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 ‘We need to create democratic subjects who are passionate about democracy, who 

don’t see democracy as a procedure that involves simply mediating among interest 

groups but see it as a project, as something that is worth defending and fighting for’.   

 

Chantalle Mouffe and Ernest Laclau 2002, p. 146 

 
 

The aim of this paper is to reflect on lessons emerging from the recent Australian and 

international renewal of interest in engaging citizens and communities in urban 

planning and development processes.    

 

Three related developments are driving the resurgence of government interest in 

citizen and community engagement strategies.  First, elected representatives and 

policy makers are acutely aware that rising political cynicism and distrust in 

government threaten to turn the deepening ‘democratic deficit’ into a full blown crisis 

of political legitimacy (Pharr and Putnam 2000).  Second, there is evidence of 

growing community expectations that government will combine transparent 

accountability and effective leadership in addressing the challenges of an 

increasingly complex and volatile world (Commonwealth Foundation 2000).  Third, 

there is increasing understanding of the importance of involving a wide range of 

stakeholders and of drawing on a diverse range of knowledge, experience and 

expertise if these challenges are to be successfully addressed (Fischer 2003).  All 

three of these trends reflect the broader paradox of globalisation: the faster the 

speed and spread of global flows – the greater the desire and need for local 

knowledge, local governance and local connectedness. 
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An ever widening chorus of politicians and policy makers has therefore begun to sing 

the praises of expanding citizen, community and stakeholder engagement as an 

essential basis for meeting these challenges.   

 

The recent OECD report Engaging Citizens in Policy-making argues, for example, 

that effective citizen engagement ‘allows governments to tap wider sources of 

information, perspectives and potential solutions and improves the quality of 

decisions reached.  Equally important it contributes to building trust in government, 

raising the quality of democracy and strengthening civic capacity’ (Caddy and Vergez  

2001, p. 11).    

 

In Canada the Prime Minister's statement on The Canadian Way in the 21st Century 

notes that ‘the legitimacy of public institutions, the quality of public policy, and the 

responsiveness of public services will require new and better mechanisms for 

engaging citizens and civil society in governance’ (Government of Canada, 2000, p. 

5).  In the United Kingdom, British Home Secretary, David Blunkett, emphasises ‘the 

critical importance of engaging individuals, families and communities in our 

democracy’ as the centrepiece of a new civil renewal reform agenda for the British 

Labour Party. (Blunkett, 2003, p. 1) 

 

In Australia, the Liberal Treasurer, Peter Costello (2003) solemnly informs us of the 

central importance of building ‘civic engagement and the values that it promotes, 

such as trust and tolerance’.  His Labor shadow, Mark Latham (2003, p. 20) suggests 

that ‘we've got to have something to say about building a trusting society. At the 

moment, people are saying, “Why should I trust an asylum-seeker when I don't even 

have any trust about what's happening on my own street?”  We've got to re-engage 

and develop a whole string of policies around what I call civic socialism’. 

 

Focussing more specifically on urban issues, writers such as Gleeson and Low 

(2000)  and Sandercock and Freidmann (2000) have presented a compelling case for 

reinvigorating local and regional planning through the effective implementation of 

commitments to more informed, participatory and democratic government and 

governance.  The mushrooming examples of State and local government citizen 

engagement experiments suggest that these arguments have not gone unnoticed – 

although a full assessment of their significance rests on judgements about the extent 
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to which they reflect more than rhetorical flourishes and public relations 

smokescreens. 

 

Such furious agreement about the value of citizen and community engagement 

indicates a need to carefully clarify the purposes, possibilities and limitations of such 

strategies which can usefully be divided into the following three categories.   

 
i) Citizen engagement as consultation: Improving feedback to government from 

individuals, communities and stakeholders through traditional consultation 

methods such as surveys, focus groups, public meetings and policy submissions 

augmented by new techniques such as stakeholder summits, on line feedback 

mechanisms, search conferences and citizen panels.  

 

ii) Citizen engagement as community building: Strengthening the involvement of 

individuals and communities in local planning, policy development and service 

delivery through investing in physical infrastructure, social networks, information 

flows, skills and leadership development. 

 

iii) Citizen engagement as participatory democracy: Expanding opportunities for 

informed, public judgement about policy directions and priorities through citizen 

juries, deliberative polling and community planning strategies. 

 

While a comprehensive survey of the use of community engagement strategies in 

urban planning is beyond the scope of this paper, the following discussion draws on 

a range of recent initiatives and experiments to highlight key themes and lessons and 

to provide some suggestions about future policy and research priorities. 

 

Citizen engagement as consultation  
An increasingly sophisticated repertoire of consultation methodologies is being 

employed by governments at all levels to check citizen expectations, manage 

competing interests, improve confidence in the representativeness of views collected 

and expand opportunities for direct interaction between citizens, policy makers and 

politicians. Traditional consultation methods such as surveys, focus groups, public 

meetings and policy submission processes are being augmented by a variety of new 

techniques including stakeholder summits and roundtables, Community Cabinet 
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meetings, on line feedback mechanisms, Citizen’s  Panels, Search Conferences and 

Citizen Dialogues. 

 

Used with honesty and good faith, all of these consultative processes can be useful 

tools in improving the responsiveness of government decision making.  Used with 

cynicism and guile they are just as likely to accelerate the deepening distrust in the 

motives and actions of policy makers and politicians.   

 

Stakeholder and citizen consultation 

Building on the Hawke Government’s corporatist experiments in bringing key 

stakeholders together to build mandates for large-scale policy reforms, Australian 

State Governments are experimenting with a variety of formats for consultative 

stakeholder summits.  In 2000 the Victorian Bracks Government, for example, 

organised the ‘Growing Victoria Together’ Summit to engage public, private and 

community sector stakeholders in identifying an integrated set of policy priorities. This 

two-day event laid the foundations and provided the mandate for the Government’s 

‘triple bottom line’ policy framework, ‘Growing Victoria Together’ (Adams and 

Wiseman 2003).  The New South Wales and Western Australian Governments have 

recently employed similar stakeholder summit techniques to canvass divergent views 

on more specific policy issues such as drugs, salinity, obesity and alcohol abuse (eg. 

New South Wales 2003). 

 

The Victorian Summit also led to the establishment of a ‘Victorian Economic, 

Environmental and Social Advisory Committee’ (VEESAC) as a forum for key 

business, union, environmental and community stakeholders to provide feedback to 

the Premier and Ministers.  In reality VEESAC has had a relatively low key role.  It 

has been supplemented by a range of more informal and flexible stakeholder 

roundtables with the Premier recently indicating that VEESAC is likely to be replaced 

by a Victorian Sustainability Advisory Committee. 

 
The Victorian, Queensland, New South Wales, South Australian and Tasmanian 

Governments have all established regular regional and suburban Community 

Cabinets and Ministerial forums to enhance opportunities for direct interaction 

between citizens and Ministers. As the former head of the Queensland  Premier’s 

Department, Glynn Davis (2000)  notes, it is the informal flavour of these events 
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which makes them most useful. ‘For the first hour the Premier sits with his Ministers 

and takes questions from the floor. These can be on any subject, but typically have a 

strong local focus. Then ministers, their advisers and director-general move to their 

own table, where they meet with any community person or group wishing to talk. 

There are no suits, special meeting rooms or closed doors. Ministers, advisers, public 

servants and locals rub shoulders. This is a cup of tea and casual clothing, in a public 

space, on a Sunday afternoon.’   

 

While the idea of regional Cabinet meetings is far from new, the expansion of 

opportunities for informal, direct discussions between local residents and politicians 

merits support as a modest counterweight to the dominance of television and radio 

mediated political interactions. 

 

Citizen’s Panels, involving the random selection of a statistically representative 

sample of citizens to provide regular feedback on policy options, policy issues or 

service quality, have become a common part of the policy tool kit of many European 

and North American governments (Birch 2002).  The views of Panel members are 

obtained through a range of methods including face-to-face meetings, surveys, focus 

groups and individual interviews.  The Western Australian Government (2003a) has 

embraced Citizen Panels with particular enthusiasm as a part of a broad commitment 

to expanding citizen consultation opportunities.  Citizen panels, community forums 

and search conferences have been used to canvass opinion on contested urban 

planning issues such as freeway and freight transport routes. 

 

The Western Australian Government (2003b) has also invested in a range of actions 

designed to encourage ‘active citizenship and improve the capacity of the public 

sector, citizens and communities to participate in informed consultations’.  This has 

included the facilitation of numerous consultation workshops and training programs, 

the establishment of an online  ‘Consultation Catalogue’ as a single entry point for 

contributing to all current government consultation processes, and a ‘Citizenscape’ 

web site bringing together an extensive range of toolkits, guidelines and information 

links.  
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Consultation in urban planning strategies  

A variety of stakeholder and citizen consultation models have been used with 

increasing sophistication in the development of strategic directions and plans for 

Australian cities. 

 

In the early 1990s the Commonwealth Government’s ‘Better Cities’ initiative provided 

the catalyst for the development by Brisbane City Council of a range of consultative 

practices to ensure broad public feedback into the corporate planning process; 

develop local area plans, multidisciplinary community development teams and 

specific strategies for reaching particular population groups such as young people 

(Peel and Pearce 1999). An even more exhaustive and comprehensive consultative 

process was employed in the development of the South East Queensland Strategic 

Plan involving close to 100,000 citizens participating in focus groups, search 

conferences and reference groups. 

 

Peel and Pearce (1999) have drawn the following useful lessons about critical 

success factors for large scale consultative processes from their evaluation and 

reflections on these Queensland initiatives. 

 Clarity of purpose 

 Flexibility: Allowing the consultation process to evolve 

 A genuine commitment to taking seriously the outputs of the consultation 

process and telling people how these outputs have been used 

 Developing clear mechanisms for using consultation outputs effectively 

 Keeping  public relations ‘spin’ to a minimum 

 Developing pro-active strategies for including the excluded. 

 

More recently the Western Australian Government’s ‘Dialogue with the City’ 

employed ‘21st century Town Hall’ methodologies to inform development of a 2030 

‘liveable city’ vision for Perth (WA Government 2003c). One thousand and fifty 

participants were drawn equally from three categories: stakeholders, random 

selection and self-nomination.  Participants were organised into tables of 10 and all 

connected via laptops to a mainframe computer with the aim of developing 

consensus positions on three future development scenarios.   The citizen survey and 

subsequent ‘Dialogue with the City’ forum indicated substantial support from a 
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representative sample of Perth residents for the following outcomes as the highest 

priorities for a ‘liveable city’: 

 Environmental protection to be of equal importance to economic growth 

 Improved public transport to reduce dependence on motor vehicles – while 

also ensuring that people can still travel efficiently by car 

 Concentrate residential development close to schools, hospitals and 

recreation facilities 

 Planning decisions to be made with the needs of the whole city in mind – 

rather than just local residents.  

 

 While the Government hailed this initiative as a fine example of its commitment to 

involving citizens in public debate, the sharpness of criticisms from commentators 

such as the ABC’s Liam Bartlett (2003) provides a timely reminder of the scepticism 

which such initiatives need to be capable of addressing. ‘The community consultation 

mirage is merely an excuse for weak government.  Most who take part are those who 

are skilled in the lobbying process of group politics and the rest are left without the 

representation they deserve’. 

 

The most recent example of the challenges involved in developing and implementing 

effective consultation strategies in large scale urban planning projects - and of the 

contested interpretations of the outcomes - is provided by the consultation processes 

employed in the development of the Melbourne Metropolitan Strategy Melbourne 

2030 (Department of Infrastructure 2002). 

 

The initial consultation plan for the Melbourne Metropolitan strategy envisaged three 

stages (Coombes 2002).  In the first stage,  ‘All Ears’, citizens and stakeholders 

would be invited to articulate and identify broad goals and visions for Melbourne.  

The second stage (‘Did we hear you right’) would involve feedback on the way in 

which initial statements of goals had been sorted into alternative policy directions.  

The third stage was envisaged as an opportunity  to comment on the draft strategy.  

 

Key recommendations of the Strategy, released in 2002 after a three year gestation, 

included an emphasis on urban consolidation; activity clusters; centered on major 

transport hubs; legislative support for the maintenance of  ‘Green wedges’; and a 
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commitment to an inevitably controversial combination of enhanced public transport 

and additional freeway construction. 

 

Both the consultation process and the outcomes of the Strategy have generated 

sharply divergent reactions.  Some commentators such as Low (2002), Fincher 

(2003) and Gleeson and Randolph (2003) have been fulsome in their praise of both 

the extent and efficacy of the Metro 2030 consultation process.  Others such as 

Mees (2003) and Davidson (2003) argue that i)  the last phase of the consultation 

process was never carried out; ii)  the views of the stakeholder reference group were 

effectively marginalised; and iii) many of the outcomes were pre-empted by 

consultant’s reports or ignored by responsible public servants. 

 

These differing evaluations reflect the underlying dilemmas facing all organisers of 

consultative processes for large scale government strategic planning processes.  As 

Victorian Department of Infrastructure Secretary Lindsay Neilsen (cited in Mees 

2003) has noted, at the end of the day it is the elected government which will be – 

and should be - held accountable for the final planning decisions.  It is also the 

elected government which will be and should be held accountable for the long term 

impact which such plans and strategies have on citizens.  It is therefore vital that 

there are clear understandings on all sides about the purpose, extent and limitations 

of consultative feedback mechanisms. 

 

Citizen engagement as community building 
The recent international and Australian renewal of interest in community building and 

community development reflects and is underpinned by the increasingly influential 

conceptual framework and evidence linking investment in social capital, civil society 

and social entrepreneurship to improvements in economic productivity, social 

inclusion, public safety and public health (see Adams and Hess, 2002 and Jones, 

Reddel, and Smyth, 2002).  Stripped of their rhetorical flourishes, community building 

strategies involve the following spectrum of aims and actions:  

• Support for volunteering and self help programs 

• Investment in local physical and social infrastructure to strengthen local 

networks (eg. meeting places; cultural, sporting and recreation facilities; 

transport and communication links) 
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• Involving citizens in identifying and agreeing on community directions, priority 

actions and progress measures 

• Supporting citizens in developing and implementing programs designed to 

address local concerns and goals. 

• Capacity building, information sharing and leadership development 

 
Community building as community self help 

Prime Minister John Howard has joined the growing band of conservative politicians 

embracing the rhetoric of social capital and community building, arguing that ‘we 

believe that social capital and the building of networks of trust and understanding  in 

national and local communities are vital if those communities are to respond 

constructively to the challenges of change’ (Howard 1998).  In practice,  the 

conservative and residual assumptions underpinning the Howard Government’s 

approach to community building are clearly indicated in the goals, outlined below, of 

the Commonwealth ‘Stronger Families and Communities Strategy’ (Department of 

Family and Community Services 2003b).   

• Encourage the development of community capacity for self help 

• Help ameliorate the effects of pressures on and with communities 

• Facilitate partnerships between business, community groups and 

governments to achieve well targeted and tailored solutions.  

 

As critics such as Brennan and Cass (2002) have noted, such single minded faith in 

community self reliance and self help indicates either unhelpful naivety or wilful and 

duplicitous cynicism.  Either way the effect is likely to be to obscure the real, 

underlying sources of family and community stress, isolation and breakdown.   

 

Community building as self determination, partnership and capacity building 

Recent community building strategies being explored and supported by the New 

South Wales, Queensland and Victorian State Governments reflect, at least on paper 

a broader and more sophisticated set of political assumptions and aspirations.   The 

Minister for Victorian Communities, John Thwaites (2003) argues, for example that: 

‘Community building … is about harnessing the energy of communities so that 

they can shape their own futures. It is about fostering new and lasting 

partnerships between communities, government, business and other sectors. 

And it is about changing the way Government works, to better understand and 
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respond to the needs and aspirations of Victorian communities.  It is about 

finding new ways to tackle disadvantage and create opportunities, delivering 

tangible benefits such as jobs, educational options, safer places to live and 

work, better services and a healthy, sustainable environment.  It seeks to 

achieve these benefits through revaluing community participation and local 

decision-making’. 

 

The Victorian Government’s  implementation of this in principle commitment has 

involved a number of initiatives including: 

• Redesigning  the guidelines for the Community Support Fund to enable 

additional gambling revenue funds to be channelled into community building 

projects across the State. 

•  11 Community Building Pilot Projects, focussed on the State’s most 

disadvantaged communities (each funded at approximately $500,000) 

• A Community Capacity Building Initiative to support innovative local projects in 

small rural and regional towns 

• A series of Neighbourhood Renewal Projects run through the Ministry of 

Housing to increase opportunities for local planning and self determination on 

public housing estates. 

• Linking community building and community safety outcomes through greater 

involvement of police in Local Priority Policing and local crime prevention 

strategies. 

• A Community Jobs Program to provide local training and employment 

opportunities in disadvantaged areas. 

• A Community Building Resource Service to share information about good 

practice and expand community building training opportunities and resources. 

• Establishing a new Department for Victorian Communities with a mandate to 

integrate and drive the Government’s  range of place based community 

building commitments and programs. 

 

Initial evaluations of similar international and Australian experiments have led to 

growing agreement about the following common characteristics of successful 

community building initiatives (see for example Demos 2003). 

• Local leadership, including strong support from local government 
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• Involvement of a wide range of community, public and private sector 

stakeholders 

• Genuine respect for local ownership and control 

• Encouraging and supporting the involvement of volunteers 

• Facilitating innovation and creativity 

• Investment in long term sustainability and capacity building 

 

Victorian Local Government and Housing Minister, Candy Broad concluded a recent 

presentation on the Victorian experience of community building with the following 

positive overview and assessment.  ‘Community strengthening is about creating 

networks and partnerships – about joining up services, particularly at the local level.  

Community strengthening works.  The evidence shows that positive networks 

improve health, education and safety outcomes and also create a conducive climate 

for economic investment…Focussing locally is the key to success in this endeavour.’ 

(Broad 2003).  Not surprisingly other commentators are more sceptical. 

 

In their 1981 landmark article, ’Community: the spray on solution’, Lois Bryson and 

Martin Mowbray correctly pointed to the ways in which appeals to ‘community’ and 

‘community development’ have the potential to undermine as well as underpin 

progressive social change.  In particular they pointed to the potential for 

communitarian solutions to depoliticise structural inequalities of power and resources 

and to provide a cover and an excuse for public sector cost cutting.  Mowbray’s 2003 

update of this thesis, ‘Building great communities or Brigadoonery‘, suggests that the 

same need for a critical response overblown and pretentious rhetoric applies to the 

current second coming of community building initiatives.  Mowbray concludes that:  

‘If a government really wanted to empower localities, it would (I) substitute 

achievable and practical objectives for the customary pretentious, fuzzy and 

self serving stated aims; (2) move beyond the dubious use of pilot, 

demonstration or trial projects and commit substantial resources on a long 

term basis to universal (rather than selectively targetted programs’ (3) 

fundamentally include local government albeit with certain conditions, (4) 

relinquish close control in favour of arm’s length mechanisms for ensuring that 

community programs remain equitable and totally transparent and (5) strive to 

ensure that the objectives of other government policies and programs are at 

least consistent.’ 
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Mowbray’s warnings are sound and salutary.  It is important to be crystal clear that 

community building programs based on a simplistic faith that self help, volunteering 

and social entrepreneurship can, on their own, replace public investment in core 

social programs and services should be treated with the derision they deserve.  No 

amount of state sponsored reciprocity and capacity building should be seen as a 

substitute for long term investment in the core public infrastructure of schools, 

hospitals, health centres, housing, transport, parks and meeting places that provide 

the foundations for resilient and healthy communities.   

 

However we do need to be careful not to throw the baby out with the bath water.  If 

set in the context of ongoing advocacy for substantially increased public sector 

infrastructure investment, a creative approach to community building can provide an 

important starting point for rebuilding investment in community infrastructure, skills 

and capacities.  They also provide valuable opportunities for learning about the kinds 

of structures and relationships most likely to strengthen local community networks 

and mutual support relationships.  

 

As Jones, Riddell and Smythe note we also need to be careful about overly simplistic 

political choices between the competing virtues of state and civil society.   

‘State institutions are indeed sometimes blinkered and narrow in focus, rule 

bound and lacking enterprise.  But this is by means inherently the case.  Nor 

are community organisations inherently trustworthy innovative, broad in their 

vision and enterprising.  Rather than constructing and reproducing stereotypes 

of state, community and market institutions what we need to be doing is 

seeking ways of building on the strengths of each and forging new 

intersectoral relationships.’ 

 

Citizen engagement as participatory decision making  
The development and testing of practical methodologies for participatory and 

deliberative democracy is the third and potentially most significant outcome of the 

recent renewal of interest in citizen and community engagement.   

 

While a long line of political philosophers from Rousseau to Mill and from Habermas 

to Pateman have argued a compelling theoretical case for participatory and 

deliberative democracy, the practical difficulties of involving large numbers of citizens 
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in informed decision making processes have often appeared to outweigh the 

benefits.  A number of practical methodologies such as citizen juries, consensus 

conferences, citizen dialogues and deliberative polling are now emerging to facilitate 

informed decision making on contested policy and resource allocation issues (see 

Atlee  2003, Bryson and Anderson 2000).  The common thread linking these differing 

methods is the attempt to create processes in which there is sufficient goodwill, time, 

information and decision making skills for citizens with diverse points of view to 

discuss and seek common ground on complex policy issues.   

 

Citizen juries 

Many North American and European governments now use citizen juries as a 

standard mechanism for informed debate about controversial policy decisions. 

(Coote and Lenaghan, 1997). The process normally involves the appointment of 

between fifteen and twenty five panel members chosen through a mixture of random 

and representative sampling techniques.  The paid jury members meet over a 

number of days and are provided with substantive background information as well as 

the opportunity to cross-examine a range of expert witnesses. The government 

agency commissioning the panel is expected to deliver on an explicit commitment to 

rapidly publish and publicly respond to the jury’s findings.  The Danish Government’s 

use of citizen technology panels to lead public debate and government policy making 

on contentious scientific and technological issues is the most extensive and 

ambitious attempt so far to shift direct citizen engagement from the margins to the 

centre of policy making (Danish Technology Board 2003). Over the last fifteen years 

dozens of citizen jury inquiries have been held on issues such as genetically modified 

food, electronic health records, teleworking, electronic identity cards, and infertility 

treatment options (Joss 1998).  

 

In Canada linked citizen jury processes, known as Citizen Dialogues, are commonly 

used by national and provincial governments to involve citizens across a number of 

cities and communities in informed consideration of policy options.  Citizen Dialogues 

have been used, for example, to provide input into the 2002 Royal Commission on 

the Future of Health Care in Canada, to identify and prioritise Canadian Quality of 

Life indicators and to seek consensus on key elements of a ‘21st Century Canadian 

social contract’ (Canadian Policy Research Network 2003). 
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In the United States a variety of ‘21st Century Town Hall’ techniques have been 

developed to engage citizens in informed discussion of broad urban planning 

strategies, specific policy issues such as social security and health reform, and 

complex development choices such as the ‘Listening to the City’ event held in July 

2002 to facilitate discussion by New Yorkers about the post September 11 

redevelopment of the World Trade Centre (Graham 2002).   These events are 

typically run over several days.  Between 500 and 5000 citizens are brought together 

in one large space and divided into small, facilitated discussion groups of 10 to 15 

people.  The small group discussions are informed by input from a diverse group of 

expert commentators and connected through networked laptop computers.  Key 

themes and votes are regularly fed from each group to a central co-ordinating panel 

and displayed on a large common screen so that the small group discussions are 

constantly informed by the emerging patterns of views across the whole group.  

Recent variants of this methodology have used teleconferencing and internet 

technologies to run a series of simultaneous, nationwide  ‘Electronic Town Halls’ on 

the local, State and national strategies needed to set and meet environmental 

sustainability objectives. 

 

Local community planning and priority setting techniques such as citizen juries, 

citizen dialogues and search conferences are now used routinely by many Australian 

local governments to canvass broad citizen opinion about community visions, 

directions and priorities as well as to identify particular progress measures and 

indicators of well being (Carson 2001). At a State level, the ‘Tasmania Together’ 

(2003) project provides the most elaborate example of a ‘bottom up’ process of broad 

based community involvement in policy priority setting, leading to the identification of 

24 social, economic, environmental and cultural policy targets along with an 

integrated set of 212 progress measures.   

 

Deliberative democracy 

Advocates for expanding the reach of deliberative democratic processes appear to 

take a different point of view of the way in which public opinion should be shaped and 

heard.  ‘Deliberative democracy strengthens citizen voices in governance by 

including people of all races, classes, ages and geographies in deliberations that 

directly affect public decisions. As a result, citizens influence - and can see the result 

of their influence on - the policy and resource decisions that impact their daily lives 
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and their future…Deliberation is an approach to decision-making in which citizens 

consider relevant facts from multiple points of view, converse with one another to 

think critically about options before them and enlarge their perspectives, opinions, 

and understandings.’ (Deliberative democracy.net  2003). 

 

The first large scale Australian experiment in Deliberative Polling was held in October 

1999 when 347 randomly selected citizens met in Canberra to consider the 

arguments for and against Australia becoming a republic. (Issues Deliberation 

Australia 2003).  Discussions were informed by a broad range of background 

information as well as extensive opportunities to question and debate with 

constitutional experts and commentators with a broad range of contrasting views.  

The outcome of the process was a broad recognition of the merits of competing 

positions combined with a significant shift towards support for republican policy 

directions. 

 

 In August 2003 the South Australian Government’s Constitutional Convention was 

run as a deliberative poll with 300 citizens meeting to consider parliamentary and 

electoral system reform options as well as options for improving the overall 

transparency and accountability of government in South Australia.   The South 

Australian Economic Growth Summit held in April 2003 utilised a  ‘Future Perfect’ 

methodology variant of Deliberative Polling in which delegates were asked to position 

themselves at a fixed date in the future - in this case 2013 - and then to ‘look 

backwards’, developing common understanding about the actions needed to reach 

that point.   

 

In 1999 the city council of Eugene, Oregon established a deliberative decision 

making process to find a way forward on the vexed question of balancing 

contradictory demands between expanding services and reducing taxes (Weeks 

2000).  In the first stage of the process all citizens were sent an information booklet 

explaining the extent of the City’s budget deficit; the costs and benefits of expanding 

and reducing existing services; and the costs and benefits of adding new services 

and a budget worksheet. Three versions of more detailed budget worksheets were 

also sent to smaller, representative samples of citizens with a response rate of 

between fifty and seventy per cent.   Information obtained from these worksheets and 

a series of open community workshops was used to hone a series of more specific 
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integrated options and scenarios.  A similar combination of broadly distributed 

information booklets and worksheets, questionnaires mailed to representative 

samples and open community workshops were used to seek responses to these 

options.  The final policy mix of new service initiatives, service reductions and service 

fee increases was significantly influenced by the outcomes of this process of 

informed community discussion and deliberation.  

 

Participatory planning 

Internationally a number of local and metropolitan governments have begun to 

explore ways of taking more seriously the challenge of bottom up participatory 

planning in setting policy and budgetary priorities. The Canadian city of Guelph has, 

for example,  implemented an impressively comprehensive and inclusive city 

planning strategy which draws on an extensive array of techniques for harnessing the 

experience and expertise of a wide range of citizens, including a particular emphasis 

on involving those who would not normally be participants in such discussions (Smart 

Guelph 2003) 

 

The participatory budget development initiative in Porto Alegre, Brazil represents a 

far more ambitious experiment in directly engaging citizens and communities in 

budgeting and resource allocation  (World Bank 2003).  In the first step of the annual 

Porto Alegre budget decision making cycle public servants provide detailed, plain 

language, budget briefings to local neighbourhood meetings.  The outcomes of 

neighbourhood discussions identifying local community priorities are then fed into 

open regional plenaries where citizens, elected representatives and public servants 

discuss the budget implications of the range of new proposals.  44 delegates are 

then elected from these plenaries to a ‘Council of Participatory Budgeting’.  Over the 

next 3 months this group, informed by additional technical and policy advice, 

prepares a consolidated  ‘City Investment and Service Plan’ which is submitted as 

the binding budget framework to the City Mayor.  

 
In Australia the most creative examples of participatory community planning 

strategies have been driven by local governments.  Many of these initiatives have 

been associated with participatory, bottom up strategies for identifying and prioritising 

community and social indicators – and then using these to guide policy and resource 

allocation priorities (see, for example,  City of Port Phillip 2003).   Recent reforms to 
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the Victorian Local Government legislation will provide further encouragement for this 

process by making hit mandatory for local governments to conduct regular 

participatory processes in identifying local priorities and progress measures. 

 

The significance of recent experiments in engaging citizens and communities in 

urban planning and governance 

Scepticism about the rediscovery of the value of consultation, community 

development and participatory democracy in urban planning is understandable.  

Much rhetoric about the extent and benefits of community engagement is overblown.  

Many community engagement processes are at best tokenistic and at worst have the 

effect of further obscuring the real sites and relationships of decision making power. 

  
Participatory and deliberative democracy processes should not be seen as a 

substitute for the institutions needed to sustain a transparent and accountable 

representative democracy.   Nor can they, by themselves, overcome the corrosive 

impact on public trust of increasingly cynical and sophisticated political and media 

manipulation.  No amount of creative citizen engagement can make up for the 

damage caused by the strategies of deliberate deceit demonstrated by the ‘children 

overboard’ and ‘weapons of mass destruction’ fiascos.   

 

However the exploration of new ways of involving citizens and communities in 

informed consideration of policy and planning priorities does merit support as an 

important complement to the actions needed to restore some faith in representative 

democracy. Citizen juries, citizen dialogues, consensus conferences and deliberative 

polling can all be valuable tools for broadening the range of voices heard in public 

debate and encouraging more informed, iterative discussions of complex and 

contentious policy and planning  issues.   This in turn has the potential to contribute 

to public policy decision making made less on the basis of manipulating and 

massaging public opinion and more on the basis of ‘public judgement’ arising from 

informed and respectful dialogue between citizens from diverse starting points (Atlee 

2003).  

 

In the longer term broadening the scope of issues subject to transparent democratic 

debate can play a role in opening up larger questions about the dominant neo-liberal 

paradigm of market based priority setting and resource allocation. If privatisation and 
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deregulation have removed key social, economic and environmental decisions from 

open scrutiny in the public arena, then perhaps it is time to look seriously at detailed 

strategies for reversing some of these trends.  If the locus for many key policy 

decisions has shifted to the corporate board room then it may also be time to reopen 

older debates about economic and industrial democracy – and to explore new ways 

of involving citizens, workers and communities as well as shareholders in decisions 

about corporate investment and economic policy directions (see Gollan and Patmore 

2003). 

 

Implications for future policy and research priorities 

National, State and local governments can support the further development of 

innovative approaches to citizen and community engagement in at least four ways.   

First, they can get their own house in order by strengthening the transparency and 

accountability of core government operations and parliamentary procedures.  

Second, they need to reinvest in a public sector which has the resources to provide 

the core services and infrastructure essential for a healthy civil society and the skills 

needed to develop genuine partnerships between the community, public and private 

sectors.  Third, they need to explore ways of enthusing and encouraging a far 

broader range of citizens to be involved in public debate and decision making.  As 

Curtain (2003) argues this could and should involve consideration of the 

establishment of national and State level legislative frameworks encouraging and 

facilitating broader democratic involvement in planning and policy making.  The fourth 

important role for government is to pilot, learn from and begin to mainstream a 

diverse array of new consultative, community building and deliberative democracy 

practices.    
 

Priority research topics which can assist in this learning process include:  

• What is the best balance between participatory and representative democracy 

in urban planning? 

• Which consultation, involvement and participation strategies, institutions and 

relationships work best for which purposes and in which settings? 

• What new skills do planners and policy makers need to design and implement 

more effective citizens and community engagement strategies? 

• What can and should governments do to support more genuine and effective 

consultation, involvement and participation in urban policy and planning?  
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CONCLUSION 
There is clearly a long way to go before these early ventures in testing new rules and 

practices for democratic citizen and community engagement begin to shift from the 

experimental margins to the mainstream centre of political life and practice.  The 

challenges are large and are likely to involve considerable investment of time and 

resources.   However, as Atlee (2003, p. 5) correctly argues,  ‘billions of dollars are 

spent each year for researching, developing and practising the art of war and profit.  

Perhaps it is time to demand that billions be invested in researching, developing and 

practising the arts of wisdom, citizen deliberation and public judgement.  Which 

expenditure do you think would provide us with greater quality of life and security?’   



EEnnggaaggiinngg  cciittiizzeennss  aanndd  ccoommmmuunniittiieess  iinn  uurrbbaann  ppllaannnniinngg  WWiisseemmaann  
 

SSttaattee  ooff  AAuussttrraalliiaann  CCiittiieess  NNaattiioonnaall  CCoonnffeerreennccee  22000033  PPaaggee  2200 

REFERENCES  
Adams, D. and Hess, M. (2001) ‘Community in public policy: Fad or foundation?, 
Australian Journal of Public Administration, 60/2, June, 13-23 
 
Adams, D. and Wiseman,  J. (2003) ‘Navigating the Future: A Case Study of Growing 
Victoria Together’, Australian Journal of Public Administration, June, pp. 11-23. 
 
Atlee, T. (2003) ‘A call to move beyond public opinion to public judgement’ , Co-
intelligence Institute Discussion Paper www.co-
intelligence.org/CIPol_publicjudgment.html 
 
Bartlett, L. (2003) ‘Weak leaders play it by ear’ in The Sunday Times.  July 20, p. 57. 
 
Birch, D. (2002) Public participation in local government: A survey of local authorities 
and regional governments, Research unit, Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, 
London. 
 
Blunkett, D. (2003) Civil Renewal: A New Agenda, CSV Edith Kahn Memorial 
Lecture, Home Office, June. 
 
Botsman, P. and Latham, M. (eds) (2001) The Enabling State: People Before 
Bureaucracy, Pluto, Sydney 
 
Brennan, D. and Cass, B. (2002) Communities of support or communities of 
surveillance and enforcement in welfare reform debates’, Australia Journal of Social 
Issues, 27 (3) August, pp. 247-262. 
 
Broad, C. (2003) ‘The Victorian Government’s Agenda for Building Stronger 
Communities’, Paper presented to the Centre for Public Policy, Melbourne University, 
September. 
 
Bryson, J. and Anderson, S. (2000), ‘Applying large group interaction methods in the 
planning and implementation of major change efforts’ in Public Administration Review 
Vol. 60, Issue, 2, pp. 143-163. 
Bryson, L. and Mowbray, M. (1981) Community the spray on solution’, Australian  
Journal of Social Issues, 16 (4) November, p.  255-267. 
 
Caddy, J. and Vergez, M. (2001) Citizens as Partners: Information, Consultation and 
Public Participation in Policy Making, OECD, Paris. 
 
Canadian Policy Research Network (2003) www.cprn.org/en/theme.cfm?theme=4 
 
Carson, L. (2001)  ‘Innovative consultation processes and the changing role of 
activism’, in Third Sector Review, Vol. 7, No. 1, pp. 7-22. 
 
Coombes, P. (2001) Presentation on consultation process for Melbourne 
Metropolitan Strategy, RAPI National Conference, Canberra (unp.). 
 
Coote, A. and Lenaghan, J. (1997) Citizen Juries: Theory into Practice: London, 
Institute for Public Policy Research. 
 



EEnnggaaggiinngg  cciittiizzeennss  aanndd  ccoommmmuunniittiieess  iinn  uurrbbaann  ppllaannnniinngg  WWiisseemmaann  
 

SSttaattee  ooff  AAuussttrraalliiaann  CCiittiieess  NNaattiioonnaall  CCoonnffeerreennccee  22000033  PPaaggee  2211 

Costello, P. (2003) ‘Let’s revive a sense of society’, The Age, July 17, p.11 
Commonwealth Foundation (2000) Citizens and Governance: Civil Society in the 
New Millennium 
http://www.commonwealthfoundation.com/information/infosheet.cfm?id=23 
 
Cornwall, A., Lall, P, Kennedy, K. and Owen, F. (2003) ‘Putting partnership into 
practice: participatory wellbeing assessment on a south London housing estate’ in 
Health Expectations, 6, pp. 30-43 
 
Curtain, R. (2003) ‘What role for citizens in developing and implementing Public 
Policy?’ in   Canberra Bulletin of Public Administration,  June, 
 
Danish Board of Technology 
http://www.tekno.dk/subpage.php3?survey=16&language=uk 
Davidson, K. (2002) ‘Why Melbourne 2030 is a dream come true for Vicroads, The 
Age, November 17, p. 8. 
 
Davis, G. (1999) ‘Reinventing Government, Queensland style’, Transcript of 
presentation to the Brisbane Institute, 
http://www.brisinst.org.au/papers/davis_glyn_reinventing.html 
 
Deliberative Democracy.net  (2003)   http://www.deliberative-democracy.net/ 
 
Demos Foundation (2003) Rethinking Inclusive Communities, London 
 
Department of Family and Community Services (2003b) 
http://www.facs.gov.au/sfcs/index.htm 
 
Department of Infrastructure (2002) Melbourne 2030: Planning for Sustainable 
Growth, Victorian Government, Melbourne 
 
Department of Premier and Cabinet, Western Australia (2002) Consulting Citizens A 
Resource Guide, Western Australian Government, Perth 
 
Fischer, F. (2003) Reframing Public Policy - Discursive Politics and Deliberative 
Practice, Oxford Universty Press, London. 
 
Gleeson, B. and Low, N. (2000) Australian Planning: New Challenges, New 
Agendas, Allen and Unwin, Sydney. 
 
Gollan, P. and Patmore G. (eds.) (2003) Partnership at Work: The Challenge of 
Employee Democracy: Labor Essays 2003, Pluto, Sydney. 
 
Graham, J. (2002), ‘Reinvigorating Democracy: Dealing with September 11th through 
Modern Town hall meetings, Policy Brief No. 13, Institute of Governance, Ottowa. 
 
Prime Minister of Canada, (2000) The Canadian Way in the 21st Century, Office of 
the Prime Minister, Ottowa, p. 3. 
 
Howard, J. (1998) Speech to the World Economic Forum Dinner, Melbourne March 
16. 
 



EEnnggaaggiinngg  cciittiizzeennss  aanndd  ccoommmmuunniittiieess  iinn  uurrbbaann  ppllaannnniinngg  WWiisseemmaann  
 

SSttaattee  ooff  AAuussttrraalliiaann  CCiittiieess  NNaattiioonnaall  CCoonnffeerreennccee  22000033  PPaaggee  2222 

Howe, B. (2002) ‘State Capacity and Building Sustainable Communities’ in Riddell, T. 
(ed.) Governing Local Communities: Building State and Community Capacity, School 
of Social Work and Social Policy Occasional Paper Series No. 4 June 2002, 
University of Queensland, Brisbane, 11-22 
 
Issues Deliberation Australia (2003) www.i-d-a.com.au 
 
Jones, A. Reddel, T. and Smyth, P. (2002) ‘Acting locally: rethinking the governance 
of local communities’ in Riddell, T. (ed.) Governing Local Communities: Building 
State and Community Capacity, School of Social Work and Social Policy Occasional 
Paper Series No. 4 June 2002, University of Queensland, Brisbane, 39- 
 
Joss, S. (1998), ‘Danish Consenus Conferences as a Model of Participatory 
Technology Assessment’, Science and Public Policy 25 (1) pp. 2-22. 
 
Latham, M. (2002) Interview with Maxine McKew, The Bulletin, June 26, p. 20. 
 
New South Wales Government (2003) www.alcoholsummit.nsw.gov.au/ 
 
Mouffe, C. and Laclau, E. (2003) ‘Hope, passion and politics’ in Zournazi, M (ed). 
Hope: New Philosophies for change, Pluto Press, Sydney, pp. 122-148. 
 
Mowbray, M. (2003) ‘Building great communities or Briagadonnery?’,  Paper 
presented to Seminar on ‘Building Better Communities?’, RMIT Centre for Applied 
Social Research, October 17, 2003 (unp.) 
 
Peel, P. and Pearce, P. (1999) ‘Actively engaging citizens’, Canberra Bulletin of 
Public Administration, No. 94, December, pp. 34-39 
 
Pharr, S. and Putnam, R. (2000) Disaffected Democracies: what’s troubling the 
trilateral countries?  Princeton University Press 
 
Sandercock, L. and Fiedmann, J. (2000) ‘Strategising the Metropolis in a Global Era’, 
Urban Policy and Research, 18 (4), pp. 529-33. 
 
Smart Guelph (2003) www.smartguelph.gov.au 
 
Thwaites, J. (2003) Minister’s Message on Community Building 
www.communitybuilding.vic.gov.au/cb_initiatives/ministers_message.asp 
 
Walsh, K., Sarkissian, W. and Hirst, A. (2002) ‘Improving Community Participation in 
the City of Port Phillip, City of Port Phillip, unp. 
 
Weeks, E. (2000) ‘The Practice of Deliberative Democracy: Results from Four Large 
Scale Trials’, Public Administration Review, July/August, Vol. 60, No. 4, p. 361. 
 
Weeks, W. Hoatson, L. and Dixon, J. (eds) (2003) Community Practices in  Australia, 
Sydney, Pearson 
 
Western Australian Government (2003a) Citizenscape web site 
http://www.citizenscape.wa.gov.au/ 
 



EEnnggaaggiinngg  cciittiizzeennss  aanndd  ccoommmmuunniittiieess  iinn  uurrbbaann  ppllaannnniinngg  WWiisseemmaann  
 

SSttaattee  ooff  AAuussttrraalliiaann  CCiittiieess  NNaattiioonnaall  CCoonnffeerreennccee  22000033  PPaaggee  2233 

Western Australian Government (2003b) ‘Dialogue with the City’ 
http://www.dpi.wa.gov.au/dialogue   
 
World Bank (2003) Porto Alegre, Brazil: Participation in the Budget and Investment 
Plan, www.worldbank.org/participation/web/webfiles/cepemcase1.htm 
 

  

 



 

  
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

STATE OF AUSTRALIAN CITIES NATIONAL CONFERENCE 

SYDNEY, 2003 

 

 

SPONSORS 

University of Western Sydney 

Australian National University 

The University of New South Wales 

Griffith University 

The University of Melbourne 

Victorian Department of Sustainability and Environment 

NSW Department of Infrastructure, Planning and Natural Resources 

ACT Planning and Land Authority 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

►

Lo
►►  For all enquiries, please contact:-

University of Western Sydney
Urban Frontiers Program

Building 22, Campbelltown Campus

cked Bag 1797, Penrith South DC  NSW  1797

Phone +61 2 4620 3443

Fax +61 2 4620 3447

Email urbanfrontiers@uws.edu.au

Web www.urbanfrontiers.uws.edu.au


