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Participatory democracy has many
strengths. It seeks to include all
stakeholders in the major decisions of
a community and uses many kinds of
consultative decision-making to achieve
consensus. In so doing, participatory
democracy can help us recognize our
collective responsibility for our commu-
nity’s future. It can strengthen trust
among community networks, which
can create hope for a sustainable and
vital community. A participatory
democratic process can serve to identify
community resources and problems.

It is widely believed that greater
community participation also leads to
better decision-making. Yet without
good leadership, protocols for partici-
pation, or accountability incentives,
participatory democracy is unlikely to
develop solutions to complex systemic
problems.

Over the past five years I have partici-
pated in three comprehensive community
initiatives. These experiences allowed me to
see what happens when participatory
democracy is under no restraint: poor
decision-making and ineffectiveness within
community organizations; and a selection
of leaders that are vocal but unable to
manage community efforts. These unin-
tended consequences interfered with the
development of local stewardship and
capacity, and thereby seriously limited the
benefits that our community investments
could create.

One of the initiatives in question is a
community development association that
is implementing a strategy emphasizing

Protocols for Participation

community beautification, community
safety, and small business development. The
association’s theory of change is that
increased safety, friendly and clean facades,
and small business development support
will lead to a sustainable and diverse
business district. The strategy also includes
initiatives in affordable housing, education,
and the well-being of families and children.

The association values participation and
consensus building. The association leaders,
supported by staff, implement initiatives
through a committee structure, one of
which is the housing committee.

At the second housing committee
meeting that I attended, association staff
were presenting a plan to redevelop a key
building. This building had been a source

were above 4.5, suggesting that the need
for very affordable housing was already
being filled.

The previous housing committee
meeting that I had attended had been
limited to business people who were
volunteering their time. The second
meeting included board members, some
of the business people, community
residents, and other nonprofit advocates.
Despite the facts and benefits that
purchasing the building could bring to
the community, the housing advocates
were opposed. Their argument was
simply that we should not reduce the
supply of affordable housing, even if the
units were marginal. The project was
turned down.
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Dumocracy?
By Carlos Gasca

of community safety concerns. It was also
a gateway building into the community.
The board of directors had previously
discussed and approved a purchasing
strategy. The housing committee was
responsible for reviewing the project and
approving it.

The plan suggested that the association
purchase the building in order to retain
community control of a landmark, and
redevelop it into office and retail.
Although this redevelopment would
eliminate two below-market rental
apartments, the purchase could provide an
asset that the association could use to
secure the development of other housing
units. As well, vacancy rates in the area

The strong stance of housing advocates
overruled the greater, long-term benefits
that the community could have gained
from this plan. Participatory democracy
undermined the larger purpose of the
association. In addition to losses in
foregone community safety and assets, the
actual cost for making this bad decision
was about 30 hours of staff, board, and
volunteer time.

Could we have been more effective and
efficient, while remaining faithful to the
principles of participatory democracy? I
think so.

Protocols for participation are a good
way to go about it. In Calgary, the members
of Prairie Sky Co-housing were investing in

When participatory democracy was under no restraint, it interfered
with the development of local stewardship & capacity, & seriously
limited the benefits that our community investments could create.
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a housing development. This resident-
driven initiative needed to attract new
members during the development and
building stages. Allowing visitors to
participate in the discussion would
encourage trust and built commitment.
Final design, finance, and location deci-
sions required something more, however.

So the Co-housing group wrote a
protocol that would allow from
everyone who attended meetings while

were limited to those
who had demonstrated consistent
participation or had become members. By
establishing a participation protocol, co-
housing members were able to remain open
to new ideas and members. Yet, they were
also able to be efficient in their decision-
making and productivity.

Protocols for participation and
decision-making are not anti-democratic.
Rather they preserve the energy invested
by participants. As well, these protocols
serve to ensure results, accountability, and
to build commitment.

The identification of community leader-
ship is a cultural process. We are most
likely to select leaders with whom we find a
sense of kinship or bond. So someone who
performs well in a group setting could be
recognized as a leader without any
demonstration of his or her capacity or
competence to manage.

That was the case in one neighbour-
hood where I worked on the staff of a
community loan fund. Its leaders were a
group of advocates that opposed a public
transit project. By being so vocal in their
opposition to the project, this group had
become established as a“voice of the
community.” Their key concern was said to
be economic discrimination. They argued
that the public transit project would
displace minority businesses. Largely due
to their advocacy efforts they were charged
with administering a multi-million dollar
fund for the economic revitalization of
their community and for business reloca-
tion assistance.

Unfortunately these able community
advocates did not prove capable of
managing the fund. It took the fund over

input

decision-making rights
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eight months to open its office and to
establish loan systems before it could
actually serve clients. The leaders continued
to operate in an adversarial manner, making
it difficult for staff to co-ordinate efforts
with related government departments.

This hindered the business relocations
that were an essential part of the funding
contract. Most businesses lacked the cash
to relocate and required our loan services.
But they were refusing to initiate relocation
until the federal government signed the
funding contract with the public transit
project. On the other hand, staff was under
pressure to relocate as many businesses as
possible in order to meet federal funding
land acquisition requirements. However,
access to relocation funds required
estimates, valuations, and a lease
agreement.

Staff developed a series of alternative
means to expedite relocations. The board
denied them all, and even ordered that we
stop advocating program changes.
However, we persisted and finally obtained
approval for a strategy that could allow our
local businesses to purchase another
business in order to relocate. In the end this
proved to be an effective tool, but it took
staff months of effort to achieve.

The fund was not performing for the
community. Yet community residents could
not hold the board accountable. A lack of
community accountability protocols
enabled the board to continue to operate
as they wished.

By their very nature, comprehensive
community initiatives promote conditions
where inadequate leadership can perpetu-
ate itself. Funders, residents, government,
and the public in general assume that
community-led boards know what is best
for the community and do not wish to
interfere in their affairs.

This gives community-led boards
extraordinary power to act. Staff represents
expertise and technical and administrative
support and may be able to identify a
solution to community needs. As the
representative of the community’s will,
however, the board retains veto power. Staff
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members who challenge board decisions
that do not seem sound put their jobs at
risk.

Given these obvious vulnerabilities in
participatory democracy processes,
comprehensive community initiatives
would do well to consider their account-
ability protocols and incentives.

That is what the Calgary Homeless
Foundation and the Community Action
Committee have done. They have
established a collaborative granting
process to manage initiatives to reduce
and prevent homelessness. The demo-
graphic groups they serve (e.g., seniors,
youth, victims of family violence) organize
nonprofit organizations into eight sector
committees. Each committee is charged
with tracking and verifying needs for their
own population segments. The research
collected by each sector is then published
in an annual report,“Housing Our
Homeless,” which is distributed to the
community, including to public libraries.
It forecasts needs levels and trends as well
as reporting how needs have been met by
past investments.

Sector committees have an incentive to
represent community needs accurately.
Their reports and proposals will be
examined by each of the other sector
committees as well as a committee of
funders. Each sector committee then
reviews and prioritizes its grant requests
based on the needs identified in“Housing
Our Homeless.” Each sector committee
selects proposals that receive their
membership’s support. Decisions are
made by consensus, but a voting mecha-
nism is in place to settle disputes. Sector
meetings are open to all stakeholders.
However, decision-making is reserved to
organizations that submit proposals or
that have demonstrated a long-term
commitment to participation. Chairs of
each committee are selected by their peer
group and have a limited term.

This granting strategy provides
incentives to serve the community well.
As well, it provides protocols to make
decision-making more balanced and
ensure the success of community
investments. Foundation staff provides
strategic research and technical assistance

to support the efforts of sector commit-
tees. Sector committees report to the
community action committee, which
includes homeless individuals, three
levels of government, donors, nonprofit
organizations, and volunteers.
Combining the
with and a

has allowed Calgary to build a
home for the homeless.

In comprehensive community
initiatives, participatory democracy needs
to be balanced with expertise and
accountability. Achieving and exceeding
community objectives requires openness
to all community resources, not just
those that are politically appealing
or that align easily with our
own values.
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