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Abstract

This article summarises theoretical considerations of interactive governance and assesses state of the art of public participation within local government in Poland. It also contains analysis of questionnaire send to local authorities presenting local governments approach to engaging citizens. Interactive governance and interactive decision making are used to describe the involvement of citizens and other stakeholders in the formulation of the policy, especially at local level. It argues that the scope of genuine participation of citizens is limited. Even when consultations are carried out they are non-deliberative and influence of citizens is minimal.

1. Introduction 

Local level of government appears to be one of the most important arenas of democratic consolidation and modernization in Poland. Poland’s process of decentralisation towards territorial self-government has resulted in the creation of 2489 municipalities (gminy) in 1990. The follow-up reform of 1999 introduced the secondary level (poviats) and tertiary level (regions) of territorial self-government. 

After almost two decades of substantial changes local self-government in Poland is responsible for a number of local services in the field of social and technical infrastructure, physical planning, environment and public safety. The decentralization reforms have consciously attempted to improve the quality and efficiency of public service delivery and to increase participation of citizens in public decision-making processes. 

Reforms have focused on shifting the power from central to regional and local units and demands from citizens have contributed to reforms such as imposing salary limits for officials or instituting direct elections of mayors. At present further modernization and consolidation reforms are undertaken. For example, following West European countries a new approach of metropolitan governance is emerging, both from the bottom (creation of Silesia metropolitan governance) or top-down plans of new metropolitan governance law. Apart from large scale structural changes locally driven managerial reforms are more often adopted, especially among some leading local self-governments.

Although decentralized units are not always more effective, move towards decentralization can be justified also on other ground: it makes possible participation in democratic process. Local government is the ideal sphere where new possibilities of participation in public affairs emerged and quality of civil society can be assessed. Answer to what degree citizens actively take part in local decision and policy making depends on relations between local authorities and citizens and other local actors.
One of the main challenges for current governments is to move from information to interaction. Today, no official or government can claim to have all the tools or all the powers necessary to effect a complex policy outcome. The search for the best policy options often involves an increasingly complex process of interactions inside and outside of government. The public policy issue of the twenty-first century require even more interaction among public servants, between public servants and elected officials and elected officials. (Bourgon 2007). There is growing awareness that this also requires efforts by numerous other agents: quasi governmental organizations, the business community, civic organizations and citizens. The more interactive governance may created by many new concepts and tools including the use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT). The E-governance, improved citizen engagement, deliberative democracy, e-democracy are vital building blocks in the renaissance of local government.  

Effective and healthy local democracy depends on the ability of citizens to directly influence the public policies that deeply affect their lives. Citizens are affected by decisions made at several levels of government, but they generally have the most contact with local governments – who also deliver a major share of public services .The potentially increased communication between citizens and local government puts high demands on public authorities to review and respond to all the input from citizens. A question suitable for debate is whether the actors in local democracy: politicians, civil servants or citizens, have sufficient capacity to fully benefit from all existing communication tools and solutions.

The goal of this article is to better understand the interaction and patterns of behavior between citizens and public administrators, present main points of the discussion in existing literature and assess the scope of interaction in Polish local self-government units. One of the hypothesis is that there is low level of citizens activity other than voting.  

2. The rise of interactive governance.

These changes are evident from the introduction of new forms of policy making, in which government, nongovernmental organizations and citizens accept a joint responsibility for coping with social problems. 

The appearance of new paradigm of government described as governance has been observed and widely covered in the literature. (John, 2001; Kjær 2004). During recent decade(s) the traditional role of government in many countries has been under discussion. Less hierarchical relationships between state and society have emerged. Although it is still present, the division between governors and governed is starting to disperse. In governance relationships no one organization can exercise  hierarchical power over the others. 

The process is interactive because no single public or private body , has the knowledge or resource capacity to tackle the keys problems unilaterally. In a today’s world,  development can not be exclusively assigned to a group of politicians and/or officials. The success of local development is the results of combined  efforts of the policy makers and partnership with local actors: private industry, academia, research institutes, community groups, and civic and voluntary organizations. This may be exemplified by a  gradual shift from citizens as customers (clients) to the more participative citizen as stakeholder model of governance (John 2001, Stiles 2000). 

The shift away from government to governance stress also the role of citizens. In a new paradigm of local governance inhabitants become collaborators. They are treated as entities that can add value as potential partners in innovation. Local stakeholders can basically influence the atmosphere or even the structure of political system, shaping the attitudes toward democratic values and processes. For variety of reasons (declining political trust, low voter turnout, many governments, are actively seeking to involve citizens in the process of policy-making. Therefore for the last 20 years western governments increasingly initiate and stimulate citizens’ participation in policy- making not only in the Scandinavian countries or the Netherlands representing Northern European Consensus Democracies but also in majoritarian democracies like UK or Canada. This variant of top down participatory arrangements is often called interactive policy making. It refers to political practices that involve consultation, negotiation, and/or deliberation between government, associations from civil society and individual citizens.(Akkerman, Hajer, Grin, 2004).

Participatory reforms are aiming at reducing the distance between government and modern, well-educated and emancipated citizens. At the same time marketisation of public governance is observed. It undermines neo-corporatism system of interest representation, where limited number of well-organized interest  groups have privileged or even monopolized  access to policy arenas challenge for limited number of well-organized groups. (Denters 2003). 

A dictionary definition of participation is to take part or become involved in an activity. To interact, in turn means to act or have an effect on each other (continuous transfer of information in both directions). Question is whether these initiatives are directed by local government or are they citizen-initiated ? Framing questions, influence regarding agenda setting, determining decision-making procedures and outcomes – in all these stages they may be more or less room for citizen’s initiatives. Public participation is the process by which public concerns, needs, and values are incorporated into governmental and corporate decision making. (Creighton, 2005) It is two-way communication and interaction, with overall goal of better decisions that are supported by the public
..

In order to explain relationship and the dynamic of the exchange that take place between the governed and those who do governing several models of participation has been presented (Callahan 2007). Usually they entail two extremes: completely uninvolved and passive citizens at one end and active and engaged at the other. One of the earliest efforts to explain interaction and patterns of behavior between citizens and public administrators is Shelley Arnstein’s ladder of participation. The steps in the ladder, from passive to active role in decision making, are as follows:

· Opportunity for citizen support of programs already planned

· Opportunity to develop self-confidence

· Opportunity to offer advice

· Shared partnership in decision making

· Negotiated decisions

· Citizen authority over decisions or delegated authority 

It is worth mentioned that John Clayton Thomas developed a similar typology of participation from an administrative  perspective. (Callahan 2007). At one extreme the public manager makes autonomous  decisions, without public involvement and at the other extreme the public manager makes a decision after full and broad consultation with the public. A general Thomas’s advice to public managers is to open the decision-making process to the public when broad consensus is needed and to close the process to the public when the decision has to be based on technical expertise that public may not possess. 

OECD rapport "Citizens as partners" announces that new forms of governance rely on better information, consultation and public participation as key elements for engaging citizens in policy-making (OECD, 2001). OECD three stage model include:

Information - a one-way relationship in which government produces and delivers information for

use by citizens. It covers both “passive” access to information upon demand by citizens and “active” measures by government to disseminate information to citizens. Examples include: access to public records, official gazettes, government websites.

Consultation: two-way relationship in which citizens provide feedback to government. It is based on the prior definition by government of the issue on which citizens’ views are being sought and requires the provision of information. Governments define the issues for consultation, set the questions and manage the process, while citizens are invited to contribute their views and opinions. Examples include: public opinion surveys, comments on draft legislation.

Active participation is a relation based on partnership with government, in which citizens actively engage in defining the process and content of policy-making. It acknowledges equal standing for citizens in setting the agenda, proposing policy options and shaping the policy dialogue – although the responsibility for the final decision or policy formulation rests with government. Examples include: consensus conferences, citizens’ juries. 

Similarly to Arnstein’s ladder a 5 stage participation model proposes International Association for Public Participation.

Table 1 IAP 2 Spectrum of Public Participation, 

	Inform
	Consult
	Involve
	Collaborate
	Empower

	To provide the public with balanced and objective information to assist them in understanding the problem, alternatives, opportunities and,or solutions.
	To obtain public feedback on analysis, alternatives and/or decisions.
	To work directly with the public throughout the process to ensure that public concerns and aspirations are consistently understood  and considered
	To partner with the public in each aspect of the  decision including the devlopment of alternatives and the identification of the preferred solution.
	To place final decision-making in the hands of the public

	Fact sheets, Web sites, Open houses
	Public comment, Focus groups, surveys, public meetings
	 Workshop, Deliberative polling
	Citizen advisory committees, consensus-building, participatory decision-making
	Citizen juries

Ballots, Delegated decision


Source: http://www.iap2.org/associations/4748/files/IAP2%20Spectrum_vertical.pdf
Table 1 presents Continuum of Participation starting from inform the public, through listen to public and engage in problem solving to develop agreements. The latter stage does not always result in agreements. Sometimes all that occurs is that positions are clarified through interaction and everybody understands the reasoning  behind the decision. 

With interactive policy-making governments involve the public early in the policy making process to develop and discuss various policy options. Interactive policy-making stimulates individual citizens to participate in policy deliberation, thus bypassing the mediation via elected representatives or intermediary organizations. Taking the Netherlands as an example, in the framework of interactive governance formal voting procedures are not involved.

It can be argued that all local government decision making is, and always has been interactive. Some researchers are trying to make distinction between hierarchical government and interactive governance. (Hambleton, 2003). In Haus view  the well established representative system of local government, coupled with more recent innovations in direct democracy (involving the referenda) and the like, can be seen as forms of hierarchical government. He suggests that interactive governance refers to something beyond the distinction between representative and direct   democracy. It describes an approach in which actors are interdependent – they are required to cooperate. Further, he distinguish  two kinds of interactive governance  at local level- local corporatism (with restricted access) and participatory governance – open to all citizens.

An important feature of interactive governance is the level of deliberations it involves. (Hambleton, 2003) Deliberation is common place world, used most often to describe the process used by juries, councils, legislatures, and other bodies that make decisions after a period of reasoned discussion. (Gastil, 2005, 6). It involves discourse about an issue and reflection on what is said. During the last 10 years a lot initiatives including deliberative mechanisms were developed, starting from deliberative polling, (Fishkin, 1997) through consensus conferences and 21st Century Town Meetings to study circles. 

While the benefits of engaging citizens in policy-making may be considerable, governments should not underestimate the risks associated with poorly designed and inadequate measures for information, consultation and active participation. They may seek to inform, consult and encourage active participation by citizens in order to enhance the quality, credibility and legitimacy of their policy decisions, only to produce the opposite effect if citizens discover that their efforts to be informed, provide feedback and actively participate are ignored or have no impact at all on the decisions reached.

3. What kind of interactions take place in Polish local government ?

Although literature on political participation in Poland is reach, the subject on interactive governance, especially at local level is rarely discussed.  The readiness of citizens and organized groups to participate in central-government policy making is touched by Rose-Ackerman. But there is no clear evidence that her conclusion  that there is low level of political activity other than voting and public participation outside of elections is not well institutionalized is valid for local politics. (Rose-Ackerman, 2005)

Traditionally political participation of citizens was assessed by the turnout during elections or local referenda. Election turnout at local level is quite stable and fluctuates around 45%  and is little bit lower than in parliamentary elections and presidential elections. The problem is that citizens have  Week civil society .The very dramatic situation is confirmed by the figure presented in Table 3 – slightly 8% of polled have been engaged in activities beneficial for local community or housing area previous year. In addition, many Poles are not interested in who is their mayor or councilors.

Table 2 Elections turnout in Poland

	
	Self-government
	Parliamentary
	Presidential

	Year and Turnout
	1990 - 42,3%
	1991- 43,20%
	1990   I run -    60,60 %

           II run-    53,40 %

	
	1994 - 33,8%
	1993 – 52,08%
	1995   I run  -   64,70%

           II run -   68,20%

	
	1998 - 46%

(Municipal level)
	1997 – 47,93%
	2000 – 61,12

	
	2002 - 44% (
	2001 – 46,29%
	-2005 – I run 49,74 %

             II run – 50,99 %



	
	2006 - 45,91%
	2005 – 40,57 %
	

	
	
	2007 – 53,88 %
	


 Source: Państwowa  Komisja Wyborcza (National Electoral Commission).

Table 3 People’s involvement and opinions on municipal authorities.

	Questions
	Answers

	
	YES
	NO
	NO OPINION

	1. Have you been engaged in activities beneficial for your local community (municipality, housing area) last year?
	8%
	92%
	

	2. Do you think that municipal authorities do represent you well?
	14%
	31%
	55%

	3. Do municipal authorities co-operate with inhabitants to solve local problems?
	20%
	30%
	50%


Source: Diagnoza społeczna, Raport z badań sondażowych (Social diagnose, Report from public opinion poll), Warszawa 2000

It is believe that important local issues should be decided in local referenda. Law indicates two situations in which referenda would be obligatory: introducing  additional local tax and dissolving a local council (the council, or since 2002 also mayor) before the end of its term. For other issues , a referendum might be called by self-government council or after citizen’s initiatives.  

In around 420 local referenda held in 1992-2007, nearly 90% constituted referenda in the matter of dismissing an organ of authority. Due to low turnout (required 30% or 60% of taking part in last local elctions)  only 12,8% of these referenda were valid.  The matter of self-taxation of inhabitants was extremely rarely the reason for calling the referendum. However, as opposed to voting for the dismissal of the authorities referenda in the matter of self taxation attracted a high turnout and the votes in favour were always in the majority. As for the others, the so-called facultative ones, there were also of marginal nature.

Voting in elections or during referenda does not allow citizens to express their preferences as to particular choice. This may be done for example by the use of public hearings. Allow to reveal their preferences in the process of decision making. Public hearing as a bottom-up initiative has been introduced into Polish legal systems in 2005. There were several cases of use at central level but not at local level. Citizens do not see public hearing as an instrument created for them and which would allow them to express their preferences and fight for them. Rather it seems that neither politicians nor citizens have learned so far to use public hearings as a regular way of deliberations on laws or simply that both perceive public hearing as an extraordinary instrument. (Dobrowolski, 2007, 16).   This is in line with Rose-Ackerman argument that formal hearings open to the public are uncommon and even when then do take place, appear to be of limited importance.( Rose-Ackerman, 127

In earlier studies it turned out that opinions about taking into accounts citizens views while making decisions are not always coherent.  On the one hand  majority (79%) of mayors felt that opinions of “all inhabitants in the municipality” are important to consider when making decisions, more than three quarters of mayors agreed that “active involvement” of residents between elections  is important in order to make local democracy work in my municipality. Furthermore, as many as 93% agreed with the statement that every mayor should find time to talk to citizens, even if it takes them away from other pressing tasks”. But on the other hand, 30% of surveyed mayors agree “that voting is the only way that local residents can have a say in what happens in local politics” and 39 % confirm “that “local politics are often so complicated that local residents can’t really understand what they are all about. (Swianiewicz 2001, 203-204). 

We observed slight evolution on the level “ an average  citizen has more influence on the way a municipality is run now than three years ago (Table 4). It is worth noticing that feeling of being able to influence local matters, although not very explicitly, is more widespread than feeling of influence on national policies. In 1992 only 16 % of citizens though they had any influence on local matters compared to 39 % at the beginning of 2008.

Table 4

Do You Think That People Like You Have an Impact on Your Country Affairs and Municipal/City matters ?

	
	Definietely yes
	Rather yes
	Definitely no
	Rather no
	Difficult to say

	Country affairs
	4
	26
	23
	42
	5

	Local matters
	7
	32
	42
	16
	3


Source, Czy obywatele mają wpływ na sprawy publiczne, CBOS survey of citizens, January 2008, p. 2, 3

Many local authorities in Poland have initiated mechanisms for improved participation. These are in the domain of increasing access to information. These mechanisms  can be referred to as ‘procedural’ public participation or even checklist public participation. (Sakowicz , 2004)

In Polish literature on the subject  there is opinion that most of carried out consultation is non-deliberative (participants take part in consultation without possibility of discussion,  and are not  deeply/thoroughly informed about the issues
). The critics of consultations refer also to low standard of participation. In many situations consultations are treated formally (because they are required by law, not because add more benefits). The negative opinions are grounded on the following observation facts
:

· There is too little time to consider proposals and express the views

· Lack of clearly stated aim or incorrect aim of the consultations

· There is no sufficient information on results of the consultations

· Ignoring the voices (expressed opinions during consultations) 

· Narrow scope of the stakeholders (entities ) invited to consultations

· Reluctance (unwillingness) to alternative view points

According to Długosz and Wygnański badly organized consultations are even worse than no consultations at all. They can arouse frustration among citizens and instead encourage, discourage them to participate in local politics.(Długosz, Wygnański 2005). In order to check what is the local government authorities approach to engaging citizens the mini questionnaire was send to all municipalities (314) and poviats (35) in Mazovia region. I received 28 responses. The aim of this survey was to diagnose how much deliberation is in the consultation carried out within local governance? The second attempt was to assess the awareness of local bureaucrats on effectiveness of participation citizens in local policy making.

During internet email survey there were only two questions: 

What are means techniques/ by which citizens of your community/municipality/poviat have (exert) influence on decisions made by local authorities between elections ?

Do you think, that informing citizens on given local issue/matter/, on which they could express their opinion (for example big infrastructure project), and then discuss with other actors (other citizens, councilors,  experts) increase efficiency and effectiveness of  implemented strategies, initiatives and public policies? 

According to survey results hypothesis of lack of deliberativeness was confirmed. In the opinion most of surveyed local authorities. The representative of Odrzywół municipality stated as following: About the development of the municipality decides Municipal Council. In small municipality like Odrzywół councilors have daily contact w citizens. The are meetings with sołtysi (village chiefs) in the municipal office and. Sołtysi take part in council debates. And once a year rural meetings in each sołectwo (usually one village) is organized. This approach is common among other small (rural) municipalities.

If there are consultations carried out at local level they usually limited to following techniques:

· Establishing consultative commissions (boards) composing of representatives of different villages

· Organizing meetings with sołtysi and village councils

· Internet polls,

· Informing citizens in local newspapers, on WWW, on billboards in the office

As for the question relating to effectiveness of engaging citizens in the process of decision-making half of the representatives declared positive response. In one case the response were explicitly negative (basing on the experience in the its municipality) and the rest of local units there have no clear opinion. In positive responses the following arguments are articulated: “In my opinion comprehensive information and possibility of collecting as many opinions as possible let local authorities took optimal decisions. Explanation of doubts on preliminary stages before taking the decision prevent future conflicts. This approach of taking decisions increase effectiveness and accelerates implementations. On the other hand mayor of  Michałowice stated, that “informing citizens and letting them to discuss is common approach in our municipality. This is an example of participative democracy what benefits the process of taking decisions”.

Less optimistic were 13 out 28 local government representatives. For example, one of the respondent argued that citizens may only partially contribute to effectiveness of public policy implementation. In his opinion  decisions should be taken by people responsible, who know very well issue and binding laws. Other voices highlighted time consuming decision making process as a result of people participation. “The more people express opinion on given local problem the longer is realization and implementation”.

In few cases citizens are treated as passive recipients of local authorities decisions. According to one of the mayors opinion consultations are carried out in order to acknowledge decisions already taken by the mayor. Consultations aim is to check whether local community approve mayor choice.” 

According to these sample mini survey results, most of local authorities understands the necessity-need of engaging citizens in consultations and decision-making process. However the most of participation is based on the level of informing (consulting citizens) and do not have deliberative character. Participants are not equipped with appropriate information , acquiring the expert opinions as well as discussion devoted to local matters and there is no certainty that worked out recommendations would be taken into consideration.

4. Conlusions:

Many initiatives promoting new forms of public participation have emerged over the last  decade(s). In many countries these new interactions between citizens, their associations, politicians and other public officials are called interactive policy making. This is fully in line with the tranformation from government to governance. The solutions of social problems is no longer considered the exclusive responsibility of government. With more and more tasks being delegated to local self-governments and many new players in the local arena, interactive governance is becoming more complex then ever before. Theoretically many possibilities to influence by citizens and stakeholders local politics exist in the governance age. But still, as indicated in the Polish case, local politics concetrate around local elections. Is some local units also local referenda are still important and shed light on some participation patterns. Local authorities understands the necessity of engaging citizens in consultations and decision-making process. However the most of participation is based on the level of informing (consulting citizens) and do not have deliberative character. For most local self-goverments in Poland the challenging task still is to elaborate different innovative mechanisms of strengthening voice of different stakeholders in local governance..
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