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The concept of sustainable development, as 
defi ned in the second chapter of the Brundt-
land report published in 1987 by the United 
Nations World Commission on Environ-
ment and Development (WCED), is a po-
litical vision of development that combines 
the objectives of economic growth, social 
justice and environmental protection. The 
issue of climate change and the measures to 
be taken to curb or, in worst-case scenarios, 
to adapt to climate change are a component 
of the aforementioned goal of sustainable 
development as well as of the policies 
implemented at different scales in order to 
promote sustainable development.

Although the issue of political participa-
tion or democratisation of political systems 
does not appear in the triangle of sustain-
able development objectives, it is a recur-
ring theme (albeit perhaps often a symbolic 
one) in sustainable development policies 
implemented since the end of the 1990s 
by European cities. Since the 1980s, cit-
ies have indeed become major players for 
sustainable development in most European 
countries thanks to national policies for de-
centralisation and European integration (Le 
Galès, 2003).

The recurring call for participation stems 
from several factors. It follows demands 

What Are the Criteria for Successful Political Participation in the
Context of Sustainable Development?

CÉCILE CUNY
Centre Marc Bloch/Université Paris 8

by urban and social movements since the 
1970s that have requested involvement 
in the formulation of urban, social and 
environmental policies. As noted with re-
spect to France by Loïc Blondiaux and 
Yves Sintomer, participation has become 
an imperative of public policies since the 
1990s (Blondiaux, Sintomer, 2002). It 
would therefore have been a surprise if 
sustainable development policies had pre-
sented an exception to the general dynam-
ics of public policies in Europe (Bacqué, 
Rey, Sintomer, 2005; Sintomer, Herzberg, 
Röcke, 2008). Regarding environmental 
issues, various factors combine to make 
participation a necessary instrument in sus-
tainable development policies. In order to 
face the ecological crisis, many proposed 
solutions involve reducing consumption 
of natural resources and reducing pollu-
tion (greenhouse gas emissions, industrial 
and household waste). However, it is com-
monly accepted by experts that technologi-
cal progress that improves the performance 
of technical tools and networks (recycling 
of waste and polluted water, low energy 
housing, development of public transport) 
cannot lead to signifi cant results without 
a concurrent change in behaviors (sorting 
household waste, limiting vehicle use, us-
ing water wisely) – in other words, success 
requires an active commitment by the public 

in favour of sustainable development. In this 
context, participation is seen as an instru-
ment to simultaneously raise awareness of 
ecological issues and mobilise citizens to 
adopt practices consistent with the objec-
tives of sustainable development. 

From the perspective of sustainable devel-
opment, the concept of ‘participation’ covers 
two meanings that do not exclude one an-
other: on the one hand, it refers to partici-
pation in the formulation of public policy, 
and, on the other hand, to participation in 
the elaboration of a new development mod-
el. The fi rst form of participation involves 
establishing proven methods such as con-
sensus conferences, citizen juries, refer-
endums and deliberative surveys. As we 
shall see, this type of procedure does not 
involve all citizens at all times. This form 
of participation seems to me to be a politi-
cal instrument that is realistic and easy to 
implement, both to integrate citizens in 
decision-making and to foster awareness 
for the environmental implications of one’s 
actions. For this reason, my article will 
focus mainly on this fi rst meaning of the 
term ‘participation’. The second concept 
relates to a much more ambitious goal and 
cannot be implemented with easily iden-
tifi able instruments, for it presupposes a 
politicisation of social life even in its most 

ordinary habits (for example, with regard 
to the simple purchase of a loaf of bread). 
This politicization would necessarily re-
quire varying levels of sacrifi ce depending 
on social class: It would certainly be more 
of a fi nancial burden and take longer for a 
worker living in the outskirts of a city that 
is poorly serviced by public transport to go 
and buy organic bread by bicycle than for a 
middle class citizen living downtown.

If we take the fi rst meaning of the term 
‘participation’, what are the conditions un-
der which we can speak of success? Before 
answering this question, we must fi rst agree 
on what we understand by ‘success’. This 
question is controversial among political 
theorists, and I won’t be able to solve the 
debate in this article. But the debate shows 
that there are several confl icting ideas on 
participation, that draw on at least four cri-
teria of success: 1) the capacity of citizens 
to be present in politics, i.e., to voice and 
articulate their interest (Phillips, 2005); 
2) the capacity of the ones involved in the 
participatory process to reformulate their 
positions and perceptions in order to defi ne 
a common good (Habermas, 1997 [1992]); 
3) the capacity of the participatory proce-
dure to solve social problems for citizens 
(Scharpf, 1997); 4) the capacity of the par-
ticipatory procedure to explore the different 
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aspects of a scientific or technical problem 
(Callon, Lascoumes, Barthe, 2001). The di-
versity of these criteria explains the huge 
diversity of the participatory procedures, 
which have been implemented up to now at 
different policy levels all around the world. 
Most experiences try to apply to more than 
one of these criteria but, as shown by sev-
eral empirical studies on participative de-
mocracy conducted by the Centre Marc 
Bloch since 2000 (Koehl, Sintomer, 2003; 
Röcke, 2005; Cuny, Herzberg, 2007; Sin-
tomer, 2007; Sintomer, Herzberg, Röcke, 
2008; Topçu, Cuny, Serrano-Velarde, 2008; 
Herzberg, 2008; Cuny, 2009; Röcke, 2009; 
Bacqué, Sintomer, 2010; Bacqué, Sin-
tomer, 2011), the first one is still the least 
improved. For that reason, this article will 
focus on this particular criteria and discuss 
two problems, which occur when it comes 
to its implementation: 1) how to diversify 
participants according to social status and 
2) how to achieve a better representation of 
marginalised groups?

First problem: how to diversify 
participants according to social 
status ?

Empirical studies on participative democracy 
undertaken over twenty years in Europe all 
agree on the following finding: the rate of 
participation never exceeds 5 per cent of 
the population. Considered from a strictly 
quantitative point of view, these methods 
have nothing to do with conventional forms 
of political participation specific to contem-

porary democratic systems such as voting or 
referendums. It is not ‘mass’ participation. 
These participative schemes don’t aim to 
survey the individual opinions of the ‘peo-
ple’. In this sense, participatory democracy 
is not a form of direct democracy. Rather, 
it designates a set of procedures that fit, not 
without difficulty, in the classical operation 
of Western representative democracies.

Although these methods do not have the 
ambition nor purpose of surveying the ‘peo-
ple’, they nonetheless address an audience 
whose composition raises two problems: 
general interest and legitimacy. To illustrate 
this point, I will begin with the example of 
citizen juries set up by the city of Berlin be-
tween 2000 and 2003 as part of the Soziale 
Stadt programme intended for less favoured 
neighbourhoods (Koehl, Sintomer, 2003; 
Röcke, Sintomer, 2005). 51 per cent of the 
jury members were inhabitants selected at 
random from the municipal register and 49 
per cent were representatives of civil soci-
ety (public services and associations); their 
mission was to select a series of develop-
ment projects for the neighbourhoods to be 
funded under the programme. The choice 
of such a composition and such a method 
of recruitment has two issues. The first re-
fers to the willingness to open the debate to 
‘laymen’. In this context, a random drawing 
is considered to be the preferred means of 
selecting ‘ordinary’ citizens – that is, people 
who are usually not given an opportunity to 
speak because they possess neither relevant 
technical knowledge (such as that held by 

a municipal official, community activist or 
a professional) nor political expertise in the 
narrow sense of the term (such as that held 
by a local politician or activist). The goal 
of opening the debate in this way is to pro-
duce an ‘objective’ (sachliche) debate that 
is reduced to the facts and freed from any 
scientific-technical or ideological-political 
limitations. We find such an ambition in 
the consensus conferences held in several 
European and English countries in order to 
settle controversies related to scientific or 
technical innovations (Callon, Lascoumes, 
Barthe, 2001).

According to Anja Röcke and Yves Sin-
tomer, the rule requiring that 51 per cent 
of positions be occupied by ‘ordinary’ 
people also testifies to the distrust of public 
authorities in Berlin towards organised in-
terests and their influence on the direction 
of discussions. ‘Objectivity’ is here syn-
onymous with impartiality, and from Rous-
seau’s perspective on the expression of the 
general will, impartiality corresponds to a 
wise blend between involvement and dis-
tance (Röcke, Sintomer, 2005). In practice, 
this composition, coupled with the distrust 
displayed by Berlin’s authorities towards 
organised interests, has contributed to pola-
rising the discussion: in the Marzahn-Hell-
ersdorf borough, located on the outskirts of 
East Berlin, there is only a small range of 
associations. For this reason, the quasi-mo-
nopolistic situation of these associations in 
providing services was highly criticised by 
‘ordinary’ residents who saw this situation 

as an obstacle to volunteering in more infor-
mal structures (Cuny, 2009).

Second problem: how to 
achieve a better representation 
of marginalised groups?

The second issue targeted by the method 
of composition and recruitment of citizen 
juries concerns the representation of the 
group of ordinary citizens. A random draw-
ing makes it possible to compose this group 
as a representative sample, in the statistical 
meaning of the term, of a neighbourhood’s 
population. This statistical representativ-
ity relies on three criteria that correspond 
to the types of information contained in the 
German municipal registers: sex, age and 
nationality. These characteristics make the 
draw for an attractive instrument of inclu-
sion. Women, youths and foreigners are in 
fact the groups that, because of their subor-
dinate position in social space, are usually 
the least represented through conventional 
forms of participation such as voting (Gax-
ie, 1978). This makes it even more impor-
tant to include these groups in the practice 
of participative democracy which explores 
a range of potential solutions: having little 
opportunity to make their voices heard in 
the public arena, these groups’ points of 
view are rarely considered in political de-
bates, reinforcing their subordination and 
social exclusion.

In practice, a random drawing does not al-
ways meet these promises: in the case of 
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the Marzahn-Hellersdorf borough, for ex-
ample, youths, lower-class citizens, and 
foreigners remained marginal in the prac-
tice of citizen juries. In contrast, youths and 
lower-class citizens were better represented 
in the participatory budget put in place in 
the borough in 2005 and 2006. This second 
approach aimed on involving residents in 
the preparation of the municipal budget. It 
was tested in three pilot neighbourhoods 
selected on the basis of their socio-struc-
tural differences: the Marzahn Nord district 
(22,560 inhabitants) is a district of large 
housing projects that is subject to a federal 
programme aimed at combating the effects 
of socio-spatial segregation; the Hellers-
dorf Süd district (24,333 inhabitants) is a 
district of large housing projects with a so-
cial situation that is more stable than that 
of Marzahn Nord; fi nally, Biesdorf (24,051 
inhabitants) is a residential neighbourhood 
with a middle class population. In each of 
these three neighbourhoods, community 
centres under contract with the borough so-
cial services organised working groups to 
meet approximately ten times over a three 
month period. Investment proposals from 
the working groups were then reviewed by 
elected representatives from the borough’s 
parliamentary assembly based on their 
feasibility and sector of activity in order 
to be incorporated into the municipal bud-
get. The success of this approach in terms 
of mobilising youths and persons from 
lower classes was based essentially on the 
method of group work that allowed these 
people to express themselves in the pres-

ence of their peers (Cuny, 2009). The social 
resources necessary for the presence and 
actual expression of marginal groups must 
not therefore be neglected within participa-
tive approaches. The method of working in 
small groups, already tested in the context 
of social work, can be complemented by 
other methods which have their origin in 
the same fi eld of intervention or in urban 
planning: theatre forum, communal plan-
ning methods (planning for real, open space, 
charrette), fi lmed or photographed walks. To 
this must be added that Berlin’s citizen ju-
ries offered compensation to participants (a 
few dozen euros) and child daycare services. 
These arrangements are sometimes neces-
sary to compensate for the fi nancial costs 
that are incurred by low income households 
in order to participate in these programmes 
on a regular basis over several months. 

At this stage, we can learn from these dif-
ferent programmes that the principles of 
composition and recruitment of the pub-
lic must be adapted to the given context. 
Several general ideas nonetheless emerge 
from these examples. The establishment 
of quotas ensures a certain social diversity 
among participants that is needed in order 
to improve citizens’ capacity to voice their 
interest, to reformulate their position and 
defi ne the common good, to solve a social 
problem or to explore the different aspects 
of a technical problem (depending on the 
criteria you want to follow). It is advisable 
to avoid a majority or equal distribution so 
as to not polarise the debates. Finally, the 

choice of selection criteria must be made to 
favour representation of groups that are the 
most marginalised in conventional forms of 
participation. From this point of view, it may 
be worthwhile to mix methods of recruit-
ment (ballot, call for volunteers, delegation, 
co-option, etc.) and tools of participation 
(e-participation, discussion in small groups, 
photo-walks, planning for real, etc.).
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