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Public Participation in Europe

Launch Event at Young Foundation 24 April 2009

Presentation of Public Participation in Europe Report
PowerPoint presentation can be downloaded here: http://www.participationinstitute.org/wp-content/media/Presentation_EIPP_Young_Foundation.pdf 

Key issues raised by participants in plenary sessions

· Is the bulldozer an appropriate metaphor for public participation today?
· Individualism v collectivism – are we listening to individual voices or to those of groups? NGOs have an important role to play in presenting collective views (but beware of "Astroturf" lobbyists masquerading as grass-roots organisations). Individuals often have difficulty making their voices heard – public bodies are often impenetrable and citizens sometimes lack the knowledge and skills to be able to access the right people and articulate their points. Individuals' participation is less sustainable than the NGO’s participation since NGOs have greater capacity to follow up.
· Sector issues – different participatory approaches are required for different contexts. It would be useful to learn from long standing experiences with participation such as urban planning etc.

· Relationship between representative democracy and participatory/deliberative activities – democratically elected representatives may feel threatened by participative actions. MPs are trained to be assertive and have solutions, not to listen to people. Do we need a new model of governance that incorporates both representative and participative elements?

· Are citizens willing to get involved? Some doubt was expressed about both their willingness and capacity. Evaluation should include a measure of how many new participants have been attracted (if that was an objective of the participatory activity).

· Don't ignore the "usual suspects". Citizens who are experienced in participating in decision-making can provide deep insights (eg Youth Parliament).

· Who is the sponsor? Where is EIPP's main focus – on publicly-sponsored participation (eg participatory budgeting), on privately-sponsored participation (eg Bertelsmann Foundation), on NGO-sponsored activity (eg Countryside Alliance) or spontaneous protest (eg G20)? All of these, but primarily the first. What is important is to look at the impact of a process: when it is privately-sponsored the impact may be more limited towards the public sphere, not to the decision-makers, but this depends on the constitutional framework

· Choice of methods v application of methods – evaluation should make a clear distinction between these.

· Deployment of MSc students to evaluate participation
· Who controls the agenda – who decides the issues on which citizens can participate and how?

· New European perspective – some of the most innovative participation activities are coming from new Europe (eg Estonia); also look at the new transnational processes of public participation launched by the EU.
· International comparisons - useful for highlighting key issues/parameters as well as making direct connections

· Transferring young people’s interests – young people may get all fired up about a specific issue, but it does not transfer into more widely-based participation. 
· Question of sincerity – children might be against human rights but the Children's Rights Alliance has to represent the human rights of children: how to involve the children then?

· Less but better participation is required – we should know when exactly a deliberative process of public participation is needed and worthwhile and concentrate on a few processes – and consider the trade-offs.

· Evaluation requires transparency and a safe environment for learning to take place.
Key issues raised by participants in NGOs sub-group

· Accountability of NGOs to their members. Participatory methods could improve accountability.

· Relationship between the participation of NGOs and citizens. NGOs mediate a set of interests but are not “representative” of the their members; NGOs often have a vision and strategies for a sustainable policy; they do follow up issues in a way that citizen do/can not – what is the best way to include the third sector in public participation? The group agreed that this is a unresolved issue and requires greater attention. Does the participation of NGO require the participation of their members? How do we evaluate the organisation of e.g. letter campaigns by NGO which are effectively carried out by individuals? What effects do such campaigns have on the credibility and effectiveness (regarding policy change) of citizen participation (half the contributions are discarded, because they used the arguments by Friends of the Earth and Greenpeace). This is particularly relevant for umbrella NGOs which do not directly represent certain groups even if they advocate their interests (eg where children were not interested in children's rights and the NGO lobbied for their recognition).
· The goal of a participatory process has to be clear. The aim influences the roles of citizens and NGOs in public participation.
· The role of power and "knowing everything" in the careers of high ranking politicians. This affects their willingness to take the outcomes of participatory processes into account. The suspicion was that the strong focus on individual leadership and responsibility makes it very hard for politicians to accept the outcomes of participatory processes. This might reduce the impact participation could have when only the position of the administration would be taken into account, where there is more openness to such innovations.
· Participation as a smokescreen. Participation may be used to legitimise decisions more broadly, but without taking the views of citizens and/or NGO actually into account.

Key issues raised by participants in Local Government sub-group

· Seldom heard voices – important to involve them in commissioning and evaluating patient experience.
· Guide on evaluating involvement – soon to be published by NHS Centre for Involvement. 
· Participation/consultation fatigue – citizens soon get weary of: not having their voices acted on (or at least no feedback); only having a say on minor issues; use of same old techniques (questionnaire and flipcharts).
· Need for methods toolkit (or "step-by-step guide") – similar to PeopleandParticipation.net but taken to the next level to include the techniques that can be used within each of the broad methodologies.
· Member engagement – elected members are sceptical about and unused/unskilled in public participation.
· Problem of coordination – even in one council there is so much participatory activity going on it is difficult to coordinate it all and ensure initiatives do not compete or provide conflicting messages.
· How does the individual engage with local government? – needs a wiring diagram of council and education/training of citizen to be able to access right people.
· Culture/skills issues – there needs to be a culture change and skills development amongst both elected members and officers (examples of councillors shouting down citizens at public meetings).
· Balance between participation and professional expertise – deliberative processes needed so that citizens become fully informed about the issue and can make informed decisions (example of skate-park requested by citizens against the advice of planning and health and safety professionals – burned down within 2 weeks).
· Web technology – provides opportunities (easier to get people's views – eg Twitter) and challenges (young people expect to provide views and opinions on everything at the touch of an i-Phone).
· Participatory Budgeting – challenges are to get people to understand you don't get all the benefits in day 1, that it should be about mainstream services and not just peripheral activities, allowing citizens to decide what issues they participate on (is it the park or the colour of the railings?) and getting councillors to open up decision-making to citizens.
· Key measures of success – need for local government to agree some key measures of success for participation, but there is a risk these will become league tables and be used as weapons by central government.

Key issues raised by participants in National Government sub-group

· Online is not the same as offline. Politicians can fall into the trap of thinking that online consultation etc is just a convenient way of doing the same thing as offline – face to face. Cost and the potential for high numbers are part of online’s appeal.
· Politicians want quick and easy wins. They think that all they have to do is express their support for a process and the job is done. Then in come 3000 responses and they are not prepared for the level of work that responding requires. This kind of work does not fit the 19th century model of parliamentary life that is still extant. What can we expect politicians to do?

· Can we turn this into numbers? Well no. Politicians, again, would like to quantify because it seems like a quick way to summarise or generalise. But in participation, the deliberative process is not compatible with quantification.
· Experimenting with participation approaches? Have a look at http://debategraph.org/ 

· Government departments are not uniform. Communities and Local Government is different from Health is different from Department of Work and Pensions. And no department is going to cede its approach to another.
· Target. Senior civil servants are the people to influence, as they may have the ear of ministers and they can influence practice. They need to see participation for what it is and can be, and not simply accept second-hand characterisations of it.
· In health, the principle of choice hijacks that of involvement. Encouraging patients’ choice of services for themselves is tending to outweigh citizens’ (the public’s) thinking on policy for how resources should be allocated and services provided across community interests.
· Tom Watson in the Cabinet Office has a pivotal role in Digital Media.
· What kind of democracy are we trying to promote? This must be a feature of the design of participatory processes and therefore of evaluation.
· What is the structure of accountability? Even though there may be a participative process, there will be one person who will be held responsible. So they have a very important relationship to the participation methodology.
· Participation as fire fighting on disenchantment. It is used when there are tricky issues or tricky discussions to be had. It can be a method of diverting.
· E-participation is a business discussion. Or at least tends that way. It’s a method of access to information, services, etc rather than a forum for policy making or consultative exchange and certainly not deliberation. In the same way it’s more an individual connection with government, reflecting individual interests rather than a collective engagement in which public good outweighs private need (see also choice versus policy above).
Next Steps

· Public Participation in Europe – full report will be available on www.participationinstitute.org by end of May. Executive summary can be downloaded here: http://www.participationinstitute.org/wp-content/media/EIPP%20Short%20report%2023%204%2009.pdf 
· Feedback – participants are invited to provide feedback on the event and on the report at www.participationinstitute.org  
· Individual follow-up – EIPP members will follow up with participants individually to discuss their particular areas of interest.
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