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SUMMARY

Public involvement in Local Agenda 21: the impact of local authority policy

Processes

Stephen Connelly

The signing of Agenda 21 by the UK government committed local authorities in
England to drawing up local action plans for sustainable development in partnership
with their citizens. This Local Agenda 21 (LA21) initiative appeared to provide the
opportunity for radical changes in the trajectory of development and in the nature of
local governance. This research set out to explain why this did not take place and

what happened instead.

It investigated how the nature of public involvement in LA21 was shaped by the
local authority policy making processes through which it was developed, based on
the premise that these involved the working out of the ambiguous and contested
concepts of public involvement and sustainable development in a complex policy

and institutional environment. Two contrasting LA21 processes were studied in

‘detail, primanly through nterviews with key policy actors, supplemented by

observation and documentary evidence.

The research showed that public involvement 1n LA21 was the outcome of
contestation between actors with differing interpretations of fhe key concepts, who
also had a range of other policy and institutional goals which affected their aftitudes
towards the initiative. Outcomes were determined by which interpretations were
present and the ability of actors to control policy making processes to promote their
goals. This explains both the variation within the LA21 initiative as a whole and the
absence of ‘radical’ impacts: such goals were simply not present or they were

suppressed by more powerful actors.

The thesis develops more practically adequate characterisations of both sustainable -
development and public involvement. It also challenges Agenda 21°s concept of a
consensual participative planning process for sustainable development. It concludes
by suggesting that policy making for sustainable development is inheren.tly
conflictive, and that public involvement in it 1s both a tool for policy makers and a

channel for democratic input into policy making.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Preamble

For most of the past decade many UK local authorities have been grappling with the
challenge laid down for them at the Rio Conference in 1992. This was to draw up a
sustainable development strategy at their local level which represented a consensus
between themselves and all other groups in their area — a Local Agenda 21 (UNCED
1992; LGMB 1994a). For many people outside and within local government this
initiative was not only about making major changes in the trajectory of policy
making towards more environmentally friendly ends, but 1its emphasis on
participatory processes also gave an opportunity to revive or replace a moribund
representative democratic system with a more direct, participatory democracy. Ten
~years after Rio this radical change in local governance has not apparently taken
place: this research sets out to examine some of the reasons why this has been the

Casce.

1.2 Local policy for sustainable development

1.2.1 The promise of Local Agenda 21

Humanity stands at a defining moment in history. We are confronted with
a perpetuation of disparities between and within nations, a worsening of
poverty, hunger, ill health and illiteracy, and the continuing deterioration
of the ecosystems on which we depend for our well-being. However,
integration of environment and development concerns and greater
attention to them will lead to the fulfilment of basic needs, improved living
standards for all, better protected and managed ecosystems and a safer,
more prosperous future. No nation can achieve this on its own; but
together we can - in a global partnership for sustainable development.

UNCED (1992: §1.1)

With these words the world’s governments gathered at the United Nations
Conference on the Environment and Development at Rio in 1992 publicly and
formally recognised the enormity of the environmental threat to humanity’s well-
being. They simultaneously asserted the possibility that the threat could be averted -

that environmental and developmental concerns could be reconciled through the



integration of economic, social and environfnental policy making (§1.1, §8.2*).
Moreover, they recognised that achieving sustainable development was not simply a
task for concerted governmental action, but that the involvement of all groups in
society in both policy making and action would be necessary (§8.3, §23.1). Agenda
21 was thus profoundly democratic and egalitarian (LGMB, 1993a), explicitly
requiring ‘broad public participation’ (§23.2) as an integral part of and prerequisite

for sustainable development.

Local governments were amongst the many groups assigned roles by Agenda 21. In

one brief chapter their importance was spelled out:

Because so many of the problems and solutions being addressed by
Agenda 21 have their roots in local activities, the participation and
cooperation of local authorities will be a determining factor in fulfilling
its objectives. ... As the level of governance closest to the people, they
play a vital role in educating, mobilizing and responding to the public to
promote sustainable development (§28.1).

They were given a mandate ‘by 1996...[to] have undertaken a consultative process

with their populations and achieved a consensus on “a local Agenda 21 (§28.2a).

Thus a new local government policy initiative was bom.

As a group UK local authorities were enthusiastic: by 1997 over 70% (Morris and
Hams, 1997) were taking active steps towards developing a Local Agenda 21
(LA21) and across the globe UK local authorities have been the most active in
developing this component of Agenda 21 (ICLEI, 1997; Buckingham-Hatfield and
Percy, 1999). They were encouraged and assisted in this by the national local
authority associations and the Local Government Management Board (LGMB), who
set up a LA21 initiative to train and guide local authorities in developing their own
individual LA21s. This action was supported by their claim of a major role for local

government 1n achieving sustainable development, encapsulated in the oft-repeated

statement that

over two thirds of the statements of Agenda 21 which have been adopted
by national governments cannot be delivered without the commitment and
cooperation of local government (LGMB, 1993a: 1).

A substantial body of writing by practitioners and academics embraced Agenda 21

as the cornerstone of a ‘new environmental agenda’ (Agyeman and Evans, 1995: 36)

e e e ——

References in this format are to chapters and paragraphs in Agenda 21 (UNCED,1992).



with the goal of a ‘revolutionary transition’ to achieving integrated and equitable
cconomic, social and environmental development through a thoroughgoing
participatory democratic approach (Voisey et al, 1996; Marvin and Guy, 1997).
This agenda posed three substantial challenges to dominant approaches in policy and
practice: a reorientation of aims away from purely economic development to a more
holistic conception of improving quality of life, of processes through the integration
of the hitherto largely separate economic, social and environmental fields, and of
. politics through the demand for effective public involvement in these processes.
Furthermore, although based In an environmental or sustainability agenda the
fundamental nature of these challenges gave LA21 an almost independent aim of
transforming local government 1n general — it was seen by some as the opportunity
for realising a better, more participative governance and giving ‘a new mandate for
local democracy’ (Tuxworth, 1994: 212; Freeman et al., 1996). The LGMB
espoused a similar viewpoint. Environmental goals and the political agenda of more
public involvement in governance were linked together through being seen as
mutually supportive and equally necessary for the achievement of sustainability.
Much of this literature follows Agenda 21 in viewing the transformation as
conceptually and politically unproblematic, if difficult to implement in practice
(Agyeman and Tuxworth, 1996). It is implied that it can be carried out without
implications for and potential conflict with other policies or established
interpretations of the role of local government, or conflict between different interest

groups 1n society.

1.2.2 An unfuifilled promise?

By the end of the century 1t was clear, as many commentators have noted, that this
apparent opportunity for a radical democratisation of British local politics had
largely been missed. Although some local authorities made progress on
‘sustainability 1ssues’ great changes in governance had not obviously taken place as
a result of LA21 processes (Church et al., 1998; Evans and Percy, 1999). LA21
neither ‘grabbed the mainstream of local government’ (Cameron, 2000), nor was it
apparent that the increase in public involvement through LA21 initiatives had led to
more democratic government (Selman, 1998a). By 2000 the initiative was drawing
to a close, superseded by new developments in central government policy ostensibly
oriented towards making local government as a whole both more responsive to its

citizens and more concerned with sustainable development than before (Christie,
1999a; DTLR, 2001a).



Thus there 1s a perception of some kind of ‘implementation failure’. An apparently
coherent, unitary policy was adopted when the UK central government very publicly
signed up to an international agreement, which then became an input into the policy
making process 1n all of the UK’s local authorities. The outcome should have been
both a locally agreed plan for achieving sustainable development and the
implementation of that plan, with an associated change in the relationship between
state and citizen. In fact the outcomes were extremely diverse: a salient
characteristic of the initiative was the great variation in the way that it was taken up
by UK local authorities in terms of the approach taken (including that of engaging
the public), the institutional structures used and the rationale and justification for
taking action at all. Similarly there was great variation in both the nature of
outcomes and the magnitude of the changes that they have involved (CAG
Consultants, 2001). However, neither overall nor in individual authorities — except
perhaps 1n a very few cases - did they fulfil the radical aspirations enshrined in the
original policy document for both holistic policy outcomes and democratic policy
processes (CAG Consultants, 2001). This raises an obvious question for those
interested in supporting increased democratisation of government and progress
towards a less environmentally unsustainable and more equitable society: what went
wrong? Less judgementally, it suggests that it would be interesting and worthwhile

to answer the questions what actually happened? And why?

1.3 The research

1.3.1 Premises and aims

These two questions are the primary focus of the research. It is my contention that
they have not previously been adequately addressed, aithough since early in the
initiative’s history a number of different prognoses and analyses of its progress have
been produced. These are considered in detail in Chapter Five. Here it suffices to
say that collectively they suggest that there is something complex and in need of
explanation going on, when a policy process seen by its proponents as conceptually
unproblematic though practically challenging is judged by others as impossible to
implement either because it is fundamentally misguided in its approach or based on
an incoherent conceptual framework. Moreover, while all these analyses may have
some validity, they appear to share a neglect of the complexity of the initiative and
the context in which it is embedded. Two observations therefore underpin the basic

premise of this thesis:



e LA21 involved the practical working out of two principal concepts - public
involvement and sustainable development. Both of these are profoundly

ambiguous and contested in terms of their meaning and at a political level;

o LA21 was principally — though not exclusively — a local authonty 1nitiative. It
was not pursued in a policy vacuum, but in the context of a large range of other
policies, each of which would to some extent be tackled idiosyncratically by
different authorities. Further, local authorities themselves are large, complex
organisations, operating within a complex web of governance institutions, and
within and between these there is likely to be disagreement and competition

over the appropriate course of any given policy.

The research 1s based on the premise that the outcome in practice of the LA21
initiative can be best explained by a combination of these two. The process of
implementing an ambiguous and politically contestable policy within complex
organisations was legitimately driven by complex goals and thus led to complex
outcomes — and these do not fit the relatively simple, unitary aims which appear to

be present in the Agenda 21 itself and in subsequent policy statements.

This research thus set out to provide a fuller understanding and explanation of the
LA21 initiative by looking at the mechanisms by which it was developed — policy
making processes within local authorities. It focuses on the evolution of policy
making for public involvement in LA21 for three reasons. Firstly, it is this element
which 1s most distinctive: ‘LA21 is defined, in major part, by its relationship to the
community’ (Evans and Percy, 1999: 180) and an examination of this aspect allows
much of the interesting variation between authorities to be exposed. Secondly,
despite the demands of Agenda 21 there are major conceptual problems inherent in
the i1dea of ‘widespread public involvement’ in sustainable development, and an
examination of how these are manifested in practice is an opportunity to increase an
understanding of these concepts. Finally, it 1s a personal choice to examine the
processes and political implications of LA21 rather than the equally important
relationship between LA21’s substantive ends and the broader economic context in

which 1t evolved.

The research examined 1n detall what happened and why in two of these policy-
making processes, and in so doing explored the fate of the radical aims attributed by
some to Agenda 21. This led to a more general understanding of: how sustainable
development is operationalised within local authorities and, in particular, how the

inherent tensions between public involvement and sustainable development are



worked out in practice; how, as a concept, sustainable development relates to wider
issues of politics and public involvement in governance; and, more generally, of the

place of public involvement in local government policy making.

1.3.2 Justification for the research

The research was motivated by normative, contextual and academic considerations.

It aims to improve policy: it is based on a belief that no matter how 1rrational policy
processes appear to be, they have a core of rationality, or at least a normative drive
towards rationality, which is presupposed by the policy process itself and by the
concept of policy-related research (Stewart, 1982). Thus it aims to assist policy
making for both public involvement and sustainable development through furtheringl
an understanding of how policy processes work in practice. While at the outset of
this research this aim was conceptualised in terms of furthering policies in line with
the ‘new environmental agenda’, the research findings suggested that this was
perhaps inappropriate — an issue which is returned to in the concluding pages of this

thesis.

An examination of policy making in the context of public involvement and
sustainable development is very timely. In the past two decades local authorities
have been exposed to a policy environment which has emphasised increasing public
involvement, a change in the role of local authorities 1n respect of their publics and
the rise 1n 1mportance of environmental issues, and — latterly — sustainable
development. In the late 1990s these were brought together in the central
government’s Modernising Local Government suite of policy initiatives, and in
particular fhe Local Government Act (2000) and the imposition on local authorities
of a statutory duty to draw up Community Strategies. These overarching plans for
local sustainable development are to be drawn up with substantial public
involvement, and so have many parallels with LA21s (Christie, 1999a; Pinfield and
Saunders, 2000) and will ultimately subsume the earlier initiative (DTLR, 2001a).
Concerns with sustainability and public involvement are also salient in specific
policy fields such as planning (DTLR, 2001b). This research thus contributes to
policy debates extending well beyond the often insignificant confines of LA21 into
the heart of current concerns. (The importance of this context also determined the
limitation of the research scope to England, in recognition of the different local

government structures present and emerging elsewhere in the UK.)



Thirdly the field is under-researched. While there i1s a considerable amount of
descriptive material published on LA21 in general and public involvement in LA21
in particular, there is far less evaluative and even less analytical and theoretical
work. Most of the evaluative work 1s focused on the outcomes of policy
development — for example the public 1nvolvement aspects of LA21 programmes —
and identifies constraints in a rather piecemeal fashion, both in individual case
studies (for example Scott 1999; Rowe 2000) and in the wider ranging evaluations
(Church and Young, 2000; CAG Consultants, 2001). At a more theoretical and
general level, while there are very substantial literatures on both sustainable
deve10pmeht and public involvement, there i1s very little analysis of how these can
and do come¢ together in practice (Baker ef al., 1997; CAG Consultants, 1998).
There are some recent exceptions to this generalisation but these also tend to view
LLA21 on its own terms rather than within a broader context of local government
policy making (for example Evans and Percy, 1999; Selman and Parker, 1999). To
the extent to which they consider this context, it is to see LA21 as pushing out
against constraints and evaluating the degree to which 1t succeeded in penetrating
other policy fields. Overall, what is largely missing are attempts to analyse and
explain the progress of LA21 as one policy amongst many developing in a pre-
existing political and policy environment — one 1n which other objectives and

processes may have legitimate claims to prionity.

1.3.3 Approach to the research

The focus for the research was thus the policy-making processes within local
authorities through which they developed approaches to the involvement of the
public in LA21. It was not the involvement itself, which has been the subject of
considerably more research, but the processes which frame 1t and which - to an

extent at least — were expected to explain the form 1t took.

Many approaches are possible to policy analysis. In this research a realist approach
was adopted, informed by the philosophical approach of Bhaskar (1979) and Sayer
(1992, 2000), and recent applications of this to policy evaluation (Pawson and
Tilley, 1997; Sanderson, 2000), supporting its concern with causal explanation and
the possibility of generalisation of research results to wider policy issues. It thus
recognises the existence and causal efficacy of structures of many types, while
rejecting the ‘crude functionalist marxism’ (Stoker, 1991: 233) which might argue
that LA21’s transformative programme was doomed to failure. In contrast this

realist approach recognises the existence of human agency, and in particular the



great extent to which structures are constructed through communication and social

interaction, and are therefore mutable.

Within this approach policy 1s seen as being driven by the goals of actors, in tum
motivated by their values and interests and informed by their understanding of the
world. The two observations made above — of the multiple meanings of sustainable
development and public involvement, and the institutional complexity of the local
government policy environment — suggest that policy making can usefully be
conceptualised as a process in which many actors will interact, bringing together
their differing goals and interpretations of the key concepts, leading to outcomes in
action, new structures and policy rhetoric which will embody some interpretation of
the key concepts, and may also fulfil the goals of some of the policy actors. The
process 1s assumed to be goal driven, and thus to embody a certain rationality, or
multiple rationalities. This 1s appropriate since the Agenda 21 explicitly lays down
goals for the LA21 initiative, and it seems plausible that for the nitiative to have
been taken up in the way that it has, at least some goals were being pursued by
policy makers. However, this does not rule out the possibility that other principles

are present 1n the policy making processes (March and Olsen, 1989).

Understanding such processes involves analysis of richly detailed descriptions of
actors’ understandings and motivations. The research therefore adopted a case study
approach, and investigated what happened during the course of two LA21 public
involvement programmes through interviews with key actors, supplemented by
documentary records and direct observation. This material was analysed in terms of
the actors’ values and motivations, the nature of interactions in the policy making
process and of the outcomes, using classificatory frameworks which separated out
approaches to sustainable development and public involvement. One subset of these
goals and outcomes are the radical, transformative ones, which formed a particular
focus throughout the research. This analysis enabled the answering of the basic
research questions — what happened to LA21 and why? - for the cases studied and
more tentative generalisation of the results to suggest reasons for the overall pattern

of outcomes of the LA21 initiative.

1.4  Structure of the thesis

In Chapters Two to Five the literature relating to the concepts and contexts which
the research investigated 1s reviewed and used to identify analytical frameworks and

gaps 1n current knowledge and conceptual understanding. Chapter Two establishes



the framework within which the research i1s set, explaining the critical realist
approach and showing how policy making processes are conceptualised within this,
and so provides a structure and a language with which to investigate the policy-
making processes in the field. This conceptualisation is not exclusively drawn from
a single theoretical model of the policy-making process, however, and leaves open
the possibility of a number of models contributing both heurstically to the field

research and to an analysis of the findings.

The next two chapters are a critical exploration through published literature of the
expected substantive content of debate and policy making over the role of the public
in LA21. Chapter Three examines the role of public involvement in governance,
and consequently the role of a local authority in relation to its public, and Chapter
Four looks at the concept of sustainable development and the possible roles of public
involvement in achieving it. Chapter Five concludes the literature review with an
exposition of what is currently known of the LA21 initiative in the UK, and

consequehtly what lacunae exist in knowledge and understanding.

Chapter Six brings together the basic questions of the research with the material |
from the review chapters to pose a specific set of research questions and present an
analytic framework through which the empirical work was structured and analysed.
This 1s followed by a description of the methods used in generating and analysing
field data. Chapters Seven and Eight present the empirical findings, initially in
narrative form and then in a series of analytical sections structured by a
consideration of the different actors’ goals and how these interacted with each other

and their context in the policy-making process. These chapters provide answers to

the research questions for the individual cases studied.

The final chapters are concerned with a more general analysis of the empirical
findings and drawing general conclusions. Chapter Nine addresses the issue of
generalising from the cases to the LA21 initiative as a whole, while Chapter Ten
returns to issues 1dentified in the literature review to develop existing theoretical
understanding of sustainable development and public involvement in the light of the
empirical work. Finally, Chapter Eleven draws together the conclusions of the
research, and then reflects on the effectiveness of the general approach taken, and

identifies areas for further investigation. The thesis concludes with a re-evaluation

of the motivation and purpose of the research.



Chapter 2 Framing the research

2.1 Introduction

This research is about policy making for public involvement in sustainable
development at a local level. Before exploring the key substantive concepts there 1s
a need for a conceptual framework and a language with which to descnibe and
understand policy making processes which are appropriate to the specific context

and subject of the research.

It 1s primarily about policy making within local authorities, these being the
institutions to which Agenda 21 gave the role of leading the development of local
sustainable development strategies. The policy process framework needs to
recognise and incorporate the shared and significant characteristics of these bodies —
of which the most obvious are that they are large and complex. They have two main
functions, as the principal organ of local democracy and as the provider and
regulator of services, many of which are mandated by cenfral government. The
complexity and variety of these roles dictates that they should have formal internal
structures, both political and bureaucratic, the latter typically being many-tiered

hierarchies within a number of separate departments (Wilson and Game, 1998).

‘Policy’ 1itself i1s notoriously hard to define (Barrett and Hill, 1984). Vague
definitions abound and there does not appear to be any complete, well-developed
and generally accepted theory of the policy-making process. Instead there is a wide
range of partial theories and models, which prioritise different aspects of the process
and highlight different kinds of explanations for its form and outcomes (John, 1998).
This chapter draws on some of this literature to develop a broad view of factors
which come together in policy making, then gives a brief exposition of the realist
approach which provides a philosophical grounding for an explanatory and causal
analysis, and finally draws this material together in a simple ‘model’ to provide a

heuristic tool and guide to analysis of how policy making happens.

2.2 Policy making as a complex process

2.2.1 A rational model

At first glance the policy-making proceSs for LA21 appears straightforward. The
nations of the world signed up to Agenda 21, which committed them to a process

whereby local government and local communities were jointly to develop action
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plans for pursuing sustainable development and then implement them, so meeting
the specific goals set out in the Agenda 21 document . Thus described, the process
appears well-defined: the goals, actors, processes and procedural norms are
specified, and it follows a logical pattern of problem definition, solution agreement
- and goal setting in Agenda 21 followed by implementation through LA21. This 1n
turn was to be a similar logical process of goal setting and action planning (DETR ef
al., 1998). Such a process i1s implicit in the Agenda 21 concept, and the involvement

of the public in drawing up a local plan for sustainability is predicated on it.

Similar processes have been widely viewed as typical, or at least desirable, in policy
making, and have been theorised as the ‘rational model’. This views policy as ‘an
attempt to define and structure a rational basis for action or inaction’ (Parsons, 1995:
14), developed through a process which follows a set of distinctive stages in which a
problem is defined, all potential courses of action are compared to see which best
meets the needs defined in the previous stage, and a decision is made to take this
path (Easton, 1965; Simon, 1957). Implementation follows, unproblematically
(Barrett and Hill, 1984). This view of the policy-making process rests on two
principles: instrumental ra'tionalityvas the basis for decision-making, and a separation
of decision making from both the search for alternatives and the implementation
stages. It also involves the distinction between decision making as ‘political’ and
the other two stages as ‘technical’ and so the purview of politicians and technical
staff respectively (Barrett and Hill, 1984).

2.2.2 A complex model

Although the rational model remains in good currency amongst policy makers and in
policy rhetoric (Leach, 1982) there 1s a great deal of empirical work which
demonstrates conclusively that this is not the way that policy making takes place in
practice. Two principal problems beset it: that goals are frequently insufficiently
clearly specified, and that policy making typically involves many actors, who may

not share goals, or a common understanding of even those goals which are
ostensibly shared (Hill, 1997).

" Exactly what Agenda 21 committed governments and local authorities to is not clear, since
the text itself is inconsistent, and the meanings of the key terms are ambiguous. These
important matters are dealt with in Chapters Four and Five - what 1s significant here 1s the
apparent and assumed simplicity and linearity of the process set in train by Agenda 21.
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Looking back to the observations made in Chapter One — that LA21 is based on
concepts which are both ambiguous and vague in their policy implications, and
implemented from within local authorities — 1t seems likely that policy making for
LA21 will suffer from both problems. Agenda 21 enjoins the achievement of
sustainable development at such a general level that its conversion into policy opens
up multiple possibilities — further multiplied by the inherent ambiguity of the
concept and of the idea of ‘public involvement’. The size and internal complexity of
local authorities, the further complexity of the wider set of governance institutions of
which they are part, and the interlinked nature of the policy fields (particularly
around cfoss—cutting issues such as sustainable development and public
involvement) means that the normal situation is that both policy formulation and
implementation are carried out by a number of actors. The very fact of their
structural division within their institutions raises the likelihood that they will
approach the policy-making process in different ways. As March and Olsen put i,
‘many of the rules within political institutions are essentially devices for partitioning
politics 1Into reIatively independent domains...the division of labour creates

significant barriers between domains of legitimate action — areas of local rationality’
(March and Olsen 1989: 26).

Furthermore, the supposed linearity of the rational policy process and the separation
of policy development from implementation also appear unrealistic. In practice
action and policy-making are almost inseparably, recursively and interactively

linked, and actors at any level in the process are potential generators of ‘policy’
(Fudge and Barrett, 1981).

In contrast to the rational model, Barrett and her co-authors developed an
empirically-based conception of the policy making processes typical of local
authorities and other state institutions (Barrett and Fudge, 1981; Fudge and Barrett,
1981; Barrett and Hill, 1984; Hill, 1997). Rather than focusing on’ ‘policy’ per se,
they emphasise the need to understand ‘organisations, what 1s going on, who 1s
doing it and why’ (Barrett and Fudge, 1981: 26). Policy making processes are seen
as processes of interaction between many actors with many goals, which are derived
from the complex mix of values, interests and ways of understanding the world
which make up the ‘assumptive worlds’ of the actors (Young et al., 1980).
Understanding them involves identifying these actors and exploring these worlds, as
well as the nature of the linkages between them and the form that their interactions

take (Fudge and Barrett, 1981). These will often be competitive and conflictive, and
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their resolution will be to some extent determined by the distribution and

deployment of power (Barrett and Hill, 1984: 237).

The idea of rationality has not been lost completely, however. Leach (1982) argues
that some concept of purposive, goal-oriented rationality as the driver for policy
making 1s central to the notion of policy itself. It therefore makes sense to examine
policy-making processes for such rationality, not in the expectation of finding it as
the sole driver, but as a norm against which actual processes can be compared and so
as a way of ‘opening-up’ critical discussion (Leach, 1982: 7). This idea forms a
central premise of this thesis: that it makes sense to look at policies for public
involvement 1in LA21 in terms of the goals that policy actors have and how these are

worked out through the policy-making process.

2.2.3 Insights from theories of policy analysis

Barrett and her colleagues’ work provides a useful basis for this research, through
setting out a persuasively realistic picture of policy making within local authorities
and establishing the dimensions of its complexity. Although this is useful in
sensitising a researcher 1t 1s insufficiently developed to structure an investigation or
analysis (Barrett and Hill, 1984: 221). This section therefore brings together insights
from more detailed work elsewhere in the policy analysis literature, which will be
used in the final section of the chapter to develop such a structure. The aim is not to
review this immense literature, still less to debate the relative merits of the different
approaches, but to draw very selectively on ideas which are compatible with and can
contribute to a richer model of local government policy making. Four different
aspects of policy making are relevant: the existence of non-substantive goals, the
impact of structures in creating non-instrumental rationales for decision making and
in influencing communication and resource flows, and the varied implications of the

communicative nature of policy making processes.

Rational choice theory asserts the importance of instrumental rationality and the goal
directed-ness of policy making, but takes to an extreme the idea that the process is
carried out by individuals with differing goals. It rests on the premise that policy
makers are self-interested, and will therefore make decisions which are based on
maximising their interests, and so pursue power, patronage, perks of office and
financial rewards rather than value-based goals (Niskanen, 1971). While researchers
disagree over the impact of this, and the extent to which it dominates policy making

in practice (Dunleavy, 1991), the possibility of such behaviour clearly adds to the
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potential complexity of the process, and needs to be considered in any analysis of
real processes (John, 1998: 141).

In contrast to the focus on the goals of policy making, institutional theorists claim
that characteristics of institutions play a significant, perhaps determining, role. Thus
for March and Olsen ‘organtsational life makes a difference’ (1989: 1), since policy
choices are made between a limited number of options according to what 1is
perceived to be the appropriate thing to do given the circumstances.
Appropriateness 1s determined not only by the formal regulations and structures of
an organisation but also by the informal ‘beliefs, paradigms, codes, cultures and
knowledge that surround, support, elaborate and contradict’ the official rules (March
and Olsen, 1989: 22). This approach thus also adds to the range of motivations to be
looked for in a given policy making process, complementing instrumental rationality
with an explanation for the inertia and apparent non-rationality of bureaucratic

behaviour.

Rhodes and others have investigated the impact on the policy process of
relationships between actors (see, for example, Marsh and Rhodes, 1992; Rhodes,
1997). They show that policy is often made by groups of individuals which span a
number of institutions and sectors — potentially outside the state — and suggest that
these networks matter more than formal organisational structures and divisions. In
iltself this suggests that LA21 policy making analysis should look outside the ‘LA21
unit’ and its management line within a local authority and identify all the actors
imvolved, whatever their institutional affiliation. Moreover, it is suggested that
organisation 1n such networks has a range of impacts on the policy making process.
Networks tend towards stability and self perpetuation, suppressing innovation in
either structures or policy ideas (Rydin, 1997: 165; John, 1998: 84). More
positively, Smith suggests that networks give policy makers access to resources and

freedom to manoeuvre beyond that granted by their formal organisational roles
(Smith, 1993: 70).

The most structured and complex work on policy making processes is that of
Sabatier and his colleagues, who have developed a model in the context of US
government policy making which brings together a number of the foregoing ideas
(Sabatier, 1987, 1998; Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, 1993). Their ‘advocacy coalition
framework’ offers a model of the policy system which sees preferred policy choices
as being the result of values and beliefs, and policy outcomes as the result of groups

of like-minded actors competing with each other to achieve their policy aims
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through a process of bargaining and negotiation, mediated by neutral power-brokers,
in an arena constrained by institutional forms and resource allocation. Every aspect
is also affected by — and reciprocally affects - an external environment. This 1s
clearly compatible with Barrett’s ideas, and appears to advance them by specifying
in more detail the linkages and processes within policy making systems and offering
a causal explanation for changes in such systems over time. However, the details of
the model are not, perhaps, applicable to English local authorities, nor to such all-
encompassing policy issues as sustainable development. Moreover, Sabatier has
adopted a resolutely. positivist, anti-interpretivist stance (Sabatier, 2000; Radaell,
2000), and the model does not take into account the potential role of communication

and processes of social construction in policy making processes.

However, many authors have shown that the analysis of such processes is greatly
enriched by a consideration of the role of language and social interactions. The
approaches discussed above focus on the actors, their motivation and the constraints
under which they make policy. Rydin claims that all the 1deas at the core of these
approaches are ‘fundamentally imbued with a communicative dimension. They
have to be talked about and argued about before they become effective’ (1997: 165).
This focus on language as the medium for policy making introduces new layers of
complexity. It opens up the possibility of policy-as-presented-in-language and
policy-as-instantiated-in-action being different — that rhetoric and action will be
different, even if they are purportedly ‘the same policy’ (Richardson, 1996). It also
shows that the process by which actors press their claims — the mass of interactions
that form the core of the policy making process itself - is neither one of
straightforward, rational and logical argument nor one of ‘brute force’ where the
actor with the most resources wins, but one where language 1s also used to persuade
and to argue (Majone, 1989; Mazza and Rydin, 1997). Further, this process of
communication is used to affect the distribution of resources including knowledge
(Rydin, 1997), and so part of the discussion and argumentation of the policy making
process 1s directed to shaping institutions, to changing the ‘rules of the game’, as

well as to achieving substantive policy ends (Majone, 1989; Clegg, 1990).

More fundamentally, insights from a social constructionist perspective suggest that
the policy process 1s not simply shaped by actors’ beliefs, values and interests but it
concurrently and continually shapes them and that structures of every kind are
continually reproduced by the actors, and are thus in principle mutable. The project

of investigating a policy-making process then becomes at least partly an enquiry into
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its construction, rather than simply into its functioning (Fudge and Barrett, 1981).
Such approaches have been usefully deployed in the environmental policy field as a
way of exploring the different claims made about the nature of environmental
problems (Burningham and Cooper, 1999) and how the meaning of key concepts 1s
constructed, manipulated and changes through the policy process (for example
Hajer, 1995; Hastings, 1999a; Sharp, 1999). It would seem, therefore, that in a field
of policy making which rests on the inherently ambiguous concepts of sustainable
development and public involvement it will be essential to attend to the 1ssue of how

the meanings of these phrases are constructed by different actors in the process
(Rydin, 1997).

However, there is a potential problem here in that more thoroughgoing and
consistent applications of constructionist thinking lead to the problematising of the
concepts of causation, the distinction between agency and structure and even of the
acting individual (Burr, 1995). All these concepts are fundamental to the realistic
and ‘commonsensical’ approach to policy making which has been building up in this
chapter (John, 1998: 18 ff.), and a philosophical approach which calls these into
question would be an unhelpful basis for the current research. To avoid this, and
support a conception of policy making processes that can bring together the useful
insights of these various theories, an explicitly realist philosophical underpinning

was chosen for this research. This is set out in the following section.

2.3 Realist policy studies

The key issues for empirical policy research are how and why did this result emerge
from this process? and what can we therefore say about how such policy processes
work in general? Both the positivist and social constructionist philosophies which
dominate the theoretical field present problems: the former in its search for lawlike
regularities and eschewal of non-observable mechanisms, the latter in 1its
problematising of the key concepts, as noted above (Pawson and Tilley, 1997). In
practice much empirical work avoids both of these and adopts a naturalistic
approach based on a common sense ontology of ‘physically distinct persons capable
of independent action’ (Outhwaite, 1987: 108). Even work which explicitly adopts
one of the paradigms tends to rest on such a base. Thus Lane (1996) plausibly
argues that much avowedly positivist policy theory is more realist than positivist,
since it endeavours to explain why policy develops as i1t does, rather than simply to

correlate different observables, and in order to do this it postulates unseen entities
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with causal powers. Similarly many social constructionist studies share a limiting
approach to constructionism. Jacobs and Manzi (2000) and Burningham and Cooper
(1999) explicitly defend social constructionist approaches as having empirical and
political utility because they can be applied to ‘real’ social problems. While rightly
claiming that by problematising the definitions of those problems such studies
generate different insights from positivist approaches (which treat the definition of
problems as a given), in order to gain a purchase on these policy issues they work
within an essentially realist framework 1n which many of the basic components of

the process are taken as fixed.

It would appear that in order to be empirically applicable, concepts of truth and
causality tend to be smuggled into work ostensibly based in both dominant
paradigms (Jensen, 2001). These are the hallmarks of scientific realism and its
social science counterpart, critical realism - a third paradigm which provides a
valuable middle ground ‘between the trenches’ of positivism and constructionism,
incorporating aspects of both and avoiding their principal problems (Pawson and
Tilley, 1997; Nass and Saglie, 2000). This research works in this middle ground,
adopting realist tenets which provide a coherent theoretical underpinning for the
intuitively desirable aim of establishing generalisable, causal explanations for the

evolution of policy making processes.

Cntical realism postulates the reality of social structures and their interdependence
with human actions, being neither reducible to them nor existing independently of
them (Bhaskar, 1979). Such structures are continually reproduced and transformed
by individuals, and are thus products of a process of social construction through
interaction, primarily though not exclusively linguistic. However, the structures
with which any given individuals interact are only to varying degrees in their power
to transform — to a greatef or lesser extent their interpretations will constitute
construal of relatively fixed and shared situations rather than construction (Sayer,
2000: 91). The implication for research is to adopt a pragmatic approach, assessing
empirically which structures are shared, not affected by contestation within the
specific policy making process under consideration, and can therefore be treated as

fixed and unproblematic.

" Also known as ‘transcendental realism’. For present purposes the distinctions between
these are irrelevant, and Andrew Sayer’s term, ‘critical realism’, has been adopted.
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Realist causation is understood in terms of causal powers, which are intrinsic
properties of structures. It is thus not reducible to, or necessarily visible in,
regularities between pairs of similar events — that 1s, ‘causes’ and ‘effects’ (Sayer,
1992). Instead, outcomes of causal processes are viewed as the result of the
activation (or not) of causal powers in a specific, contingent situation — a

combination of causal mechanisms and context.  Figure 2.1 shows this

schematically.
/ effect/event
cause — effect .
mechanism
] P 4 \
reqularity structure
context (other
mechanisms)
a) Posifivist causality b) Realist causality

s e ————— — S e S s e — e e e e e gy L

Figure 2.1: Models of causation (from Sayer, 2000:14-15)

In a policy process these mechanisms are combinations of the reasoning of
individuals and the capacity they have to act by reason of the resources they derive
from the social structures in which they are embedded (Pawson and Tilley, 1997:
66). The contexts are likewise mechanisms and structures with causal powers - the
distinction between ‘mechanism’ and ‘context’ 1s thus an analytical one, determined
by which aspect of a process is being singled out for study (Outhwaite, 1987: 115-
116). In the complex open systems that characterise the social world we should not
expect to observe precise regularity: each mechanism 1s to some extent unique, as 1s
each contingent combination of mechanism and context. The goal of realist analysis
is not the development of predictive theory based on lawlike regularities, but rather a

diagnostic understanding of what happens in unique historical contexts (L.ane, 1996;
Radaelli, 2000).

There are thus two levels of contingency involved in a realist explanation. Firstly,
there is an inherent contingency about real world events - the very notion of a
policy-making process as an interesting subject of research presupposes that the
outcomes of policy initiatives cannot be °‘read off’ from some analysis of
fundamental social structures and that policy actors possess a degree of individual
agency (Barrett and Hill, 1984: 238). Secondly, our knowledge of these events 1s
necessarlly tentative and revisable, as a result both of the impossibility of

unmediated access to ‘the real’, and the continually shifting nature of social

18



structures and their dependence on human action. Descriptions cannot therefore be
known to be ‘true’ 1n an absolute sense, but can be judged as being more or less
‘practically adequate’ (Sayer, 1992). Causal explanations are exercises in
‘retroduction’ — the construction of hypothetical, consistent stories, given force by
their adequacy when tested in other situations, through counterfactual reasoning and
the elimination of less plausible alternatives (Sayer, 2000). They do, however, allow
a process of ‘analytical generalisation’ from a given case to others where similar
structures plausibly exist (Silverman, 1985) and so to the possibility of generating
similar case-specific explanations. This is clearly very different from the positivist
notion of lawlike generalisations leading to a coincidence of explanation and
prediction, yet it does provide a rationale for making tentative predictions — of

crucial importance if research i1s to inform changes in practice.

2.4 A conceptual framework

This final section draws together the insights from the various policy theories with
the basic realist explanatory structure to develop the conceptualisation of the policy
making process which was used to inform the structure and analysis of the research.
In 1t the policy making process is seen not as rational in a simple, linear fashion but
as an interconnected web of decision making. The actors making these decisions

can be from any level in a formal hierarchy, with responsibility for policy-making or

for implementation, and scattered across a number of different organisations or
drawn from the ‘general public’. They are seen as being motivated by goals related
both to achieving substantive policy ends and more self-serving objectives. These
goals derive from actors’ value and belief systems — their ‘assumptive worlds’ — and
lead them to pursue a range of desired policy outcomes. This process brings them

into contact with each other in interactions which can take a number of forms:

e negotiation, in which actors may persuade, bargain or coerce each other;

e learning in a range of senses, including increasing technical knowledge and
therefore altering policy goals (Sabatier, 1987), and developing mutual
understanding of participants’ positions and so moving forward collectively to
create new, shared understandings (Healey, 1997);

e formal decis_ion making procedures, such as voting;

e direct control without negotiation; and

e 1gnoring (the converse of control, where a participant simply disregards the

attempts of another to influence the process).
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These potentially very complex interactions take place in a structured environment
which allocates resources and constrains the forms in which interaction can take
place, both through formal institutions and also through the mformal “rules’ which
constitute the culture of an organisation and define acceptable behaviour and
routines of action. At the broadest scale, beyond and pervading any policy making
process of immediate interest, are macro-socio-economic structures, which affect all
the other components of the process: the goals that actors might have, their interests
which some of those goals may be intended to serve, and the institutions and rules

and resources which enable and constrain their actions.

It is clear that in reality goals and constraints are intimately linked, as are those
elements of the process considered as mechanism and those as context. What is
important is that for analytic purposes it is feasible to make these distinctions, in

order to trace how certain value-based goals fare in these complex processes.

From these interactions emerge policy outcomes of various kinds. They includé
actions which further the substantive policy i1ssue under consideration or cause
institutional changes to structures or resource distribution within an organisation,
and the rhetorical expressions of policy documents which may be linked to actions

or only have purely symbolic importance (Edelman, 1971).

While this conceptualisation sees value systems and beliefs as the drivers of the
policy making process, and thus as the explanation of why the process occurs at all,
it does not suggest why particular outcomes result from a given policy process. This
raises the importance of power. In any instance some desired outcomes are likely to
be not only mutually incompatible but affect actors’ perceived interests. As a result
policy making is characterised by contestation, with people in general acting to
further their interests and resist detrimental change. The extent to which they are
successful will depend on their power . This is in turn dependent on their ability to
control resources, including knowledge, and the authority derived from their
positions in the formal and informal hierarchies of the institutions involved (Leach et
al., 1994). Power is exercised in a number of ways, many (but not all) of which are

discursive, involving the framing of issues and constructing their significance for

" There is a distinction to be made between the general causal power of realist theory and the
power of individuals to achieve their ends. The former 1s an attribute of all structures,

whether individuals, objects or relations (Sayer, 2000: 11 {f.), while the latter can usefully
be seen as a subset of this.
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other actors, and also in defining what will count as knowledge with an appropnate

function in the process.

It 1s also manifested at different ‘levels’ in the policy making process, as explicated
by Lukes (1974). The most obvious of these 1s in the policy interactions themselves,
where power relationships will influence the outcomes of processes of negotiation
and attempts at control. However, these processes themselves are subject to power
at a second level. Following Bachrach and Baratz (1962), this level 1s characterised
by the mobilisation of bias and ‘non-decision-making’ — the myriad ways in which
the agendas of decision-making processes can be controlled, and thus the desired
outcomes of some actors excluded from consideration, and by which outputs from
the decision making process can be selectively prevented from developing into
substantive outcomes. At this level there may well be linkages between policy
making processes — decisions taken in one arena may be concerned, explicitly or

implicitly, with controlling the content or impact of decisions taken elsewhere.

The highest level that Lukes describes is that at which power is manifested in
hegemonic control of society, by which the interests of powerful groups are served
through shaping the preferences of others in ways which (perhaps) do not serve their

own Interests, or through limiting what are conceived of as possible policies
(Cochrane, 1993).

Although power 1s notoriously hard to define and to attribute to individuals (Lukes,
1974; Richardson, 1996), it appears to be unevenly distributed, given the regularities
in policy outcomes of actors’ goals and of types of policy that are more successful
than others. As Fudge and Barrett observe, despite the complexity of the policy-
making process one ‘inescapably’ concludes that ‘certain . individuals, groups or
governments tend to find a way of doing, or of getting done, what they really want
to do while others do not’ (1981: 275, original emphasis). It is one of these apparent
patterns which stimulated this research — the apparent non-realisation of the more
transformative aims of Agenda 21, which raises the question as to what mechanisms
control this process, and whether particular kinds of actors are systematically able to

determine which desired policy outcomes are actualised.

2.5 Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter was to develop a conceptualisation of policy making
processes which 1s appropriate to the context and subject matter of the research. The

setting 1s English local authorities and their existing plethora of functions and
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policies, within which the policy making processes specifically concermned with
public involvement in LA21 were developed. These involved the working out ih
practice of two ambiguous concepts, whose translation into practice potentially had
implications for most of a local authonty’s work, and therefore was likely to be of

interest to a great number of policy actors.

The conceptualisation developed is grounded in a naturalistic, ‘commonsense’
understanding of the components and processes involved in policy making. The
realist philosophy which underpins it describes the world in terms of objects and
structures possessing causal powers, and in which human agency and social
structures are both real and interdependent. While it therefore recognises the
constructed nature and continuous process of reproduction of social structure
through human agency, it rejects the more radical implications of thoroughgoing
social constructionism. While epistemologically and ontologically distinctive from
both constructiontism and positivism, it can be seen as occupying a fruitful middle
ground between the two, providing the possibility of explanation and prediction in a
socially constructed world. Realist understandings of policy making are in terms of
causal mechanisms consisting of the reasoning and capacity to act of the individual
actors 1n the process, whose outcomes will depend on the way these mechanisms are

activated or constrained by the context in which the are embedded.

This general understanding was brought together with Barrett and her co-workers’
empirically-grounded characterisations of policy making in local authorities and
other state bodies, along with more detailed theorising about aspects of specific
aspects of policy processes. This syhthesis produced a conceptualisaticn with the

following characteristics and components:

e policy making processes are complex, iterative and recursive, rather than simple
and linear — in particular policy making and implementation are inseparable and

continuous;

e policy making typically involves many actors, drawn from across local
authorities and other sectors, some of whom may be organised in networks
which form structures relatively independent of formal institutional boundaries

and hierarchies:

e actors are motivated by goals, in turn resting on values, beliefs and the way they

understand the world in general — their ‘assumptive worlds’;
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actors’ goals may include those associated with the ostensible substantive aims
of the policy making process — in this case of achieving public involvement in

the planning and attainment of sustainable development;

actors’ goals may well also include institutional and personal goals not related

to these ostensible aims;

these goals will be brought together in interactions which form the heart of the
policy making process. Because they are almost inevitably mutually

incompatible there will be contestation to determine outcomes from the process;

these outcomes potentially include action, structural changes and policy

statements;

the outcomes will be affected by the nature of the interactions, in particular the
relative power of the participants based on their authority and resources they

bring to the process;

outcomes will also be affected by the structures within which the interactions
take place. These include the local culture which encourages non-goal-oriented
behaviour determined by local rules of appropriate behaviour, the formal and
informal structures of communication and resource allocation, and external

policy and social influences; and

values, goals and context-forming structures are intimately linked as a result of
their continuous construction through social interaction. They are therefore all
potentially mutable, though many will remain relatively stable over the span of

the policy process being studied.

This study of policy making for public involvement in LA21 therefore focused on

the interactions of those actors explicitly involved in named LA21 processes. While

these were concentrated within local authorities, they also included those involved in

networks which extend outside the authorities into other sectors, including ‘the

public’. The recognition of the intimate association between mechanisms and

context required that actors and structures lying outside the LA21 processes

themselves were incorporated 1n the study.

The study’s purpose was to understand and explain how goals associated with the

stated aims of Agenda 21 were developed and implemented during the course of

LA21 policy making. However, while this determined its focus on goal-oriented

aspects of the processes, the foregoing arguments also imply that it could not assume
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from the outset that any particular set of goals would be dominant. On the contrary,
it was motivated by an assumption that the fate of the Agenda 21 goals could be
explained at least in part by rationales which lie outside those associated with

interpretations of sustainable development.

Using this conceptualisation the objects of study were the mechanisms within the
policy making process: actors’ reasoning based on their values and interests and
their attempts to act on these given the resources available to them, and the
Interactions between these attempts. They were also the outcomes of such policy
making: processes of public involvement in LA21, together with statements of
policy concerned with such involvement, carrying with them varying degrees of
commitment to action, and also changes in the policy making structures and

processes caused by the process.

The above establishes a framework — a structural skeleton of the processes through
which policy 1s made. The remainder of the literature review 1s concemed with the
expected substantive content of the studied processes - the two closely linked fields
of public involvement in governance and sustainable development — and the local

government context in which they evolved.
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Chapter 3 Democracy and participation: public involvement in
governance

3.1 Introduction

The overall purpose of Agenda 21 was to reorient the trajectory of development
towards sustainability. It i1s abundantly clear from it and other major statements on
sustainable development tl;at an intrinsic and necessary component of the process
was intended to be the involvement of the population as a whole, not simply In
changing their behaviour but also in making policy (WCED, 1987: 65; UNCED,
1992: §23.2). In consequence the policy processes that local authorities engaged in
to advance sustainability also had to address public involvement in policy making -
part of their substantive content was the process of local government. In the UK,
however, local government is founded on an already existing system of public
involvement, a mature and complex representative democratic system. Sustainable
development as a policy aim and the prescription for public involvement contained
in Agenda 21 thus had to engage with the basic principles of government and

potentially posed challenges to current accepted practice.

They did this, moreover, 1n the context of other challenges to the system. For the
past thirty years there have been repeated policy initiatives attempting to enable or
coerce local authorities to change the way in which they engage with their
communities., Running through the early calls for more participation in planning and
other services, the urban Left experiments and market-oriented reforms of the 1980s
and early 1990s and the current ‘modernisation’ of local government is a common
sentiment: that local government has become unresponsive to the wishes of its
public and should somehow °get closer to the public’ (LGTB, 1987; DETR, 1998a).
However, despite this common critique the proposed ways in which the people
should therefore become more involved 1n local government have varied greatly,

supported by a wide range of rationales (Bamnes, 1999).

The investigation and analysis of policy making for public involvement in LA21
must therefore take into account the theory and practice of local democracy. This
chapter deals with these as substantive 1ssues in their own right, and so also provides
a ground for the discussion in Chapter Four of the special case of the role of the
public in governance for sustainable development. It draws on published work in
this field in order to provide a framework with which to describe and analyse the

norms and practices of LA21 and its context and to give an overview of relevant

25



aspects of that context. This review also identifies theoretical issues which appear
insufficiently developed in this literature and which are therefore the subject of

investigation through the empirical work and further development 1n Chapter Ten.

The chapter falls into two sections, each dealing with a distinctive body of
theoretical work. The first reviews elements of political theories of democracy,
which deal with rationales and values concerned with the role of ‘the people’ 1n
governance. This is followed by a ci)nsideration of how these are embodied in the
practicé of local government in England, and how these in turn are embedded 1n
more complex governance structures which add layers of complexity to local
democratic practice. The second part reviews a distinctive and separate body of
theory consisting of more specific conceptualisations of the nature of the
engagement of the people in governance. These are the theories of participation in a
narrower sense which provide the basis for the descriptive and analytic framework

for the empirically investigated public involvement in LA21.

3.2 Democracy

3.2.1 Models of Democracy

Democracy is underpinned by the simple idea that the broad mass ot the people
should rule - consequently some form of public involvement in governance would
seem to be a fundamental aspect of a democratic society (Stoker, 1997: 157).
However, this simplicity cloaks an indeterminacy — what that involvement should be
has been the subject of argument for over two thousand years. Democracy is the
quintessential ‘essentially contested concept’, with a widely accepted but vague core
meaning which allows the word to be used and a range of legitimate, incompatible

and therefore contested interpretations as to how the concept should be put into
practice (Gallie, 1955).

Underlying these are a range of justifications based on democracy’s ability to
achieve fundamental values or goods — such as liberty, equality, and self-
development — and arguments based on the nature of society and humanity which
claim to make differing conceptions more or less possible (Held, 1987). Drawing on
arguments from Thomley (1977) and Stoker ('1997)' three axes are 1dentifiable along

which conceptions can be arranged:

e asocial stability axis, ranging between positions which see society as essentially

consensual and stable or necessarily conflictive and dynamic, with a middle
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range in which conflict is endemic but managed within a more or less agreed
framework — participation is thus a means to agreement, a victory over an

opponent or a deal;

e an elitist/egalitarian axis, with polar positions of a low opinion of the ability or
interest of the masses to play a responsible part in governance and one which

~ views participation as both a universal capacity and right; and

¢ an individualist/collectivist axis distinguishing positions which see the
objectives of participation as the furthering of individual interests and the

creation of collective goods such as social cohesion or class-awareness.

While a large number of different ‘models of democracy’ have been described,
characterised by different rationales and proposing different governance structures, a
fundamental distinction can be made between those in which a small group of
representatives are sélected to govern on behalf of the majority of the population,
and those In which the masses are directly involved in making decisions — a
distinction between representative and participatory forms of democracy (Held,
1987). The former are the basis of the existing local democratic system and are
discussed first, before considering the various participatory forms which are

proposed as providing improvements or alternatives to representative democracy.
Representative democracy

In an i1deal representative democracy, decision making power is exercised by a group
of individuals who derive their authority and legitimacy through being chosen by
clection. The electoral mandate gives them sole responsibility for government, as it
1s the only way that legitimates an individual to act as the people’s representative.
As a matter of practical necessity representatives are assisted and advised in carrying
out their functions by non-elected, politically neutral professional officers (Renwick
and Swinburn, 1980). Such éystems are justified by a range of arguments, of which

four are particularly salient (Thomas, 1996).

The first rejects continuous mass involvement in decision-making as both
impractical and undesirable, given the apathy and inability of the masses to play a
responsible part in governance. Rule is therefore to be exercised by an elite, who
have a greater interest in and understanding of the issues involved, and are able to
take decisions based on the long term good of society (Schumpetér, 1967). In the

interest of stability public involvement is to be limited to expressing broad policy
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preferences at elections, and possibly through other means of canvassing opinions
(Almond and Verba, 1963).

A contrasting strand of thought sees representation as regrettable and risky in terms
of transferring power away from the people to their representatives, but necessary
for effective governance in complex societies (Mill, 1972; Arblaster, 1987). In this
conception representatives have a duty to be responsive to and therefore in
communication with their electors, rather than acting as independent ‘trustees’

elected for their elite qualities to exercise their own judgement (Gutch, 1979).

The recognition that society 1s composed of competing and organised interest groups
leads to two further, contrasting conceptions of the role of the elected decision
maker 1n relation to the public. In the pluralist view of society having many
different centres of power, interest groups compete for influence over neutral
decision-makers (Dahl, 1956). An ‘open-door’ approach to participation opens up
equal opportunity for all to influence public affairs with essentially equitable
outcomes (Thomas, 1996). In contrast, in party political systems the decision -
makers are anything but neutral, being themselves the representatives of interest
groups. Such systems reduce the scope for direct, local public involvement in
governance: representatives are subject to party discipline, the legitimacy of which is

established through processes which are separate, and often distant, from the local
political arena (Hill, 1974). '

In terms of the axes set out above, these four conceptions of democracy all rest on
the notion of a basically stable society, where inter-group conflict - if present - is
confined as bargaining within a fundamental consensus over political and social
structures. They are all elitist in practice, sharing a basic structure with separate
roles for an elite governing group and the masses. They also assume that a
collective interest can be identified - the legitimacy of the elite is supported by their
claim to be able to work towards a conception of a common good recognised by (at

least) a substantial proportion of the population.

Challenges to representative democracy: towards more participation

This concentration of decision making in the hands of a purportedly representative
elite has always been susceptible to challengés from other conceptions of ‘rule by
the people’. At an instrumental level, it is argued that periodic elections do not give
decision makers sufficient information to enable them to repfesent the electorate

effectively, particularly in delivering services which accurately reflect the diversity
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of their needs and desires. Increased involvement of the public is therefore a
pragmatic process for improving service design, through using users’ own
assessments of their requirements and local knowledge to supplement the more
generic knowledge of the professionals who support the elected representatives. In
addition to improving the quality of service, public involvement at the early stages
of policy or project design is asserted to improve overall efficiency by reducing
opposition later (Govan et al., 1998). Such proposals pose no intrinsically political
threat to the representative democratic system — their normative agenda is one of

improving administration rather than changing the distribution of power.

However, there are also political challenges from a number of very different
directions, all of which claim that the system is ‘wrong’ in some essential sense.
One group of these stems from the same liberal tradition which gave birth to
representative democracy, but views the system as inadequate to protect liberal
values from the impositions of the state. For some the rights of individuals and
interest groups are better safeguarded by an intensification of the pluralist approach
so that all not only have the right of direct and frequent access to decision makers,
but also a legitimate expectation that their views will be acted upon (Campbell and
Marshall, 2000). For neo-liberals such as Hayek (1976) the preferences of
individuals as expressed through the market are paramount. Although the logical,
neo-liberal extreme is the complete dissolution of the state, more moderate neo-
liberal thinking dictates the reduction of the role of the state to that of a facilitator of

the market and the transformation of the citizen to sovereign consumer of services
and the source of public funds (Ridley, 1988).

In contrast to the above are viewpoints which argue that on principle the mass of
people should be an intrinsic part of the state, involved in controlling the society in
which they live. Stemming from the ‘republican’ democratic tradition (Held, 1987)
these take positions in opposition to traditional representative democracy along each
of the three axes identified above. The basic participatory democratic ethic opposes
elitism, holding that individuals have the right and the capacity to participate in the
ruling of their lives. Since such participation 1s a skill acquired through practice,
democraéy also has a developmental aspect for both individuals and classes
(Rousseau, 1968; Freire, 1974). The individualism of liberal representative
democracy is challenged by socialist and communitarian views which claim that

common goods are created through collective action and deliberation, in particular
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social cohesion and the ability of the group as a whole to adapt to change and solve

collective problems (Tam, 1998).

Finally there are arguments for increased public involvement from the perspective
that there is no shared fundamental value-base in society. ‘Society’ i1s composed of
groups with conflicting interests, and the claimed consensual base of representative
democracy encompasses a range of attitudes from genuine support to enforced
compliance with the system by relatively powerless and disadvantaged groups
(Mann, 1970). The extent to which groups can realise their interests 1s (more or
less) determined by the mutually reinforcing structures of power distribution and
resource control (Held, 1987). Since the apparatus of government is an important
part of these structures, participation in the political process i1s one way through
which disadvantaged groups can hope to gain some degree of control over resources
and possibly even change social structures, or at least deflect from themselves some
of the impacts of the activities of more powerful groups. However, such citizen
control is clearly not a guarantee of social justice, since there i1s a risk that some

groups will wield more power than others and that structural inequalities will persist
(Fainstein, 2000).

Each of these viewpoints implies alternative, more participatory processes of
governance than traditional representative democracy, and their realisation in a pure
form would imply enormous changes in the existing distribution of power, though
not necessarily a complete change in the democratic structures. Thus the liberal
alternatives envisage the state:citizen divide remaining, but with the state responsive

rather than pro-active, and engaged in continuing dialogue with its citizens.

In contrast, conceptions of participatory democracy which require continuous, mass
participation in making the rules of society present more radical alternatives.
However, in their pure forms it is not clear that any of these adequately specify a
possible state structure. The classical model of direct involvement through referenda
on individual policy decisions 1s vulnerable to Weber’s criticiém that 1t 1s
unworkable in a complex modern society (1978: 949). Held (1987: 272) claims that
none of the Left’s attempts to develop workable participatory models successfully
reconciles the tensions between effective mass public involvement, individual
freedoms, social justice and protection of the democratic state. Communitanan and
related deliberative democratic approaches (Gutmann and Thompson, 1996) claim to
provide such a model, based on the development of a high level of value consensus

and of continuous and deliberative participation. However, these too suffer from
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tensions between articulated substantive value systems, individual freedoms and
widespread participation — tensions perhaps solved through the privileging of

deliberation between citizens as the way of establishing a consensus on values and
on individual policy decisions (Dworkin, 1992; Gutmann, 1992; Shucksmith, 2000).

Despite these difficulties, these different normative conceptions of democracy are
influential in suggesting alternative possible trajectories of reform for existing forms
of local democratic government. Moreover, while all challenge the acceptability of
a purely representative system, from the point of view of an existing state there are
significant differences between them. The instrumental, liberal and communitarian
stances share with representative democracy the assumption that despite local
differences society does or should rest on an underlying consensus on basic values.
In contrast 1s the last of the viewpoints outlined above, traditionally associated with
the political Left, which denies the existence or possibility of such consensus. Thus
while each enjoins more direct involvement of the people in government, this has
distinctly different purposes and outcomes depending on which analysis of society is
adopted (Thornley, 1977). For the first group participation has a role in maintaining

or strengthening the existing order — for the second its function is the opposite.

Two observations follow from this which raise questions about the theoretical basis
of Agenda 21. Firstly, for a state to embark on introducing participation to a
representative system carries the risk of uncovering dissensus (Renn, 1998) and
creating instability. For this to be justifiable such reform must be underpinned by an
assumption that consensus is either present or achievable, and that dissensus
represents a correctable deviation from this norm. Secondly, political science
traditionally recognises a connection between assumptions of consensus, low levels
of direct participation and conservative attitudes to social change, and a converse
association of high levels of participation with conflict and change (Thornley, 1977;
Salmon, 1995). Given this, Agenda 21’s reform programme involving significant
change in social and economic structures through high levels of participation within

a consensual framework 1s unusual.

3.2.2 Local democracy and government

Democratic systems

The preceding section dealt with interpretations of the concept of democracy which
have been influential in western political thought, so reviewing some of the

normative arguments which may be expected to surface in debates about public
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involvement and providing a grounding for the examination of how the concepts of
sustainable development and public involvement are brought together in Local
Agenda 21 (Chapters Four and Five). This section places these in the context of the
English local government system, since this research rests on the assumption that
that existing structures, processes and policies within this system are important
explanatory factors in the evolution of LA21, through their influence on the value
systems of actors, structural constraints on policy development and the possibility of
policy conflicts or synergies. The first part of the section deals with the way in
which these strands of democratic thought have influenced and are embodied 1n
local goveﬁlment, before considering how the complexity of the institutions of

governance affect the practice of local democracy.

The traditional basis of UK local government is a representative democratic system,
within which the primary interaction between state and citizen 1s through the ballot
box and areas are 1n principle governed by an elected council. This system 1s the
present outcome of centuries of struggle and compromise between radical demands
for democracy, the vested interests of landed and capitalist classes and the
competing claims of national and local authorities (Renwick and Swinburn, 1980).
Defending the system on a mixture of elitist, managerial and class interest grounds,
councils of both the political Right and (Old) Left have traditionally shared an
antipathy to the extension of public involvement (Hill, 1974: 133; Leach and
Wingfield, 1999).

The 1deal liberal conception of representative democracy has considerable normative
power, in particular in defining the official relationship between councillors and
officers and how they see themselves vis-a-vis other would-be representatives of the
people and the general public. However, in practice the system has never been
purely representative. On the one hand, the formal separation of roles and powers
between officers and elected members 1s inevitably blurred with consequences for
policy making and public involvement which are examined in more det<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>