportunities and calls for proposals for municipalities, solving several 

challenges at the same time. The management and ownership of the portal should be 

coordinated with the Ministry of Interior and municipalities.  

• Support local communities in developing neighborhood committees that can act as the link 
between the municipality and the community. This committee would follow local values and 
principles, and fair representation to model a broader level of engagement. It can also be 
elected to help spread the culture of representation.  

• Engage political party supporters and leadership (usually acting as spoilers to engagement 
processes) in activities that help them see the value of engagement  

• Work with local schools, libraries and academic institutions to offer workshops and trainings 
about innovation in public management and how technological tools can be used for 
development. This might also include a community competition and the winner is the person 
with the best idea for citizen engagement that is adapted and contextualized in the 
community. This is to be organized with the municipality (to guarantee sustainability and 
continuity)  

• Develop and disseminate user friendly and well targeted promotion material on the definition 
of community engagement, its different types, its importance, etc. 
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• Include municipal engagement in school curricula as an act of citizenship, through 
coordination with the center for research and development (responsible for school curricula) 
to include examples and content about the topic.  

• Develop partnerships with public sector entities working with municipalities, like the AFKAR 
community dialogue working group (at OMSAR) and others.  

• Promote the concept and tools of participatory budgeting in few model municipalities as an 

ultimate level of partnership and participation.  

• Develop toolkits and training material for municipal engagement that are tailored for the 

Lebanese contexts including ideas, activities, tips, process, visuals, etc.  

• Mapping resources of the village through household survey achieves several objectives: it 

promotes trust with municipality (actually asking every household shows that it is serious in 

engagement) and then attracts non typical human resources (not the usual suspects) and 

then gives detailed picture on needs paving the way for development of strategy 

• Exchange experiences on engagement between municipalities through visits, meetings, 

documenting case studies, and the online portal  

• Develop a local competition for municipalities that engage people with support of ministry 

to promote engagement as a core success criterion for good governance.  

 
 
  


