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Introduction 

As Public Participation (PP) has been increasingly prioritized at the core of many Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) legislations worldwide, there is growing interest in the dynamics and efficacy of pp as it becomes a social expectation. However, the literature on limitations of public participation is extensive (Wolfgang and Rasid, 2002). There is no consensus on the methodology for achieving PP (O'Faircheallaigh, 2010; Kert Rault 2009; Diduck et al. 2007), and it is open to a number of different interpretations. At one level it is considered as a flexible, adaptative process and social learning exercise (Kert Rault and Jeffrey, 2008; Collins and Ison 2006, Sinclair and Diduck 2001; Webler et al., 1995).  At another, it is considered as a normative approach inspired by Arnstein’ ladder of citizen participation (Arnstein, 1969). The ladder depicts participation as essentially a linear process and hierarchical involvement, and fails to capture the dynamic and evolutionary nature of user involvement (Collins and Ison 2006). Yet in spite of, or perhaps because of, the latitude of interpretation, the need for PP in EIA is universally accepted. Despite the plethora of criticisms from scholars and experts, in Cameroon, like in many EIA jurisdictions around the globe, Arnstein’s ladder of citizen engagement explicitly remains at the core of approach to participation. While recognizing that PP is contested ground, this ongoing research is focusing on public hearings which are the most common method of citizen involvement mentioned in EIA literature (Chavez and Bernal 2008; Nadeem and Hameed, 2008; Diduck et al., 2007; Heather and Koontz, 2004; Baker and McLelland 2003; Wolfgang and Rasid, 2002; Palerm, 1999; Richardson et al., 1998). Criticisms of public hearings are worldwide and based on legal problems, administrative problems and communication hurdles. A paradigm shift beyond the Arnstein’s ladder needs to be based on a sound understanding of current PP practices, decision-making culture, socio-cultural settings, institutional and organizational framings and stakeholders. Since the inception of formal EIA legislation in 2005, no thorough study has been carried out on public participation and public hearings in EIA.  It can therefore be argued that there is a need for more such studies to reflect on our five years of PP practices.

This work seeks to highlight the current situation concerning the practice of public hearings during Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) for energy sector projects in Cameroon. Specifically, the study is focusing on gap in public hearing law, gender bias in public hearing practices, communication hurdles and literacy. We are doing this by comparing ten case studies from energy sector (oil, gas and hydroelectric). The next step of this work will investigate whether decisions emerging from participatory processes have the capacity to enhance public trust in the EIA decision-making process; it will also identify and prioritize the factors that make stakeholder participation lead to stronger and more durable decisions in different contexts, and will compare participatory processes in different socio-cultural and biophysical contexts in Cameroon.  

We are focusing on energy sector projects for two reasons: (i) at the present time, the Government of Cameroon has committed to accelerate development of oil, gas, hydraulic and mineral resources. A large number of large infrastructure projects in energy sector are therefore going on. This enables us to look at actors at different levels and socio-cultural settings; (ii) energy (oil) shortage and availability of sufficient and reliable electricity is a general problem in Cameroon, and could entice people to take part in participative initiatives aim at constructing and solving energy problems. 
An overview of our legal context of public participation 

The principal regulatory frameworks that lay down EIA in Cameroon are the law N°96/12 of 5th August 1996 bearing the Framework law relating to the management of the environment in Cameroon, the Decree N0. 2005/0577/PM of February 23, 2005 which formally launched Cameroon EIA procedure and the Order N0.0069/MINEP of March 2005 prescribing the different categories of projects that would necessitate an EIA.  
The law N°96/12 of 5th August 1996 gives overall provisions for publication participation, it stipulates that the rational management of the environment and of the national resources in Cameroon must obey a certain number of fundamental principles, among which the principle of participation. This law also lays out in its article 72 that “the participation of the populations in the management of the environment must be encouraged, particularly through: free access to environmental information. 


Public hearing aims at advertising the study, recording possible oppositions to the project and enabling the population to give their say on the findings of the study. This event takes is funded by the project proponent and implemented by the Ministry for the Environment and the Protection of Nature. Public hearing takes place after the EIA report is submitted to Ministry for the Environment and the Protection of Nature, that is, during the report review. For the good organization of any public hearing event and in accordance with the provisions of the Decree N0.2005/0577/PM of February 23, 2005, the Minister for the Environment and the Protection of Nature creates an ad-hoc committee. Public hearing events consist of pre-information activities (information through written press, radio communiqués, television, and banners), and organization the public hearings which generally proceed in reading rooms.

Methodology 

To investigate public hearing practices in Cameroon, we are collecting data from two principal sources: 

Step 1: content analysis----- ten most recent (in the past 05 years) public hearing reports were selected from energy sector projects and analyzed for their content and context (Steinemann, 2001).

Step 2: context analysis. To gain additional information beyond documents, we are holding personal interviews with civil servants, interests groups (NGO or community based organizations) taken part of public hearings or been part of the government concerned with EIA regulation and implementation at any level where EIA has been part of his/her work; Cameroonian development partners involved in EIA are also interviewing; Anonymity and confidentiality are measures provided to improve the quality of the results.

 We have already interviewed fifteen stakeholders (01 financial development partner, 05 EIA administrators, 05 NGOs, 04 EIA consulting firms). We also held on December 13, 2011 a focus group discussion with a multi-stakeholder group. These stakeholders (parliamentarians, civil servants, academia, NGOs, private sector) work on energy and environmental issues in Cameroon and are members of a national platform for energy sector actors. Discussion was based on public hearings.  

Data analysis: we are analyzing data, regarding their correspondence to the criticisms of public hearings (legal problems: timing/duration/publicity of the event; administrative problems: organization of the public hearings; facilitation techniques; representation problems) and local challenges (gender bias; communication hurdles: working documents/written comments/opinions in the register).
Public hearing reports reviewed (2006-2010): Matanda Block; Iroko Block; 2D seismic Bomono; Offshore block Etinde; HFO Logbaba; 2D seismic Ndian; Forage Njonji; Dibamba power; Bojongo; Lom Pangar dam project; Audit Bomana. 
Key preliminary findings up-to-date 

· Duration of public hearings varies (4-14 days); why? Duration depends on the potential level of controversy, and on the magnitude or intensity of the impact; variation implies negotiation?
· Citizens lack formal means to comment on reports, they lack basic reading skills, lack ability to understand technical content/Comments/observations are general and lack specific technical evidence; number of observations versus participants varies from 7,7 to 37,1 % hearings seem to attract those who are educated); 

· Language is another constraint (06 reports unveil this constraint and it is raised at Kribi, Mouanko, Block Etinde,  Matanda block, Yoyo Mining concession and the Tilapia exploration Block offshore, Bomono permit area, etc.);  
· It seems as the decision-makers, the expert typically do not attend public hearings?  
· Gender bias: 4% - 29% ;  

· Public hearing occurs too late in the EIA process as opposed to what occurs in the United States/ It is logical that the hearing be different in developing countries given the specific challenges such countries face (securing the basic necessities of life commands immediate attention). 
· The hearing also seemed to be an administrative formality/satisfy regulatory requirements rather than to facilitate meaningful public input? 
· It seems as the hearings themselves did not make significant, direct impacts on the EIA report content?
· In some areas distance is a factor and transportation costs are high (e.g. Pouma-Sakbayemé) 

· Disputes between MINEP regional delegates and divisional delegates?
· MINEP officials facilitating the public hearings do not always maintain neutrality. MINEP employees in some cases tended to emphasize how the EIA process worked, without stating their side on the case. 
· Public hearings techniques tend be ineffective.  
Preliminary suggestions to be considered 
· Pre-info more earlier/ pre-information one month ahead will better prepare the population. Public hearing needs to be announced at least one (1) month in advance. For at least 30 days before the hearing, the EIA document must be available to the local populations;/decentralization of hearings at the divisional level should be considered; 
· Public hearings shouldn’t be facilitated by “independent”, neutral and impartial parties? 
· Increased application of interactive mechanisms may be beneficial- Public hearings should be interactive workshops and  no just reading rooms;  
· It will be great to organize specific focus groups for women + specific education  programs, up to date, their voice is less voiced in public hearing processes;  

· EIA reports should not only be widely available but also translated into indigenous languages with simple explanations and illustrations (video etc.), radio program in indigenous languages ; 
· Developing a public participation  plan which goes beyond public meetings and public hearings should be mandatory and considered in the ToRs of any EIA;
· EIA reports need to be written both in English and French? See (“circulaire” on bilingualism in Cameroon) 
·  An amendment to the current regulation to include the above mentioned suggestions is required; 
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