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THE UNIVERSAL DEcLARATION OF HUMAN RiGHTs: “Everyone has the right to take part 7
in the government of his country, directly or through freely chosen representatives”

United Nations, Human Rights Comm., General Comment No. 25 (57), U.N. Doc. 8
CCPR/C/21/Rev.1/Add.7 (Aug. 27, 1996)

ICCPR General Comment 25 (5) 9

“The conduct of public affairs, referred to in paragraph (a), is a broad concept 10
which relates to the exercise of political power, in particular the exercise of
legislative, executive and administrative powers. It covers all aspects of public
administration, and the formulation and implementation of policy at international,
national, regional and local levels. The allocation of powers and the means by
which individual citizens exercise the right to participate in the conduct of public
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Abstract

Background and Objectives

The principle of public participation in the decision-making process is based
on the ideal of the informed and involved citizen with the power to influence
government decisions and actions. The assumption underlying this principle
is that political participation is an appropriate means to invigorate democracy
and strengthen the entire democratic process. Recognition of the importance for
democracy of public participation in the political process and the perception
of such participation as a tool for empowering the citizenry, strengthening
government, and bolstering public confidence in democratic institutions has
led to a significant growth in the number and diversity of public-participation
initiatives all over the world. At the same time, however, there is incipient
criticism that casts doubt on the quality of such processes. It has been argued
that the field has developed without a proper examination of important issues or
adequate evaluation.

This study examines and evaluates the success of projects that promote
public participation. Its goal is to propose guidelines for a model of successful
participation, one that can advance democratic principles of equality, transparency,
and representivity, and improve the quality of decision- and policy-making
processes. The bulk of practical experience with public participation in Israel and
the world is on the local level, where it has become a popular option for decision-
making in the public sphere. Public participation is establishing a foothold on the
national and even international levels as well, but with lower frequency. Hence,
the present policy study is based on the practical experience of participatory
processes in the local arena.

Findings of the Research Literature

The conclusions about successful implementation of the principle of public
participation in the local arena are not unequivocal. Although a review of past
research does find significant strengths, a substantial body of literature identifies
its weaknesses. There is also a gulf between the theoretical discourse about the

participatory process and its nature, on the one hand, and the empirical studies
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about its practical effects, on the other. On the one hand, public participation
initiatives have been shown to have positive influence. Various studies have
found that they helped improve decision- and policy-making processes and were
an effective tool for identifying problems, coming up with innovative solutions,
and advancing new policies. Public participation initiatives have been shown to
strengthen the relationship between government and citizens, bolster democracy
on the local level, and increase citizen participation. In addition to encouraging
closer involvement with government, participatory processes have the potential
to reinforce the bond and understanding among those who take part in them and
to increase empathy and solidarity among various social groups.

On the other hand, the research literature also discusses the failures of public
participation initiatives and identifies a substantial number of shortcomings in
their implementation. One of the main arguments against these processes is related
to the “hitchhiker” phenomenon: when others do the work, nonparticipation
becomes a rational option. Moreover, initiatives to encourage public participation
frequently favor certain groups in society at the expense of others. Some studies
have found that such processes have no real influence on the quality of local
democracy or decision-making. A gap has been identified between public
participation and decision-making processes; the former may reproduce existing
power structures rather than enhance public confidence in institutions. Another
weakness discussed in the literature relates to the economic efficiency of the
participatory processes. It has been argued that public participation in decision-
and policy-making involves high costs of both time and money, in return for

uncertain success.

What Constitutes Successful Public Participation?

The ambivalent picture presented by the practical experience with public
participation can be attributed in part to the fact that there is no simple method
for evaluating the success of such initiatives. They are likely to be perceived as
successful when judged by criteria of efficiency, but total failures in terms of
their democratic quality, and vice versa.

For this reason, a substantial part of this study is devoted to discussing the
decisive question: What is successful public participation? Drawing on the
practical experience, it presents a list of cardinal points, distinctions, and leading
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questions for examining the quality of such processes. The success of public-
participation initiatives must be examined in terms of their goals, influence, and
scope, and the identity of the participating group. Their achievements are relative
and must be measured against the characteristics of the political environment in
which they operate, the social and cultural attributes of the relevant public, and
the advantages and limitations of the participatory model itself. The positive
effects of the process and the extent of its contribution to democracy should
be measured in the broader context, with attention to its progressive nature, its
educational and ethical contribution, and its long-term influence.

The criticism that minimizes the contribution and influence of participatory
initiatives is largely justified; however, considering the emphases and questions
detailed above, it cannot refute the argument that they are important and have
the potential to empower residents and improve local democracy. I attribute the
failures to the initiatives’ unsuitability for the goals they pursue or their inferior
democratic nature, and to their operation in an institutional and educational
environment that is inappropriate, or at least not yet ready, for participatory
processes. I believe that participatory initiatives carried out in a correct and
appropriate manner will produce far better results.

Recommendations

This document sets forth a list of recommendations for improving public
participation initiatives and their optimum use in local government. The
underlying principle is that they are intended to increase citizens’ influence on
their lives by opening channels of access to decision-makers and deepening their
involvement in these processes.
Four of these recommendations, which are not strictly speaking recommen-
dations, but rather mandatory principles, stand out.
1. Tailoring the participatory model to the initiative’s nature and goals
2. Tailoring the initiative to the political and social environment in which
it will operate
3. Incorporating multiple patterns of participation
Increasing representivity by including minority groups and disempow-

ered sectors
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In order to increase the prospects for success of public participation processes

and ensure their democratic quality, this policy study includes a list of ten basic

principles:

1. The principles of public participation must be defined in a binding text.

2. Transparency and access to government information must be ensured.

3. All of the public interests affected by the decision-making process must
be represented.

4. Appropriate resources must be earmarked for the process.

5. Clear goals must be set; intentions must be declared in advance, and
expectations coordinated.
Civil society must be involved.

7. High-tech tools must be adopted and used intelligently and to their
fullest advantage.
The public must be included in the various stages of the initiative.
There must be a link between the results of the initiative and decision-
making processes.

10. Evaluation processes must be instituted to make it possible to learn

lessons and constantly improve future processes.

Conclusion

A structured list of recommendations can benefit all those who wish to initiate

and lead appropriate and effective processes for public participation in local

government and for empowerment of the citizenry and local democracy. However,

the shaky status of local government and the poor quality of local democracy

in Israel cannot be ignored. Entrenchment of the constitutional status of local

government in Israel is a prerequisite for enhancing the participatory dimension

of local government, extracting maximum benefit from it, and strengthening local

democracy.
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