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By Donald Perlgut 
 
WHY THIS HANDBOOK? 
 
The editors have compiled this handbook because we believe in the value and importance of 
community participation.  We intend this book to be a guide for effective, sound and skilful 
participation by the community in the planning process.  Much of the contents of this book has 
been based on our experiences in the area, along with a selection of materials to provide readers 
with a range of ideas, methods and insights.  This book should be of use for anyone who 
recognises and values participation and seeks tools to make it more effective.  It should be 
suitable for use by community groups as well as local councils, government departments, 
architects, planners, social workers and others. 
 
Our experience shows that community participation processes are often poorly conducted and 
just as often misunderstood.  Increasing emphasis on participation also increases the demand for 
techniques, methods and models.  This handbook is intended to fill that need. 
 
There are two key rationales for participation: 
 
(i) It is ethical:  In a democratic society, those whose livelihoods, environments and lives 

are at stake should be consulted and involved in the decisions which affect them directly; 
and 

 
(ii) It is pragmatic:  Support for programs and policies often depends on people's 

willingness to assist the process.  It is also often necessary, as Nowlan and Nowlan 
(1970; 84) conclude, "If planners will not involve the citizens, citizens will involve 
themselves". 

 
Citizen participation in planning is not easy.  It takes time.  It is messy.  It is also a lot more than 
just "consulting" people.  However, it is important, and often politically and socially necessary.  
If it works (and it can), it will ease many things.  One of its primary goals is to give people 
responsibility for and control over their own lives. 
 
 
WHITHER PARTICIPATION? 
 
The current systems of public participation in planning in Australia are beset by problems.  
These vary by State and locality, but can be summarised as follows: 
 
1.   Participation in the local planning process usually occurs too late, generally well after the 

real planning directions are set.  People then end up arguing only about the details. 
 
2.    There is very little real community participation or informed public discussion on the 

biggest issues of urban growth and development:  the release of land for land 
development and other major questions of metropolitan and regional growth. 
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3.   When participation is desired, there are very few organised or established structures for 
effectively obtaining community input. 

 
4.   State and local governments are able to avoid participation, if they wish, by making 

decisions secretly or without sufficient time for public discussion.  Even good legislation 
like New South Wales' Environmental Planning and Assessment (EPA) Act (1979) can 
be ignored or circumvented by new legislation. 

 
5.   Generally, the "community" is not well resourced - in time, expertise or money - to make 

its voice heard effectively.  This is especially true with large, expensive developments 
which have major political importance to governments. 

 
Derrick Sewell, a noted Canadian authority on participation, points out (1985) that the 
community can be successful in making its voice heard and influencing policy, if seven key 
prerequisites are met.  The community needs to have: 
 
.   A concentration on a few issues so as not to dilute efforts; 
 
.  Access to technical expertise; 
 
.   Knowledge of the "corridors of power"; 
 
.   Ample financial resources; 
 
.   Outstanding leadership; 
 
.   Organising skill;  and 
 
.   A favourable relationship with the media. 
 
From the point of view of a public agency which desires (or is forced to have) participation, four 
essential elements, which are too often ignored, should be considered (Connor 1984): 
 
1.   Objectives   These may not be established at all, or can be totally self-serving, e.g., 

ensure our side wins.  Objectives must be clearly spelt out and should provide specific 
direction to the participation program. 

 
2.   Process   Often no process is planned at all, only a series of ad hoc events which occur as 

the project reacts to public protests.  The process can also be misconstrued and 
mishandled by thinking that a single ritualistic public meeting will suffice to deal with 
public concern. 

 
3.   Resources   Investment in people, money and time in designing and implementing 

participation is critical to the success of the process.  Usually (and tragically), the 
participation program is grossly underfunded, compared with technical studies associated 
with the project. 

 
4.   Timing Often the technical work is completed and decisions are made before the 

public is informed or invited to contribute.  When all significant questions, possible real 
alternatives, and basic assumptions are resolved before participation occurs, it is very 
difficult to build trust for further participation. 

 
Participation is not an easy task.  Many, including Leonie Sandercock (see next chapter) have 
argued its difficulties on the basis that it can actually hurt those it is most meant to benefit.  J. 
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Douglas Porteus (1977: 365-367) summarises a number of valid criticisms of citizen 
involvement: 
 
1.   The lack of political and technical prowess among community groups make them easy 

prey for co-optation by politicians or bureaucrats. 
 
2.  In participation situations, a non-representative interest group may be able to manipulate 

the decision-making process to save its own ends. 
 
3.   Lack of expertise, inertia, and fear of the results of new or novel ideas may induce 

opposition to whatever is proposed, and only preserve the status quo. 
 
4.   Interest groups may veto each other's proposals because it is always easier to organise 

resistance than to reach agreement. 
 
5.   The short-sightedness of local groups may prevent or delay formulation or 

implementation of broader plans. 
 
6.   Non-participants will always form the bulk of the population.  On these grounds, radical 

planners such as Goodman (1972) suggest that participation is a diversion from the 
primary goal, that of changing institutions. 

 
The benefits from participation, though, will include the following: 
 
.   Broadening intellect and wider availability of information; 
.   Enhancing self-esteem; 
.   Promoting independence and initiative; 
.   Improving sensitivity to the needs of others; 
.   Providing greater political equality for the underprivileged; 
.   Enabling greater involvement in and responsibility for decisions on the part of the public; 

and 
.   Providing a permanent and effective counterweight to the power of politicians and 

bureaucrats.   (Porteus, 1977: 367) 
 
Some of the other issues in participation include: 
 
.   Participation versus "consultation" versus resident "control"; 
.   How and when to stop the process; 
.   How often and when it is needed; and 
.   How to balance technical expertise against self-determination. 
 
The preceding discussion should not be taken as discouraging 
participation because it is "too hard".  (The difficulty and complexity of the process means that 
handbooks like this one are needed.)  It is possible to come to agreement in a way that does not 
delay projects unduly, but advances them.  It is possible for the "community" to comment on 
technical proposals and engage in "planning".  However, this takes knowledge, training, skill and 
determination. 
 
 
STRUCTURE OF THIS BOOK 
 
This Handbook is divided into six sections: 
 
1.   The introduction; 



Introduction to the first edition of The Community Participation Handbook, by Donald Perlgut 

4 

 

 
2.   A description of programs and techniques; 
 
3.   Case studies of Australian participation exercises; 
 
4.   Specific methodologies for running good public meetings; and 
 
5. Resources. 
 
Inevitably, there are some overlaps in the material -- and some important emphases.  A number 
of the chapters discuss "search conference" methodologies and techniques.  How to facilitate 
group interaction is also discussed throughout.  Participation is a complex operation.  The 
perspectives presented show how the issues can be addressed in different ways, with different 
objectives, and yielding different results. 
 
The next chapter in this introductory section, "Citizen Participation: The New Conservatism" by 
Professor Leonie Sandercock, presents a detailed critique of participation in Australia.  While we 
do not necessarily agree with Professor Sandercock's conclusions - that participation often leads 
to "non-planning" - the article is an excellent political analysis and a good introduction to the 
topic. 
 
In Section Two, A. Sinclair's article analyses and catalogues various participation programs and 
techniques, using Australian examples from the mid-1970s.  It was originally a chapter of a 
longer monograph published by The Australian Bureau of Transport Economics.  The articles by 
Moughtin and Gibson ("Grass Roots Planning") and by Gibson ("Sooner Done Than Said") 
describe the approach to participation taken by the "Education for Neighbourhood Change" 
program at the University of Nottingham, U.K.  The two short articles address the questions:  
What kind of contribution can residents make?  How can problematic public encounters be 
transformed?  How can communication barriers be broken down? 
 
The final article in Section Two by Donald Perlgut and Wendy Sarkissian presents a specific 
approach to social planning that was used in two communities in The Upper Hunter Valley of 
New South Wales:  Muswellbrook and Murrurundi.  It discusses six "guiding principles" for 
social planning, the "Local Area Account", the "Community Services and Facilities Plan", and 
the process and outcomes of public meetings held in the mid 1980s for each rural Shire. 
 
Much can be learned from how participation processes have been conducted, and their successes 
and failures.  Section Three, "Case Studies", details three different Australian community 
participation exercises.  The first chapter (by Wendy Sarkissian) in this section describes 
community consultations undertaken in 1985 for Ku-ring-gai Municipality, a suburban council 
on Sydney's north shore.  The "future search" methodology was very similar to that used in 
Muswellbrook and Murrurundi, although the outcomes were somewhat different. 
 
The North East Area Public Transport Review (NEAPTR) case study by Sinclair describes the 
public involvement that occurred when examining the transport alternatives of this corridor in 
Adelaide in the early 1970s.  The State Government at the time committed extensive resources to 
the study, including a "door knock" of 12,000 affected households, a major leaflet drop, small 
meetings, a search conference, and a film.  Sinclair draws some valuable conclusions from this 
ambitious project:  people may be reluctant to become involved over a long period, if there is 
nothing "in it" for them; there was low attendance at the NEAPTR office displays, and it was 
difficult to interest people in abstract concepts. 
 
The next case study, by Heather Clark, describes another ambitious community participation 
process.  This was undertaken in 1985 as part of a major inner-Sydney redevelopment exercise, 
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where a former railway goods yard in Alexandria was to become a substantial medium-density 
public housing estate.  Her chapter discusses the theoretical underpinnings of resident 
participation and analyses the public meeting process. 
 
Section Four deals with one of the most important aspects of community participation exercises:  
dealing with people and running public meetings.  Inevitably, this is a highly visible, stressful, 
difficult, but also potentially most rewarding, part of participation.  The first chapter ("Running 
Successful Meetings") introduces techniques to aid group facilitators so that everyone has an 
equal opportunity to participate.  While good processes will not necessarily make good public 
meetings, lack of attention to these issues will almost certainly guarantee failure.  The following 
topics are covered: 
 
.  What is a good meeting/forum?  
.  Ground rules: being explicit.   
.  Dealing with conflict.   
.  The agenda.   
.  Facilitation: what is it?  
.  The qualities of a good facilitator.   
.  The brainstorming approach. 
 
The "brainstorming approach" discussed earlier is further elaborated.  The next two chapters 
illustrate particular aspects of good meetings.  Brian Auvine et al.'s chapter contains extracts 
reprinted from a superior book by the Center for Conflict Resolution (Madison, Wisconsin, 
U.S.A.):  A Manual for Group Facilitators.  It describes the role of the facilitator and provides 
advice on how to get started in meetings, how to arrange seating, introductions, how to 
communicate with participants, and how to phrase questions.  The next chapter, by Jennifer Beer 
et al., is extracted from the Mediator's Handbook: Peacemaking in Your Neighborhood.  It 
describes how to "open a mediation", one particular kind of community meeting which is 
employed in cases where the participants are in active dispute or argument with one another.  
This chapter gives useful information for any meeting where sides are clearly drawn and where 
the objective is to "mediate" (or facilitate) an end to an argument or dispute. 
 
Section Five is a selected annotated bibliography.  The bibliography includes materials from 
overseas, particularly the U.S.A., Canada and the U.K.  We have tried to include materials that 
are complementary to the information contained in this handbook, and to enable the reader to 
search in more depth areas that we have covered only briefly or not at all. 
 
 
We trust you will find the following chapters stimulating and useful. 
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