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Representativeness and Openness: 
by Ruth Knight and Wayne J. Caldwell 

In 1995, the County of Huron (popula
tion 60,000) located in Southwestern 
Ontario embarked upon the development 
of a new Official Plan. The County's origi
nal Plan (adopted in the early 1970s) had 
gradually lost relevance to many current 
issues. This, combined with legislative 
changes, led to a political commitment to 
renew the Plan. This commitment includ
ed a transfer of the Plan renewal process 
and implementation into the hands of the 
public through innovative public partici
pation and a willingness to allow the pub
lic to develop the new Official Plan. 

Four key approaches to public partici
pation were used to develop the Official 
Plan: community action kits, public work
shops, policy development meetings, and 
formal public meetings. Collectively, these 
processes provided an extensive opportuni
ty for the public to participate in and 
develop the new Official Plan (in total, 
approximately 1,500 people participated) . 
These approaches were developed with cer
tain overriding goals of public participa
tion: make the processes as representative 
of the community as possible and ensure 
that the process was as open as possible. 
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A process that is representative will 
attempt to: 

• include all groups; 
• accommodate differences in age, 

abilities, gender, literacy, etc.; 
• ensure that participants at meet

ings are broadly representative of 
the community, or accommodate 
nuances of individual groups in 
a setting that encourages their 
participation; 

• use a range of techniques to 
encourage participation; and 

• minimize barriers to participation 
(related to class, culture, literacy, 
education, age, physical or devel
opmental challenges, time, and 
availability and cost of transporta
tion and child care). 

A process that is open will: 

• encourage people to freely debate 
issues; 

• encourage people to feel comfort
able speaking in public; 

• encourage people to be receptive 
to other opinions; 

• attempt to avoid a "position
based" discussion; 

• let participants feel comfortable 
that "their words" won't be used 

against them; 
• value public input; and 
• minimize barriers to openness 

(e.g., intimidation, judgment by 
others, speaking in front of a large 
group, low levels of literacy or 
communication skills, social sta
tus, and a fear of being told that 
you are wrong, or that people will 
not listen to you) . 

The obvious goal is to achieve a process 
that is representative of the community 
and promotes open discussion . 

Of the four approaches used to devel
op the new Official Plan, the community 
action kit was most successful in meeting 
the goal of being open and representative. 
The kits were designed to provide the 
opportunity for a wide cross section of 
groups and individuals to participate in the 
early stages of the Official Plan's develop
ment. Letters were sent to all known orga
nizations in the County, and extensive 
advertising in local papers invited groups 
and individuals to participate. Participants 
were able to attend their regular group 
meetings and discuss an unusual topic in 
the comfort of their peers. A self-addressed 
envelope was provided to ensure that 
responses were anonymous. Attendance by 
planning staff was not offered. 

The focus of the kit was to generate 
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discussion and identify issues in the com
munity. The general instructions stated that 
the kit should be reviewed in groups no 
larger than eight people and that each group 
appoints a leader. The steps included: 

Step I - Huron County trivia: A brief 
warm up exercise. 

Step 2 - Values: The group identified 
and discussed what was important to 

them and their community. 
Step 3 - The future of the community: 

The group discussed what their communi
ty is like now, what it should become, and 
what needs to be done to get there. An 
individual action plan was completed by 
each participant, identifying his or her 
potential contribution. 

Step 4 - Evaluation: The group evalu
ated the community action kit. 

The results of the evaluation revealed the 
following: 87% of all participants agreed 
that the community action kit was worth
while; 96% agreed that they were able to 

express their values and interests; 80% 
agreed "chat as a way to give my input on 
community values, this was a more useful 
exercise than a public meeting"; 77% 
agreed that the community action kit 
inspired their interest in their community; 
and 75% agreed that the discussions gave 
them direction on what they could do for 
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their community. 
The participants favourably evaluated 

the approach in terms of its worth and 
assistance in developing individual action 
plans to community issues. We suggest the 
following reasons for the success of the 
community action kit: 

• Group and individual responses 
were anonymous. 

• Questions were generic, appropri
ate for all participants, and had 
no right or wrong answers. 

• Options for completing the kit 
were given to help overcome any 
barriers to participation. 

• Participants met with peers 
within established groups 
(as an option, individuals 
could complete the kit) . 

• Special meetings were not 
required. 

• Outsiders, including planners, 
were not in attendance. A group 
member facilitated sessions. 

• Icebreakers were used to establish 
a positive start to each discussion. 

• The kit was tested wirh groups of 
varying ages and levels of education. 

• Requests for the kits came from a 
diversity of groups and individuals. 

• Kits were designed to produce 
interactive discussion. 

• Instructions recommended small 
groups (usually eight to ten). 

Conclusions - Plan development 
The approach to the new County Official 
Plan stressed, for a variety of reasons, 
meaningful public participation. Effective 
public participation should be based on an 
approach that is both representative and 
open. The overall success of the commu
nity action kit approach in these terms has 
helped in the development of an Official 
Plan that hopefully meets community 
needs and aspirations. 4B 
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