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     Three Phase Model of Consultation

1.  Introduction

The purpose of this proposal is to contribute constructively to the formulation of a reliable, inclusive and detailed consultation process which takes account of the views and concerns of residents and others affected by developments. The process highlights the need for advance planning of consultation meetings.  The primary aim is to present a system which facilitates the incorporation of the views of residents and others in the redevelopment of their community.  A secondary aim is to present a system that will minimise the effectiveness of claims that a proper process of consultation did not exist and that therefore certain residents or groups were disenfranchised by the development process.  Of course such a system also needs a proper system of safeguards to ensure that it operates effectively.  The presence of a system alone does not guarantee its proper functioning.  The issue of safeguards is not covered here.  It is sufficient to note however that an adequate flow and dissemination of information to all parties involved is vital.

2.  What is 'Consultation'?

Most people have an idea what is meant by the word ‘consultation’. However putting the image in our heads into words is difficult.  Part of the difficulty with the 'consultation process' is defining what 'consultation' actually means. The Concise Oxford English Dictionary gives the following definition.


consult v. 1. have deliberations (with person, or abs.). 2. seek information or advice from (person, book, one's watch, etc.); take into  consideration (feelings, interests);
consultation n. act of consulting; deliberation; conference.

In essence, consultation involves seeking the views of others regarding an issue which affects them.  What constitutes an ‘issue which affects’ should be defined in the most sensitive and conservative manner possible.  Any development in an area will affect some people.  By implication, the motivation behind consultation is to seek agreement with people regarding plans that impinge upon them regardless of whether the plan is to their advantage or disadvantage.  Ultimately, it is for the people affected, and not the change agent, to decide whether or not a particular plan is beneficial.  

The cornerstone of any consultation process is a genuine desire on the part of the change agent to actively incorporate into any plans the views, wishes and concerns of the people affected by the plans.  In addition there must be a reliable flow of accurate, detailed as possible information on the consultation of planning.  The process should be open and transparent.  While the informal consultation process cannot be, and perhaps should not be dispensed with, it should be minimised as far as possible.  The information flowing from, and the results of the informal consultation process should be clearly available for all to see. There can be no room for ‘secret deals’ in a process which attempts to treat all people equally.  

Change

A development plan creates change in a person’s environment (social, economic, cultural, and/or physical etc.).  Generally people are change-adverse.  An uncertain outcome arises from the prospect of change, hence there is a risk involved, i.e., the risk that the change may not yield the expectations of those affected or that people will be worse off after the plans have been implemented.  Therefore change may be resisted simply because ‘the devil you know is better than the devil you don’t’, though more often it is because of a fear of the unknown.  There is a certain comfort in the familiarity of current modes of living.  Alternatively people may be opposed to a plan simply because no one bothered to seek their views.

Generally, people are open to at least listening to new ideas.  This is more so in the case of younger people than older people.  Older people are settled and generally have either accepted and come to terms with the way they live their lives, or they are sufficiently happy with their current mode of living and therefore want to avoid change. 

Younger people are more change-oriented.  New ideas and opportunities can present a rewarding challenge, and some are prepared to take the risk that their expectations may not be achieved knowing that there is always time afterwards to alter their circumstances more easily than older people can (although it must be noted that younger people are less likely to get involved). It is worth remembering that 32% of people said that they would move out of Ballymun if they could regardless of regeneration.  One aim of regeneration must be to reduce this percentage, not only by making Ballymun more desirable to live in but also by trying to involve in the regeneration as many of this 32% of the people as possible.

The fact that people are prepared to listen does not mean that consultation outcomes will be a fait accompli.  All it means is that some people are prepared to listen.  

3.  Three Phases of Consultation

Phase I - Negotiation

The fact that people listen allows the change agent to present development plans.  Residents must have some idea of the plans prior to any meeting. This could be achieved by way of a newsletter with outline proposals. A meeting could then be held to present the desired plans in detail.  The change agent must take care to honestly inform residents fully of the impact of a proposed development.

If the plans are accepted without question by those affected, the change agent should be weary.  Unquestioning acceptance does not mean that the changes can go ahead in the knowledge that there will be no future opposition.  The change agent must reflect on the merits of the communication of the plans – was it effective?  Clear? Concise?  Were the plans explained in full?  Was it presented to the appropriate audience?  Did the audience have enough prior knowledge to allow them to formulate questions regarding the plans? What initial reactions were presented at the meeting?  As a result of these problems, some kind of follow-up must carried out either in the form of a written questionnaire or through an additional meeting (preferable).  This should be done not immediately after the presentation of plans but also not too much later- say a day or two. Questions should be encouraged, including those which challenge planners/developers.

However, in the event that people listen but are opposed to the proposed plans, some form of negotiation must take place if the plans are to be successful in being carried out within a reasonable time frame and also if there is to be support during and after the plans have been fully implemented.  Planners/developers can state that they must use a particular space and that they want to seek agreement on its use.  This should be the first step rather than presenting plans and assuming people will accept them.  Also, presenting the plans first can make people immediately defensive and resistant.  Where the first communication is to express a desire to come to an agreement on a plan for a particular location, the change agent can sometimes bypass this defensiveness.

The incentive for negotiation on the part of those affected is that the plans can be implemented without their support.  The incentive for the change agent is the possibility of delays of up to two years duration or more and additional associated costs, lack of cooperation or resistance during implementation and the failure of post-implementation support.  There is no space here to delve into the negotiation process suffice so say that each party will have their own bottom line and some common ground can be found between the needs of the change agent and the people affected.

The change agent should negotiate with the elected representatives (Forums) of the relevant area, residents immediately affected (or their particular representative) and the Task Force to ensure the broadest possible representation.  The role of the Forums could be envisaged as that of mediator.  The Task Force role could be that of devils advocate, lending support to Forum mediation.  In this role however, the Task Force must be sensitive to being on the one hand, an advocate for change, and on the other, an advocate for the interests of the community.

Meetings

Meetings between these groups should be fully minuted by each group and any agreements clarified before final agreement of outline plans/criteria by all parties.  If possible an independent chairperson should chair such meetings.  A time lag between agreement and design committee stage must be allowed for representatives to return to their respective communities and present plans to the wider community and/or seek independent advice.  In essence, the purpose of these meeting is to agree on certain design criteria, such as the number and type of units to be built or other land use.

Phase II – Design Committee

Outline plans can then go forward to design committees for detailed working-out and agreement.  A time lag between design agreement and public design meetings must be allowed for all end users (those not part of the design process) to be notified of the proposed detailed designs.  This would be the responsibility of the Forums.  

Throughout this process, a relevant independent expert should be available to residents, end users and Forums for independent advice.  There should be no communication between the independent expert and the planners/developers.

In this way, a clear path of progress is mapped out and all are aware of and agreeable to the changes that will occur.  No alteration should take place to agreed plans without these groups holding another meeting to discuss these.

Phase III –Final Design Meetings

Following completion of design committee work, an initial public meeting could be called for all interested parties to view the final plans together.  All relevant issues should be addressed at final design meetings.  The issue of the context of a particular development is important for both existing residents and end users.  Presentations should demonstrate the relationship between existing land use and the new development (PowerPoint/Slides/Maps/Artist Representations/Animations).  A questionnaire should be distributed rather than holding a question and answers session.  The results of the questionnaire could then be compiled and presented at a final design meeting showing, where practicable, how last minute views were incorporated into designs.  This could then be followed by a question and answers session.  The plans could then go forward to planning application in the knowledge that a thorough consultation process had taken place.

Representatives of community groups in areas adjoining Ballymun should also be invited to participate in this process at the initial criteria meetings.

A time table of all meetings of all consultation committees should be made available to Forums, Community groups and others and posted in a public place (Shopping Centres) so that there is a clear picture of progress in consultation.


4.  Consultation Principles

1. No new development can be beyond the consultation process.  For example, the fact that people will not live in car parks does not mean people will not have views on the size and location of these.

2. Accurate and detailed information must be provided to residents concerning the every element of the proposed plans, how each element interacts with or affects each other, how each element affects everyone concerned (individuals/Community Groups/Businesses) and that this is done before final agreements are made.

3. Existing residents in an area where a development is proposed must be contacted first before any designs are considered.  A process of negotiation with these residents (or representatives), the relevant Forum, Task Force and the planner should take place in order to find a balance between the planners needs and the concerns of the residents.  Thereafter, every resident affected by the development, either in the area or otherwise affected, should be informed of the proposed development and allowed the opportunity to have their concerns accounted for in the plans.

4. All negotiations regarding the information, as above, on the plans must be done 

in an open, transparent and accountable manner and in utmost good faith.

5. The views of residents and community groups must be actively incorporated into the plans on the basis of a negotiated consensus before final planning decisions are made.  The impact of resident’s etc. views on plans should be readily available for inspection and verification.  A suitable premises in the Shopping Centre for the display of current plans would take cognisance of the fact that most people can not traipse down to Stormanstown House to view plans.

5.  Consultation Representation 

1. Any organisations formed to facilitate consultation on behalf of the community should be independent of planners/developers and associated bodies.  These organisations can act as a mediator between planner/developers and local concerns.

2. Design committees should be comprised of existing residents in areas adjoining developments as well as end users, Forum etc.

3. The membership of community consultation organisations, where specifically appointed and/or funded as such, should be properly nominated and elected by the community.  This should include the issuing of polling cards to residents who will be represented by these organisations.

4. The areas of responsibility of these organisations should be clearly defined.

5. The community consultation organisations and the work they do should be public, open and transparent (*see note below) and the organisations should be accountable to those who elected its members.  Funding for these organisations should be adequate and provided by the planners (Local Authority).  This funding could in part be sourced through the developers who will profit from the development of the project.

6. Community consultation organisations should be obliged to make representations to planners on behalf of residents and other community groups in their locale and to correspond between planners and residents and community groups regarding such representations.

7. Residents and individual organisation retain the right to make representations on their own behalf and to have their views incorporated, following negotiation, into planning decisions.

8. No community consultation organisation, member, group or resident should be represented by planners/developers as limiting the progress of plans on the basis of representations or actions they have taken in order to safeguard their interests in the plans.

9. Where residents, community groups and organisations lack the expertise to evaluate the planning proposals put to them, they should be provided with independent experts (architects, engineers, surveyors, lawyers) to assist them.  Funding for this expertise should be made to the elected independent community consultation organisations rather than the planners of the project.  In the interests of devolved local government the Local Authority should provide the funding for this expertise.

10. Where a conflict of interest exists between a member of a community consultation organisation and the work of the developer, that member must excuse themselves from deliberations on particular plans (e.g., where a member has a commercial interest in a particular development, shareholding, cooperative etc.)

*  Depending on the areas of responsibility defined for community consultation organisations, there may be within in reason, certain areas of responsibility, the deliberations on which must be restricted.  For example, where an organisation undertakes to contribute to anti-drugs activities.
Conclusion

The model, like all other models, is not perfect.  However the principle behind it is important.  The diagram on the following page provides an overview of the 3 phases but can best be summarised as:



By seeking the prior agreement of all those most closely affected by a development and those likely to be affected, the planners can best ensure support for development plans.  Planners may not get everything they want, however there is scope for achieving most of their wishes while minimising costs associated with objections and delays.
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*  Information should include impact on surrounding areas and how other plans will affect or are affected by the particular development.
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