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Report on Workshop 3 
Local democracy – work in progress 

 
 
A summary of objectives 
 In Europe today, the organised participation of citizens is a priority for democracy at both 
the local and the European level. Advocated by the Council of Europe, it is promoted with 
differing degrees of effectiveness across the Union. This particular workshop looked at the 
various implementations of local democracy and participation that have actually taken place, 
and their limitations. The objective was to analyse the most innovative practices, and on this 
basis to come up with recommendations and proposals for measures capable of reinforcing 
local democracy at the European level. 
Moderators: Catherine Barnéoud, Antony Todorov 
Rapporteur: Ulas Barayktar 
 
Overview – principles 
 Democracy takes several forms – representative, participative, direct – that must coexist as 
different types of practice to be mobilised around different themes, at different levels. And 
there are different degrees of participation: information, consultation, negotiation and joint 
decision-making. It goes without saying that the participants in the workshop called for full 
participation, with negotiation and joint decision-making. They also expressed a preference 
for a type of participation that would be universal (involving all categories of people), global 
(focussing on global issues) and formal (structured around a judicial framework). 
 Existing types of participation are rich, varied and heterogeneous, according to the country, 
but also, within particular cities, between districts. Brussels, for example, has district-based 
contracts, or "local commissions for integrated participation", social cohesion contracts, 
public enquiries, etc. In Paris, Lyon and Marseille, CICAs (local common interest 
committees) coexist with residents' councils, consultative councils, etc. These mechanisms 
may be created by local authorities, or be a result of professional mobilisation, for example 
architects seeking to implicate the public in town-planning projects. They may also result 
from civic mobilisation when residents of a city or a district come together to defend their 
urban environment, and form associations for this purpose, or to seek a role in the making of 
decisions that affect them directly, through residents' councils or citizens' assemblies. 
 The object of participation is for the citizens to define the concept themselves, and to 
formulate claims that are not just couched in the language of the media and populist politics. 
There is also a need to define modes of participation, places and times – the most appropriate 
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underpinnings of democratic debate and freedom of speech. The definition of the values that 
are central to the participative process is another issue that must be grasped by the citizen. 
The participants in the workshop agreed on the fact that conflict and clashes of opinion are a 
part of the democratic dialectic. 
 One of the important questions that came up in the workshop was that of the relationship 
between the informal and the institutional. How are judicial systems of participation to be 
articulated with informal systems? How are participative mechanisms to be institutionalised? 
It was pointed out that the European Union has a motivating role to play in promoting 
participation. 
 Political participation is highly relevant in a number of areas, two of which were 
particularly emphasised. The first of these is town-planning. Recognition of the resident as a 
citizen, or at least a developing citizen, can come about through the participation of residents 
in urban projects. The second is the participation of young people. There needs to be an 
insistence on the recognition of their legitimacy, and on the idea of consulting them in a way 
that goes beyond the micro-local. 
 
Obstacles 
 Some obstacles were pointed out. Officialdom and bureaucratic culture were identified 
with a certain reluctance to share power, and a fear of participation by citizens. But the organs 
of participation are also dependent on political factors, and they are often manipulated, or in 
any case dependent on the whims of politicians. Participation by young people tends to be 
tightly controlled. And those citizens who are consulted are too often treated as consumers. In 
fact there is a considerable disparity between the type of participation on offer and the 
citizens' own wishes. 
 As regards civil society and associations, there is often a degree of confusion about 
concepts of local representative and participative democracy. And it is easy to underestimate, 
or indeed forget, the role played by politicians. They may lack the kind of culture and 
language that would allow them to go beyond their particular preoccupations. Civil society 
remains quite passive, and more orientated towards protests than proposals. Conflicts exist 
between different areas of civil society, different informal systems of participation. 
 Finally, there are structural obstacles to participation. It is difficult to identify the newer 
levels of decision-making (like that of intercommunality, which totally escapes the citizen); 
and this can widen the institutional gap. Participation is inequitable, and in European cities it 
often excludes certain categories of people such as non-Union nationals, women, the 
handicapped and the marginalised. Skills and access to services are not the same for everyone. 
Policies in favour of participation suffer from inadequate budgets, and are often implemented 
only under the aegis of official bodies which can be off-putting for the uninitiated. And there 
is also the fact that participation is often limited in its duration. 
 
Proposals and recommendations 
 For local citizenship to work in favour of European citizenship, the following conditions 
are necessary. 

·  Methods that can be used by citizens and politicians to evaluate participative 
structures, so as to improve those that exist, and to create new ones. 

·  2. The coordination of initiatives in favour of participation, notably with regard to 
young people, and the further development of the dynamic created by the first 
European Conference of Citizens and City Residents. 

·  3. The elaboration of a charter for civic participation in local democracy, accompanied 
by a European framework document that would set out proposals and suggestions, 
with local citizenship being seen as fundamental to European citizenship, and the 
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citizen being recognised as a "usage expert" on an equal footing with technical 
experts. 

·  4. The creation of a European budget for civic participation in local democracy, with 
simplified access. 

·  5. Standard European criteria for participation. 
 
Modes of action 
1. The formation of groups (politicians and citizens) to put forward proposals for the 
application of already-existing national and European laws on participation. 
2. The creation of peripatetic workshops on participation. 
3. The development of an Internet site devoted to innovative examples of participation. 
4. A follow-up to the Conference, with a specific working group on participation. 
 
On the local level, participative democracy needs to be directed towards deliberation. 

·  District councils should be given charge of their own agendas, and local associations 
should have real legitimacy. 

·  Proposals need to be debated in advance of decision-making. 
·  Negotiating strategies should be developed as a preliminary to the implementation of 

participative mechanisms. The kinds of policy that can be delegated to organs of 
participation must be jointly defined by politicians, civil society and other 
protagonists, both in the public and the private sector. 

·  Budget management by local authorities should be made more transparent, like that of 
the associations involved in local democracy. 

·  There is a need for specific, and sometimes radically new, institutions that will 
encourage young people to become politically involved. 

·  Information and training mechanisms need to be developed at the local level. Only 
here can people who are poorly organised and under-educated become involved in 
collective action. 

 
Ulas Barayktar, with Hélène Bouchardeau 

17 June 2008 
 
 
Further documentation used for this workshop: 
 

1. Extract of the contribution of Samira Oukhair of Foro Madrid during the introductory 
session, which was held the 13th of July at the Conseil Régional Ile-de-France.  

 
“The city has a population of 3.5 million, or, if one includes the outlying areas, more 
than 6 million. Migratory flows are quite recent, going back just a decade – 
historically, Spain has been a country of emigration rather than immigration. (…) 
Madrid includes people of 183 nationalities (…).  
In 2004, the city's first plan for social and intercultural coexistence was set up, with 35 
measures in favour of cross-cultural dialogue, two of which were concerned with 
participation. The plan involved a process of social consultation with unions, residents' 
associations and other groups. It was implemented between 2005 and 2007, and was 
innovative in two respects. Firstly, people of foreign origin sponsored by someone 
who could prove that they lived in the district were awarded participative and voting 
rights. Secondly, the charter of dialogue and coexistence, the residents and local 
organisation, but also the local authorities (social services, the police, regional 
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administrative bodies, etc.) took part in the process, which was open to people from 
every horizon. The aim was to make policy proposals, to think about ways of 
preventing discrimination and publicising initiatives. Foro Madrid is a consultative 
council that looks at questions of immigration, social inclusion, interculturality and 
development. It brings together the authorities, humanitarian and immigrants' 
associations, unions, political parties and district "dialogue structures". Its 64 members 
have a say in Madrid's policies on migration, development and interculturality. The 
second plan is currently being worked out. It will be based on an evaluation of its 
predecessor. 
Samira Oukhiar emphasised the risks and limits of these participative mechanisms. 
They are consultative structures, and consequently depend on the exercise of political 
will. (…). And participation in such structures should not be seen as an alternative to 
political participation, but rather as a way of working towards recognition of an 
entitlement to political participation for those who do not have voting rights. (…).” 

 
2. Extract of the contribution of Gregor Ziese-Henatsch, of Berlin's Humanist 

Association, during the introductory session, which was held the 13th of July at the 
Conseil Régional Ile-de-France. 
Gregor Ziese-Henatsch closed the discussion on political participation, pointing out 
the disparity that exists between the idea and the reality of participation by young 
people (…). An elite is active on the European level; but one must also take into 
account those who do not belong to it. (…). A programme needs to have several aims. 
Firstly, it should be a means of promoting socio-economic integration and of helping 
young people to find their place in society. It should also be a catalyst of social 
development. But in many cases, such programmes are an encouragement to 
participation of a purely consumerist type, and there is no attempt to find out whether 
or not the target groups are actually satisfied with the participation process. There are 
different approaches to participation: forums, discussions, NGOs, sports clubs. But the 
main consideration is the involvement of young people in local political life, and their 
potential impact on political decision-making. (…). 
Participation by young people should not be seen as having any purpose other than 
itself. It is at the very heart of democracy. On the local level, cities must develop 
concepts applicable to participation, and capable of promoting it. Opportunities for 
participation by young people will allow them to become informed, educated, mature 
adults: this is the future of democracy in Europe. (remarks summarized by Hélène 
Bouchardeau). 

 
3. Minutes of the preparatory conference, in the series Entre Villes et Métropoles. 

«Ecole, transports: ségrégation? intégration?», on line at www.paris.fr and 
www.paris-europe.eu 

 
4. Minutes of the preparatory workshop in Genshagen on young people's 

participation in the life of cities, on line at www.paris-europe.eu 
 

5. Minutes of the opening and closing sessions, on line at www.paris-europe.eu 
 

 


