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INTRODUCTION 
As more and more people become aware of the inefficiency 

and injustice of being ruled by remote bureaucracies, they are 
demanding more of a say in their decisions that affect their lives. 
Thus, participatory democracy is moving from being a mere 
ideal to something that citizens and communities are beginning 
to demand and are seeking to implement in practice. As this 
occurs, there is more of a need for useful ideas and successful , 
experiences that people can assimilate and apply to their own sit
uations. This article offers a modest introduction to a few of 
these ... 

Experience in participatory democracy - or shared decision
making, as it is sometimes known - is developing in three broad 
areas: collaborative planning, consensus-building, and negotia
tion. Each involves, as a starting-point, different levels of agree
ment on goals and analysis. Citizens engaged in collaborative 
planning already have at least some agreement on goals and 
analysis. Those engaged in consensus-building are trying to 
achieve that. When different interest and stakeholder groups are 
involved in negotiation, this usually reflects a desire to work out 
a mutually satisfactory accommodation of one another's needs 
without necessarily coming to agreement on goals and analysis. 
The three categories - which will be our headings for the rest of 
the article - are not mutually exclusive. Each involves elements 
of the other. 

COLLABORATIVE 
PLANNING 

Jackie Wolfe of the University of Guelph defines planning as 
"a way for a community to determine how it can use and devel
op its available resources in order to get where it would like to be 
in the future." Good planning involves a four-stage process. The 
following is a description of how a community might wish to 
begin to plan for its future. 

The first stage of community planning involves setting goals 
(this often goes hand in hand with identifying problems). To 
plan well, a community has to get clear on what its goals are. 
There are a number of ways to do this (see, for example of the 
search conference in the next section). Identifying community# 
goals involves not only finding areas of consensus, but also iden
tifying where peop)e's values conflict. All goals are based on 
preferences, and it is important to bring these out into the open. 

The second stage in planning is to gather information. Goals 
are one thing, but to plan one has to have information - about the 
local environment, about what its resources are, about the econ
omy, about the people, and their needs and skills. What kind of 
information one wants will depend on what one is planning for, 
and with what value orientation. A variety of sources can be 
used: surveys, key informant interviews, government documents 
and statistics, and field observation. 

The third stage is the one where, armed with goals and infor
mation, a community begins to consider how to put together a 
vision of what it wants to achieve, and a plan that embodies that 
vision. It could be a watershed plan, a resource management 
plan, a recreation plan, a land use plan, a community economic 
development plan, or a plan for the preservation of natural or 
cultural heritage. 

Once a community has a plan - a vision of where it wants to 
go - tl1en it can formulate specific strategies. Depending on the 
type of plan, these might involve conservation or harvesting 
techniques, community economic development strategies, spe
cific zoning measures, use of environmental assessments, estab
lishment of land trusts, or fundraising proposals. 

An important thing to remember is that the four stages have to 
operate in a continuous cycle. The results of action have to be 
monitored according to previously agreed upon criteria, so that 
one can measure whether one is making progress towards one's 
objectives. Experience may lead a community to modify its 
plans and strategies. After completing stage 2 (information-gath
ering), a community may decide it wants to go back and modify 
its goals. 

CONSENSUS BUILDING 
One useful technique for consensus-building is the "search 

conference" . It usually ,requires a minimum of two days to run, 

and is conducted in a relatively isolated setting so that people can 
focus on the work at hand. It's a five stage process. The first 
stage involves identifying past trends ("what's been happening 
to your community over the last number of decades?"). The sec
ond stage tries to illuminate where these trends will lead if left 
unchecked ("where will we likely be in 10-20 years?"). The third 
stage focuses on vision ("where would we like to be in 10-20 
years?"). The fourth stage focuses on opportunities and obsta
cles ("what obstacles stand in the way of our achieving our 
objectives, and what opportunities are pulling in the same direc
tion?"). The fifth stage focuses on specific action steps that those 
in attendance can take. The search conference, by enabling 
everyone to go through a common intellectual process, is very 
effective in forging consensus. 

Othenools which have been used to build consensus (include 
"community soundings', "community forums", "local round 
tables", "city circles", and "kitchen meetings". Community 
soundings were developed by an organization in Ontario and are 
designed primarily for rural communities. They involve holding 
a community meeting and potluck structured around the follow
ing questions:. what do you like about your community? what 
don't you like about your community? is there anything that you 
consider sacred in your community? what would you be willing 
to do to protect it? These sessions are usually chaired by an 
experienced facilitator. 

Community forums have been established in Ontario commu
nities like Elora to help develop consensus on planning issues, 
and to begin to chart a community vision. Local round tables, 
usually convened to deal with sustainability issues, ha':7 0£ 
experimented with in a variety of jurisdictions and ary usually 
comprised of representatives from various "stakehol~ r' groups. 
A number of publications are available to help f ommunities 

. th ( wantmg to set em up. , 

In Vancouver, the city - in seeking to devel~f,~n official plan 
- is experimenting with discussion groups called "city circles". 
The circles have been criticized, however. ft>r ignoring existino
community organizations and concern ~ been expressed as t~ 
whether the "input" received will be implemented. 

Finally, in Huron County (Ontari_o), ilie local Federation of 
Agriculture collaborated with the Planning Department to hold 
"kitchen meetings" where all the people in a given rural conces
sion meet in a neighbour's kitchen' •o discuss issues related to 
changing the official plan. This was s :netimes combined with 
listening to an audio tape that simulated Yanu'.!"& planning cl31'-' rP,4 
mas (computer gam-.'..s are also now available that do rtle 1same 
tiling). 

NEGOTIATION 
Where different stakeholders and interest groups are at log

gerheads, communities must resort to negotiation techniques. 
Groups are unlikely to go to the table if they think they're in a 
position of sufficient strength to enforce their will on ilieir own. 
Negotiation is usually the next best alternative. Groups have to 
have confidence in the facilitator and in the process, or else it 
will be seen as a waste of time. 

Our jurisdiction where negotiated settlements are being tried 
on a major scale is British Columbia. In 1991, a Commission of 
Resources and Environment (CORE) was established to deal 
with long-simmering resource conflicts in rural B .C. Its 
approach is to bring all the major stakeholder groups to the table 
where they can negotiate a land use plan for their respective 
regions. Some groups are concerned that logging of old growth 
forests will continue while the negotiation are underway, and 
that there may not be much left to save by the time the process 
grinds to a conclusion. Another concern lies with giving power 
to a few group representatives at the table to make all the deci
sions for their constituencies. Also, how do you weight repre
sentation? Is a multinational timber conglomerate entitled to ilie 
same clout as local residents? What is the proper balance 
between the 'stakeholder ' principle - where each group with a 
' stake' in an issue gets a seat - and the 'majoritarian' principles 
(one person, one vote)? 

CONCLUSION 
Regardless of the specific techniques or approaches taken, it is 

important to combine participation with education. As two aca
demics have recently commented, "[t]here is a significant differ
ence between 'saying one's piece', or merely stating one's pref
erence, and arguing thoughtfully and thoroughly for the values 

one is defending . ... [D]educated citizen advocates should be 
challenged to provide the same rigour in defending their values 
as they expect of scientific experts in. defending ilieir technical 
views." This will likely require of all parties that they get 'up to 
speed' on ilie issues they're discussing, so that, when they con
sider different possible course of action, they do so with a full 
knowledge of the consequences and implications for other areas 
of community life. 

What's been learned to date (and this article gives only a sam
ple) will be deepened and extended by the experiences of oilier 
communities. Perhaps what you do in your community will pro
vide inspiration and guidance for others, so be sure to document 
ilie steps, keep a record of the lessons learned, and publicize 
iliem through forums such as the CACE Newsletter. 

RESOURCES FOR MORE 
INFORMATION 
On collaborative planning and community economic develop
ment - "What is Sustainable Community Development?" (arti
cle) and the CASE Study newsletter, available from Committee 
for A Sustainable Economy (CASE), c/o Don Alexander, 3209 
West 3rd Avenue, Vancouver, B.C. V6K 1N5. 

On the importance of 'vision' in planning - materials from the 
Earthways Institute/Uncommon Sense Consultants, Box 492, 
Ganges/Saltspring Island, B.C. VOS IE0/(604) 537-1177. 

~.,_.-

On plans and strategies - Creating Successful Communities by 
Michael A. Mantell, Stephen F. Harper, and Luther Propst, 
available from Island Press, Box 7, Covelo, California, USA 
95428 (ask for ilieir free catalogue). 

On communities reclaiming their power - Putting Power In Its 
Place, edited by Judiili Plant and Christopher Plant (available 
from New Society Publishers, Box 189, Gabriola Island, B.C. 
V0R !XO) and No Place Like Home: Bu•lding, Sustainable 
Communities by Marcia Nozick (available from ilie Canadian 
Council on Social Development, 55 Parkdale Avenue, P.O. Box 
3505, Station C, Ottawa, Ontario Kl Y 401). ,, 
On sustainable community development - Towards Sustainable 
Communities by Mark Roseland, available free of charge from 
the Natioual•Round table on the Environment and Economy, l 
1 '1c o,as Street, Suite 520, Ottawa, Ontario KJN 7B7. 

On citizen participation in planning - Designing A Citizen 
Involvement Program by Robert E. Howell, Marvin E. Olsen, 
and Daryl Olsen (Corvallis, Oregon: Western Rural 
Development Center, 1987) and Evaluation in Environmental 
Planning by Donald M. McAllister (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 1~80). 

On "Search Conferences" - The Search Conference: A 
Constructive Approach to the Future, available from 
Native/Canadian Theme Area, Faculty of Environmental 
Studies, York University, 4700 Keele St., North York, Ontario 
M3J 1P3. 

On "Community Soundings" - contact the Ontario Rural 
Learning Association, Box 1588, Guelph, Ontario NIH 6R7. 

On "Community Forums" - contact the Elora Environmental 
Action group, Box 938, Elora, Ontario NOB I SO. 

On "Local Roundtables" - Guide to Establishing A local 
Round Table , available from the British Columbia Round Table 
on Environment and the Economy, Suite 229-650 Johnson 
Street, Victoria, B.C. V8W 3C6/(604) 387-5422 (ask for a list 
of their other publications). 

On "City Circles" - contact the City of Vancouver, (604) 873-
7256. 

On "Kitchen Meetings" - see the section on planning in Huron 
County in Farming and the Rural Community in Ontario, edit
ed by Tony Fuller (Toronto: Foundation for Rural Living, 1985). 

. . 
On the Commission on Resources and the Environment (CORE) 
- conta~t the B.C. Commission on Resources and Environment, 
7th floor, 1802 Douglas Street, Victoria, B.C. V8T 4K6/(604) 
387-1210. 

On participation in negotiated settlements - Environmental 
Disputes: Community Involvement in Conflict Resolution by 
James E. Crowfoot and Julia M. Wondolleck (Covelo, CA: 
Island Press, 1990) and Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement 
Without Giving ln by Roger Fisher and William Ury (New 
York: Penguin Books, 1983). 

On facilitation and consensus techniques - A Manual for 
Group Facilitators and Building United Judgement by the 
Center for Conflict Resolution, available from New Society 
Publishers (see above). ~· 


