Public Participation in Local Decision-Making:
By: Charlie French

Has your community ever made an important decision or developed a policy that directly
impacts you, yet you didn’t even know about the decision until after it was made? If so, then
perhaps you should read the following which outlines why and how communities should engage
citizens in the local decision-making process.

The fact is, notification of community-level public meetings are required by law to be
posted prior to the meeting and the meeting must be made accessible to the public. This
safeguard was put in place to ensure that citizens have an opportunity to provide input on local
decisions before they go into effect. In spite of this public notice requirement, many towns and
cities around the country still conduct policy-making without full disclosure to the public. In
some instances, this occurs due to time constraints or lack of understanding of the public’s role
in the decision-making process. In other cases, public officials intentionally neglect to engage the
public, as the public might derail their agenda.

It was over a century ago that Gifford Pinchot, the first chief of the US Forest Service,
observed that the strength of our nation lies in the public’s ability to guide policy-making. Yet, it
wasn’t until the last few decades that the participatory decision-making movement took root in
the United States. This movement has now sifted all the way down to the local community-level.

From a public official’s standpoint, there are a lot of reasons to engage the citizenry in local
decision-making. First off, local citizens know best what the local needs and issues are. Second,
engaging the public in the decision-making process serves to educate both citizens and policy-
makers about the various facets of a particular decision or issue from a variety of perspectives.
Third, engaging citizens in decision-making makes the implementation of a decision or policy
more likely. After all, unless public officials have their constituents on board with a particular
decision, plan, or policy, the public is not likely to assist with its implementation. Finally,
engaging the public helps to build accountability for both public officials and the citizenry.

So, the question remains, how can your community effectively engage citizens in local
decision-making, whether these decisions focus on Master Plans, local schools, capital
improvement projects, economic development, or other local issues? The fact is, there are a
variety of tools that public officials can use to engage citizens in decision-making. These tools

include citizen advisory committees, survey questionnaires, community meetings, forums, public



review and comment periods, public hearings, counter planning, etc. The following provides a

brief description of a few of these public engagement tools:

1. Citizen Advisory Committee: Citizen advisory committees are intended to foster positive

relations with the community by engaging citizens in the development of policies/programs
and to ensure that they are enriched by diverse perspectives. The following is an example
of what a citizen advisory committee does in the context of Department of Transportation

projects: http://www.dot.state.ga.us/dot/preconstruction/urbandesign/johnsonferry-

abernathy/html/cac.shtml

2. Community Survey Questionnaire: Community surveys help public officials gather data

about local attitudes regarding precisely defined issues, problems or opportunities. . For
more information on survey questionnaires, visit the following website:

http://ctb.lsi.ukans.edu/tools/EN/section_1048.htm

3. Focus Groups: The focus group is a roundtable discussion aimed at gathering ideas and
opinions from a targeted group of citizens. Focus groups are used to build a synergy of
thoughts and ideas. For more information on focus groups, visit the following website:

http://ctb.Isi.ukans.edu/tools/EN/section_1018.htm

4. Public Hearing: Hearings are public meetings that enable residents to express their concerns

about public plans, decisions, or issues. For information on public hearings, visit this website:

http://www.memun.org/SchoolsProject/html/Resources/zoning/PUBHEARING.HTM

5. Public Review and Comment: Public review and comment refers to a formal process

whereby the public is given a window of time to review public plans or policies and to

provide comment prior to the ratification or revision of a plan or policy.

6. Community Forum: A community forum is a public meeting intended to bring together a

variety of community perspectives to discuss salient issues, visions, problems, or
concerns that the community is facing. For more information on community forums,

visit the following website: http://ctb.Isi.ukans.edu/tools/EN/section_1021.htm
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However, before public officials attempt to implement one of the above-mentioned tools,
they must first ask themselves some critical questions. First off, what is the role of the public to be
— how involved should the public be in the decision-making process and at what stage? Perhaps
most important, how are local officials going to engage the public in the process, given that most
citizens live busy lives? These are some critical questions that must be addressed before public
officials decide what public participation technique is to be used. In any case, effective public
participation processes maintain the following attributes:

= Public input is collected at various stages of the process.

* Information, education, and/or training is provided so that citizens can have a meaningful
role in the decision-making process.

= The stakeholders impacted by a particular decision or policy must be given equal
opportunity to participate in the process.

= Public participation must be sought in the initial planning stages of a decision/policy, and

not simply to validate an already existing plan.
= Facilitators of public participation processes should refrain from leading the participants

While much of the responsibility for engaging citizens in local decision-making falls upon
public officials, citizens also have a role in ensuring that they are actively engaged. This may
entail periodically visiting the Town Hall or other public buildings where meeting notices are
posted to keep informed of local decision-making, writing letters to public officials to make them
accountable, asking key questions at town meetings, and encouraging officials to develop an
effective process to engage local citizens. Often times, citizens may need to turn to the various
state and Federal regulatory agencies to ensure that public officials abide by state laws and
regulations. And finally, citizens have the right to enact a citizen initiative — if enough signatures
are garnered, public officials may be forced to put an issue up for referendum.

To conclude, public participation is by no means an easy thing to accomplish. It requires
much energy, time, and resources. Yet, if cities and towns are to effectively respond to citizen
needs, than they need to start listening to what citizens are saying and recruit their assistance in

crafting effective policies and decisions.



