Presentation


The major characteristic of many of today's political challenges is their complexity and the fact that their frameworks of reference are totally new: ecological challenges, the "technocrat-ization" of management methods, the role of technologies, etc. Are the types of responses and political discussions to which we are accustomed still capable of meeting these challenges, or must we resign ourselves to leaving decision-making to other levels and according to other rationales? The crisis of representative democracy and the loss of confidence of people in their leaders stems to a great extent from this feeling that there is a now a permanent separation between those that make decisions and wield power and genuine public debate and the common good. 

However, in several countries, experiments are being carried out with procedures and methods intended to raise political debate to the level of these challenges. In each case, the aim is to renew and promote democratic practices in the very places where they appear most fragile. This is achieved by forging connections and spaces for discussion and interaction between scientific language and realities expressed by all kinds of "experts", on the one hand, and the language and considerations of the "simple" citizen, on the other. The latter is not necessarily a layman reacting emotionally to technological advances, rather he or she is the guarantor of the public arena and of the existence of collective democratic judgement. It is not simply a question of understanding what happens to citizenship when it is confronted by science and the fact that it must constantly keep up to date with new practices so as not to be left behind. One must also consider the position of science when it is confronted by citizenship: that it becomes more intelligent by taking into account its social, political and philosophical dimensions, neglected by technocratic language, and thus creates the conditions for better appropriation by society of its uses and results.

These experiences of participation by citizens bring into play the most basic foundations of our democracies, by encouraging the generalization of decision-making processes, too often left to the different hermetic levels of government. The aim is not to take the place of the public authorities, but to create another rationale within the very core of representative systems which, although not necessarily directly responsible for taking decisions, is nonetheless capable of orienting them constructively within a democratic framework. The methods of communication, exchange and decision-making implemented by these citizens' conferences put the capacity of civil society to make constructive proposals back on the agenda, because they permit better understanding areas where ready made solutions do not exist. 



This dossier was written on the basis of documents gathered at a meeting of the Alliance's "Political Renewal" workshop held in Brussels in 1998 on the subject of citizens' conferences (see the list of documents at the end of this dossier), to which have been added certain sheets from the DHP (Dialogs for Human progress) database. 
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Detailed summary


Part One: consensus conferences

1 – Public debates on technological choices: the Danish experience

In Denmark, the "consensus conferences" gather a panel of non-experts who dialog in public with experts after having spent a long period of preparation, in order to draw up documents evaluating the choice of technologies in question. 

2 – Fundamental aspects of consensus conferences

Four aspects of the consensus conferences are particularly important when it comes to their applicability as a model of participation by citizens: the type of themes to be chosen, the formulation of questions by the panel itself, the dialog between the panel and the experts and the recommendations recorded in the final report.

3 – The impact of consensus conferences in Denmark.

In the Danish case, analysis of the impact of consensus conferences shows that the participation of citizens in technological evaluations should be considered as a mechanism that aids, rather than act as a substitute for, the evaluation of technologies and decision-making by representative institutions, and that it is even more efficient when supported by a strong and structured civil society. 

4 - Publiforum: a means of evaluating with citizens

In Switzerland, the Publiforum on GMOs, organized on the basis of the Danish consensus conferences, has met with success in terms of creating an arena for debate and formulating balanced recommendations. It remains to be seen what use can be made of it for political and administrative decision-making.

5 – The limitations of technocratic speech

Although the consensus conference on GMOs held in the United Kingdom in 1994 succeeded in setting the conditions for a relatively clear and rich debate, it failed to emerge from the framework of technocratic communication and provide better understanding of the social, economic, political and philosophical dimensions of the problems raised by biotechnologies. 


Part two: other experiences

6 – The PIC model (Participatory Intervention Conference)

A Participatory Intervention Conference (PIC) is a concrete model of participatory democracy built on the basis of an original working method that consists of a meeting over several days between a group of citizens chosen at random with all those capable of contributing and setting out their proposals and problems. The objective is to ensure that the debate generated on a concrete problem is as open and contrasted as possible, in order to reach a solution that achieves consensus. 


7 – The citizens’ panel method

The citizens’ panel is a participatory procedure that gathers one or more groups of non-professional and “disinterested” citizens to debate in order to formulate consensual proposals in the framework of all types of development project.

8 – Putting citizens’ conferences into practice

The Belgian party, Écolo, proposes the generalization of citizens’ conferences, in order to set up procedures for democratic participation capable of promoting and enriching public debate and creating a relationship of confidence and awareness between citizens and the public authorities.

9 – The deliberative opinion survey

The deliberative opinion survey is a method of building public opinion, consisting in submitting a representative sample of the population to a fairly intensive information and deliberation process and then measuring the changes in the way these people think of the subject in question. 

10 – Discussion forums 

In the United States, several hundred civil and education organizations joined together to debate together, simultaneously subjects concerning the country’s public life, at both local and national level.

11 - Grande Synthe: participation on the scale of an urban project

The Urban Workshop of Grande Synthe has succeeded in giving life to an arena for public debate based on the sharing of competencies and instituting a common language between technicians and inhabitants, on the area of urban development. It has now become (with the reorganization of work time) the essential place where citizens can learn about society and the role they can play.

12 – Participatory experiences in the region of Basel, Switzerland

Three methods of getting inhabitants to participate in development projects can be distinguished: formal participation in setting up a project, informal participation of organizations and citizens involved, and the participation in final decisions as in elections. The example of a development process in Switzerland shows the interest of these three methods of participation by citizens.


Part three: setting in perspective

13 – On the need for citizens’ participation

Faced with the decline of confidence that people feel towards their governments, it has become urgent to  define a decision-making process that, especially for the most complex subjects, puts participation by citizens to the fore.

14 – Fabricating consensus?

During a consensus conference on GMOs in the United Kingdom, over-narrow notions of 'public' and 'consensus' led to masking the diversity of British society and its capacity for making alternative proposals under the pretext of giving a group of totally non-expert, disinterested, but non-representative citizens a platform from which to speak.


15- Trial by discussion

A return to the theoretical origins of current representative governments permits shedding light on the political principle of deliberation, the very basis of the democratic operation of assemblies.

16- Argumentation in political deliberation

Analysis of political deliberation permits highlighting two essential dimensions at the basis of public democratic debate: collective apprenticeship and clarification of the conditions of debate, on the one hand, and, on the other, the fact that it gives a central position to discussion on values whose very nature is questionable, which distinguishes it radically from scientific standpoints.

 


