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In this paper I outline two models of public participation. Both aim to deepen the influence of local participating citizens on decision-making processes. Given that neither model has been systematically implemented in the UK or abroad, they are best thought of hypotheses. Both represent challenges to develop systematic methods for encouraging and increasing the influence of local citizens in political decision-making processes. The rationale for each model is based on existing models of practice in the US, Switzerland and the UK. 

The Delegated Decision-Making Model of Participation
Existing research suggests that decision-makers are not likely to be influenced by the participating public if they have not paid attention to the time and planning required (Lupton, 1995 for example). The evidence suggests few local authorities have developed mechanisms for ensuring public influence (Williams, 2002​) - much participation is done in an ad hoc manner. Elsewhere I have argued that a group will not influence an authority if it does not possess resources desired by the authority, or pose a significant threat to the authority or constitute a significant voting group (Williams, 2002). Participating citizens commonly lack significant resources allowing them to influence the outcome of discussions. Citizens tend to influence decisions only where decision-makers take a citizen-centred approach to project or policy development.

Against this context, I delineate a ‘delegated decision-making’ [DDM] model that organisations can use to enable local people to influence decisions. The model is based on an acceptance of the notion that the elected government and local authorities have the unique right to set agendas and decide policy matters on behalf of the public. However, they should also seek to give the participating public a role in decision-making. They should do this by delegating certain decisions within otherwise pre-defined agendas to citizen target groups (a particular community of citizens) [CTG].  This is a political philosophy similar to that of civic republicanism where citizenship is seen as a duty to participate and share in the government of the city. In choosing to whom to delegate a decision, the authority would have to provide criteria upon which groups were to be selected. They might for example choose to focus on those groups who were most likely to be affected by the decision. Councillors might oppose such a move on the basis that, as representatives of all the community, they should decide the content of the decision. On the other hand, Councillors can be seen as having been mandated by the community to act in the community’s best interests. Councillors may justly perceive that the delegation of particular decisions to particular groups is in the community’s best interest. Applied across the whole community delegated decision-making can give members of the community more control over their immediate environments.

Providing that political authority is secured, each decision delegated would be accompanied by a number of decision options – all of which would be feasible and politically acceptable. Lister (1997) faults civic republican models for neglecting the issue of whether people have the ability to participate. Under the DDM model, the authority would ensure that everyone covered by the CTG was enabled to participate, rather than leaving it to the already active to represent the group. If this would not be possible then the authority should not claim to be involving the CTG identified. Either way, at this point the authority will have to take into account the characteristics of the group, the nature of the issue and the time scale when working out the most appropriate model of participation. Authorities may not have the resources to involve larger groups. In the current climate, the authority might be better off involving smaller sized groups, for example, people living in a residential home with regard to decisions about the home. 

A mechanism that affords equality to citizens in determining the outcome of the CTG’s decision would be identified before participation. The mechanism would be managed by the CTG or by an organisation that was independent of the delegating authority and that did not have a personal stake in the outcome. These measures would prevent the host authority from monopolising the discussions that constituted the decision-making process, and would prevent the local authority from controlling how older people were able to voice their concerns. Authorities often select and publicise those viewpoints that are supportive of their agendas. The result is to discourage the participation of those with alternative viewpoints and encourage those with supporting ones. 

Existing research does not offer much guidance on the extent to which the DDM model is practised in the UK or elsewhere. The lack of a rigorous methodology for investigating influence means findings fail to specify whether the decision influenced had been delegated previously. For example, Fitzpatrick et al. (2000, p.499) reported that discussions held with young people in Manchester over plans for a youth centre led to a change in the location of a sports hall and library within the centre. However, the authors did not make clear whether those conducting the consultation had delegated these decisions beforehand. Cormie (1999, p.30) reported on the Fife Healthcare Trust consulting an older people's panel over the design of a questionnaire. The Trust rewrote the questionnaire to the satisfaction of the panel's comments. While influence took place, the author did not make clear whether the trust had explicitly identified what they were prepared to change about the questionnaire before the consultation. 

The literature contains no examples of authorities taking an institutionalised approach to the DDM model. Arguably, the devolution of housing management responsibilities in the UK from local authorities to tenant groups gets close to this. According to Turnstall (2001, p.2499) local authorities have been able to devolve housing management decision-making and budgets to tenant management organisations [TMOs] since 1975. ‘TMOs are legally constituted organisations, intended to institute a high level of devolution and resident participation in housing management’ (p.2500). Each TMO has a board that is elected by tenants, and in this aspect it departs from the DDM model, which does not use elected representatives. The board takes responsibility for directing and managing day-to-day tasks such as repairs, tenancy and empty home management, caretakers, concierges and street sweeping. Some TMOs have all resident boards and employ their own staff. These are called tenant management co-operatives [TMCs]. Another type, estate management boards [EMBs], have resident-majority boards and use staff seconded from the local authority. By the beginning of 1998 there were 169 TMOs managing somewhere between 100 and 1000 homes in the UK (Turnstall, 2001). Interestingly, research suggests that local authority indifference or opposition often caused impediments to the implementation of board decisions (p.2505). This suggests that the implementation stage of the DDM model may not always run smoothly, but then, this is a characteristic of most implementation processes.

In sum, the literature on existing practise suggests that current participation comprises some elements of the DDM model. However, there is little evidence to suggest authorities have explicit policies for delegating decision-making. It is suggested here that the institutionalisation of the DDM model should be used as a model of good practice for authorities looking to increase the influence of participating citizens on decision-making processes. Implementation of the DDM model could be the next step for central government and local organisations in the path towards citizen-centred planning processes. Authorities have already been urged to develop practices similar to the DDM model. Guidance on drawing up long-term care charters states 'For users to have faith in the charter it will be important to make clear how they can influence the content of the charter and how this relates to operational policy' (DETR, 1999: para.10.3). 'Enabling the electorate to determine or influence policy on a specific issue' where the authority is, 'handing over a decision or influence to those affected' is identified as a legitimate option for local authorities (DETR, 1998b: para.4.11). Use of the DDM model could be the key to local authorities meeting the challenge laid down by central government to 'develop a capacity to lead without insisting on control' (DETR, 1998a: para.7.2). The DDM model could be used to involve a range of stakeholders and would allow organisations to overcome two commonly reported drawbacks of participation: the retardation of the policy process and the raising of unrealistic expectations (Lowndes et al., 2001). Furthermore it would give local people the feeling that they had influenced government decision-making; and it would allow local agencies to show central government that they had responded to local people.

The DDM model could be used as part of a strategy to allow citizens to take more decisions. This relates to Hirst’s (1993, p.117) vision of associationalism, that is to 'decentralise and devolve as much of the affairs of society as possible to publicly funded but voluntary and self-governing associations.' The state would move away from providing services to regulating service providers. It would ensure that standards of provision were met, and that the internal governance of service providers were consistent with democratic norms (Hirst, 1993).

Local Participatory Government

The DDM model might be criticised as wishful thinking. Sceptics might argue that any application of DDM would be short-lived as politicians and bureaucrats would soon drift back into excluding the participating public from decision-making, especially under a regime that was less sympathetic to public participation. Public participation has been conceptualised and practised under New Labour to assert the authority of the liberal democratic state and its attendant political inequalities (Williams, 2002). The government decides which groups can participate in which forums and hence who has an opportunity to influence (Smith et al., 1993, p.224). Under the DDM model, the state or local decision-makers would define the content, range and focus of the influence. The range of available choice might not contain the option desired. Local people might find themselves in a position of choosing, and legitimising the lesser of two evils. The interests of local people might be recognised by the state only to the extent that they are 'aggregated and absorbed into the general order of' political and/or bureaucratic priorities (Gyford, 1986, p.129). 

Local authorities might publicise local people either ‘understanding’ why an authority ‘has’ to take a decision, or local people influencing one aspect of an otherwise unalterable decision, as local people supporting the policy direction in its totality. Underpinning this perspective, is that where participating citizens do not constitute a significant voting group, do not hold significant resources, and do not pose a threat to its projects or itself, they are unlikely to influence the state.

A radical response to this critique would be to institute a form of participation as government rather than participation as dialogue with government. This would draw from the radical democratic tradition, in attempting to dissolve the formal distinction between politicians and citizens, and allowing all citizens the right to sanction and make policy. That is, citizens would be empowered to initiate and influence the development of policy through affording them formal decision-making powers. This model of participation would have parallels with Barber's (1999) civic republican model whereby civil society is conceptualised as a third domain in addition to the state and the market, where citizens explore common ground and pursue common relations using democratic criteria. This option I call local participatory government [LPG]. This model is designed to promote deliberation between citizens and in so doing promote cross understanding and empathy. Set within the context of a representative democratic centralised state, LPG is based on the perspective developed in this research that increased participation will not lead to influence, when the bases from which participants negotiate remain unequal. The bases must be changed. Deliberative democracy has become an increasingly talked about idea in recent times, and is finding its way into the literature on public participation in Britain (Barnes, 1999; 2001). Barnes (1999, p.68) notes that 'A commitment to deliberation is based on a recognition that there are different value positions affecting public policy-making which need to be resolved through dialogue rather than by the exercise of power'. However apparent consensus can hide inequalities in participation (Heritage, 1997, p.176). Reasoned debate begs the question whose reason? (see Bohman, 1996, p.17). Conversation is always guided according to one or a number of particular viewpoints on what constitutes reason (Bachrach and Baratz, 1962, p.949; Gumperz and Cook-Gumperz, 1982, p.150). In this research, it was shown that the guiding reason was often that of the local authority or person speaking to the item. No deliberation can guarantee the agreement of all those affected by an issue. For these reasons deliberative forms of decision-making can only be democratic if all partners have an equal stake in deciding the outcome. Therefore, the LPG model eradicates, at the local level, the political inequality between political non-representatives and representatives. It does this by ensuring that:

· All citizens can articulate and define possible policies.

· All citizens have a formal vote in determining which policies should be    

sanctioned.

Up to this point LGP is similar to two existing models of democracy in the United States and Switzerland (Budge, 1996). The crucial difference is that in these two models a version of LPG complements rather than displaces representative political institutions. In the United States, it is possible for citizens in twenty-four federal states to ballot the population on constitutional and/or legislative initiatives, providing they are able to collect a stated number of supporting signatures beforehand. In Switzerland, the institution of ‘popular initiatives’ allows citizens to ballot the country on initiatives for constitutional change. Budge has cited Cronin (1989) in arguing that the advantages of the American system were promoting debate on issues often ignored by political parties and in increasing the responsiveness of political parties to the public’s concerns. In both the US and Switzerland, commentators have argued that the systems have allowed less well-organised interests to influence political agendas (Budge, 1996; Donovan and Bowler, 1998). However initiatives in both systems were dominated by the better educated. In the US, an ‘initiative industry’ has emerged, providing business interests with an effective means of collecting the necessary number of signatures and getting their issues on to the political agenda. Furthermore, studies from the US suggest that the public are badly informed when it comes to making a decision on the ballot – although no less so than in party political elections (Budge, 1996). It was also reported that policy initiatives, in contrast with policy drawn up by the legislature, is characterised by less deliberation. However, the author was referring principally to deliberation between political representatives rather than that taking place between the citizenry (Gerber, 2000). 

If the US system were characterised by less deliberation between citizens then a possible reason would be that the US system requires only a simple majority of those who vote to pass an initiative. The LPG system proposed here, in order to promote cross-community dialogue would require local policies to receive the support of a significant majority (perhaps somewhere around 70%) of eligible voters (rather than of actual voters). This would counteract the tendency under local representative government for politicians to take into account only significant voter groups, or other powerful interests. Compared to the current system, those looking to implement policies would need to engage the support of a larger portion of the electorate. Where they found that some members of the community had different agendas they would be forced into making concessions either through altering the policy they were proposing or accommodating alternative policies. This would not necessarily lead towards a homogenisation of opinion. The processes of deliberation and compromise may serve to accentuate differences (Goodin, 1996; Pratchett, 1999). However, individuals and groups, driven by a selfish desire to further their own interests would be motivated to engage and deliberate with, understand and to some extent act in the wider interests of the community. The LPG model would contrast with the current liberal representative system of democracy where individuals seeking to further their interests battle each other to impose their views on the state or local authority (Parekh, 1993). 

LPG would require an institution or institutions that would provide access to processes of policy formulation, deliberation and sanctioning. These institutions would offer access to information, venues for discussion and office, administrative and legal resources. Mosse (1995, p.144) argues that participatory institutions are, 'constituted, negotiated and challenged in the context of existing structures of power'. There are likely to be individuals who by way of their relative poverty in spheres of life such as education, income and status find themselves effectively barred from participating. Experience of direct democracy initiatives in the US has shown that it tends to be the better educated and informed who get involved (Budge, 1996). Under the LPG model, it would be vitally important that the participation of all sectors of society be enabled. This would include initiatives to remove age and ageism-related barriers. The institutions responsible for removing barriers should develop a continuing internal critique of their policies on ensuring basic standards of access. The institutions would also need to organise the procedure through which local communities voted for a proposal.

Other questions would have to be addressed. Under LPG, central government would allow local people to act independently of the government’s interests. However, if the central state would not also be transformed by the participatory ideal, then how would it relate to LPG? To what extent for example could LPGs deal with matters concerning monetary policy, taxation, redistributive and welfare measures, the workplace, industry, schools and hospitals? One possibility would be for central government to fund LPGs. Each LPG would focus on what it could add to what central government provides. Where an LPG could not reach a consensus, the money would go back to central government. Communities would be motivated to engage each other in dialogue, to create a consensus around proposals allowing the community to access the funding. This would be more likely if other communities were proven to have benefited from having arrived at a consensus.

Under LPG, once local people had decided on a policy, the policy would need to be implemented. A locally elected executive or civil servants could do this. Alternatively, details for implementation might be included in the policy itself.

Participatory democracy has often been criticised. It is often argued that people do not have the inclination or ability to participate in government (Holden, 1993). However under the model outlined, where there is a lack of interest then either no policy would be implemented and the status quo would prevail; or the state would take the decision. A lack of interest would not be a problem. Secondly, there are many contemporary examples of people engaging in participatory activity that makes a lie of this notion (see Switzerland, Italy and some US states in Budge, 1996). The amount of work expended by people involved in local political, voluntary and civil society also suggests otherwise. Furthermore, the current lack of interest in initiatives that go under the name of participatory democracy can be explained by the lack of power afforded to participants. The participatory system proposed here would offer people formal rights to determine public policies. A second critique is that participatory government would lead to the rule of activists (Holden, 1993). This applies to any system of rule. Some might retort that under representative democracy the activists are representative and under a participatory system they are not. This critique rests on the idea that participatory government means giving exclusive policy-making rights to a band of self-selecting citizens. However, the system offered here extends the right to make and sanction policy to all citizens.

Local participatory government would draw resources away from the state, reducing its effectiveness in promoting national economic growth. Abrahamson (1977, p.208) a staunch advocate of participatory democracy defines the dilemma, 'It is hard to deny that centralization, concentration of resources, increasing expert functions… very often lead to gains in efficiency'. However, the ethos behind participatory democracy is to ask 'whose efficiency' or if we are to consider that efficiency always presupposes an outcome 'whose outcome'? Centralised decision-making is efficient precisely because it subordinates the will of others and incorporates them into its projects. 'Strong government' is what happens when a government has enough power to insert everyone and everything into its agenda, regardless of what others feel (Marr, 1995, p.16).

It is arguably the case that within the UK many people value living in a relatively wealthy and powerful country, both of which are the consequences of a centralisation of power and a number of government impositions. Ascending the ranks of hierarchical organisations is also valued. For this reason, the values of participatory democracy and political equality are often held in abeyance in day-to-day living. Nevertheless, support for them continues to bubble under the dominant discourses of our age. The following comment was made by the Secretary of State for Scotland (Reid, 2000):

Anyone who thinks that the state in itself can solve all problems or that the state enshrines all compassion, all goodness falls into error.  What we have to try and do is to use the state to enable individuals and groups in what we could call civil society to accomplish an element of their own liberation and their own advancement because the state does not know the best ways of doing everything. And people in localities and communities and groups very often understand their own problems better, they can think up their own solutions more appropriately and tailor made to themselves so the state should be, wherever possible, an enabler.

With enough support and will power, the values of participatory democracy, inherent in this politician's statement, could be used to inform real change.

Email comments to ed@vanguardonline.f9.co.uk
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