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Participation can be associated with the daily practices of civil society, of trade unions, of social movements, as well as with other social organisations, with the speeches and practices of statutory policies that have very diverse meanings and purposes. It is possible to judge the development of societies according to the place and relevance of participation and there are countless struggles to obtain democratic spaces where participation can happen. Depending on the moment and the historical context, participation can be linked with other concepts such as democracy, representation, organisation, capability, citizenship, solidarity, exclusion, inclusion, etc. 

As for participation, the questions to be considered have to do not only with the characteristics of poverty and social exclusion (synonymous, in many cases, with social isolation), but also with the standards of sociability in each country and/or local community. Thus, “(…) patterns of sociability and participation in associations and other organisations vary substantially between countries, reflecting long-standing cultural differences. Levels of informal sociability are much higher in Southern than in Northern countries, while the opposite is true for participation in formal organisations. People in different countries thus experience unemployment or poverty in very different social contexts” (Atkinson, T. et al., 2001, Indicators for Social Inclusion in the European Union).

There still exists in some countries, for instance, a modest understanding of social responsibility in general and particularly in the field of business, due either to a lack of tradition or to the prevailing attitude of social responsibility as a charitable and good-will-based commitment. To be aware of the real existing socio-economic, cultural and political conditions is a crucial pre-requisite for social action but with a special weight within the field of participation.

In this brief document, the importance of giving visibility to on-going experiences, and to briefly illustrate some of them, as well as to look at some other concrete-based sources of inspiration and proposal (keeping in mind the necessary adequacy test in everyday experience) is a key assumption.

Innovation here is referred to in the following three ways:  i) as any kind of new activity; ii) as methods applied in a new context; and iii) as tools used in a new way with different target groups.

We have to aknowledge too that to work to make participation possible means that there is recognition of an absence, a shortage, an insufficient and/or an inadequate level of it at various levels and domains. We can ask what are the dynamics of participation meaning its promotion, mantainance and sustainability. As a demanding issue related to time, rhythm and resources needed. 

Looking at the fourth objective designed in the NAPs/inclusion (“Mobilising all relevant bodies”), priority was given to three main areas of attention, those where progress is not just expected but has to be promoted. Analysing at the national level the examples of good practices suggested within the Joint Report on Social Inclusion, it is possible to underline some of the investments in each of those areas in that which concerns participation as a core issue. The first attempt was to identify in each of the projects which of the three areas of the realisation of participation was prioritised (see below).

A significant number of projects mention more than one (of the three areas), although the majority gives clear priority to one of them. What can be reported on the basis of this analysis is that it allows us to see the mechanisms forseen and/or undergoing implementation in order to mobilize all bodies (meaning those bodies expected to participate).

It is worth looking, on the basis of topics, at the kind of proposals and the means/mechanisms for participation selected in diverse projects of NAPinclusion, in order to raise some questions related with further developments.

A –Promoting the participation of people suffering exclusion
“The participation of people suffering exclusion in policy making is essential as their direct experience and knowledge contributes important insights to what does and doesn´t work and this leads to the development of better focussed and more relevant policies” (JR on Social Inclusion, 2003).  Other contributions not so closely linked with a direct influence on policy making can also be recognised. When one examines the diverse national projects, it is possible to identify proposals, ways of being involved and to point to some questions on the issue of direct participation.

Proposals:

· various systems of  individual assistance in order to promote access to new policy areas, with a very emphatic priority given to labour market integration;

· individual assistance to specific groups (homeless groups, elderly and handicapped people, families facing the risk of exclusion, single parents, immigrants, teen parents) or problems (domestic violence, indebtedness, etc.) in order to provide basic conditions; 

· information systems and improvement of access conditions and the quality of services;

· giving access to local cultural events and leisure activities;

· supporting direct representation for the restructuring of services;

· consultation and community participation.

Means

· Consultative seminars

· The taking part of representatives of NGO’s

· Surveys on themes of poverty and extreme poverty

· Working groups 

· Consultative bodies (namely from municipalities and from people on benefits)

· Fora of public administration

· Local participatory democracy – user’s perspective 

· Resourcing of local community development initiatives

· Local fora

· Comprehensive consultation

Questions

· Is significant attention given to the individual support, personal development and individual empowerment?;

· Does there exist a fragile collective expression and how to address the question of empowerment?; 

· Can the majority of the projects be seen as working on what might be called basic survival conditions?;

· Are the results coming from the increasing direct involvement of people suffering exclusion unclear?;

· Is there disproportion between the density of the absence of direct participation and the proposals for overcoming it? (This raises additional questions that go beyond the existence of participation and that relate to how to maintain and sustain participation.)

The question is to what extent is there a place for a multilevel and non-stagist way of thinking about the promotion of participation? The controversy on the place and the degree of formalisation of participation is an important question. For Stassen, for instance, the informal mechanisms of social inclusion, within the societal networks developing identities, are more important than are social policies for precarious and assistencialist forms of employment. He argues that the socio-relacional dimension is crucial to motivate participation and to combat exclusion, where the excluded are characterised statistically as those who live on minimum income, or without it, and who do not become included, or more participative, by mere integration in a new work format. His analysis points to a real problem that still needs further evidence: how adequate and inclusive are institutional measures exclusively working towards professional integration into the productive market? (Stassen, J-l, 1999, in Gohn, M. Amelia 2001, Conselhos Gestores e Participação Sociopolítica, São Paulo, Ed. Cortez: 28-29).

Both selected experiences have an explicit commitment to the importance and to the need for space and the reinforcement of people’s direct participation and to opening legal and organic venues to reach not just a higher but a well-recognised level of participation.

Experiences

Associations where the poor have their say - Belgium

In 1993, the competent Minister approved for the first time an order (“Arrêté”) for subsidies in connection with the fight against serious poverty. Having met a series of conditions imposed: five associations received a subsidy. When the time came for renewal of these subsidies the following year, an additional condition was imposed: the associations were required to draft proposals for what should lead to a decree on poverty. A steering group composed of representatives of the associations and of administration met five times, culminating in a note in 1996 to the Minister in charge of co-ordinating poverty policy and the Minister-President of Flanders on the recognition  and subsidising  of associations “where the poor have their say”. The note set about the six criteria which can still be found in the Decree today.

All of these efforts culminated in the adoption, on 21 March 2003, of the Decree on policy for the combating poverty. The decree provides a structural basis for the various initiatives adopted by the Flemish Government in the fight against poverty: the establishment of an action plan to combat poverty, the setting up of a permanent consultation arrangement, financial and content-related support for “Associations were the poor have their say” which met the following six criteria: encouraging the poor to meet in groups, giving a say to the poor, working towards the social emancipation of the poor, working on the social structures, organising dialogue and training activities, continuing to seek out the poor; support for the Flemish network of these associations, whose task is to support and co-ordinate the activities of the “Associations were the poor have their say”; the training and insertion of experts in the day-to-day reality of poverty.  (Source:  Joint Report on Social Inclusion, Brussels, COM, 2003)

Council of Representatives– São Paulo

The Council of  Representatives of São Paulo was created in 1989, within the scope of a Municipal Law of the City Hall of São Paulo, as a public non.statutory space aimed at providing a form of political administration of the municipal government of the city. According to law, the Council’s activities include participating in municipal planning (especially with regard to proposals having to do with the budget) as well as in the design of the “Directive Plan” of the city. It also participates, at the local level, in the inspection of the carrying out of budgets and other local administrative acts as well as calling the Executive Committee of the Council’s attention to matters related to the interests of the local population.

The Council is seen as a non-statist public sphere, with public character and as a recognised interlocutor between local and municipal governments. The members of the Council are elected, regionally, by direct vote on the basis of one member for 20.000 electors.  Youth with 16 years of age can vote and the Council functions as a collegiate without president, but with thematic co-ordinators.

B – Mainstreaming the fight against exclusion

Mainstreaming is expected to be another specific area of contribution to, and based upon, participation. Within the process of promoting an inclusive society, mainstreaming attempts to reach a relatively complex and extensive world at the territorial level (local, regional, national, supranational), at the level of policies (co-ordination intra and across policies and measures and targeting specific problems or groups), at the level of the adaptation and creation of administrative and social services, looking, as well, at processes of follow-up, re-orientation and guidance promoting social inclusion. Proposals in the field of mainstreaming encompass a variety of participatory commitments addressing a large and diverse range of investments on the basis of the experiences of the NAPs’ projects.

Proposals

· comprehensive policies, safety and suport systems aiming at horizontal (for instance networking at all municipal levels) and vertical co-operation (for instance, building up an integrated and non-discriminatory education policy);

· increasing local intervention based on the advantages of proximity with problems and people;

· including the aims of social inclusion in diverse programmes (long-term urban integrated development, neighbourhood renewal, etc.).

Means

· Local, municipal and national committees with a variety of, but comprehensive, compositions;

· Local agreements and written memoranda; 

· Specific parliaments (elderly, youth, etc.) at national and/or lower levels;

· Research and Observatories with diverse forms of composition, orientation and participatory commitment;

· Lifelong learning and training (for decision makers, profissionals in social services, voluntary members, etc.) for social exclusion and for diversity (for example);

· Participatory monitoring, evaluation and guidance with regard to quality standards;

· Networking and facilitating contacts;

· Legal status and compulsory involvement (for instance in consultation and official advice in certain areas of societal life);

· Information and dissemination processes;

· Resourcing joint and inter-institutional initiatives;

· Visibility actions (towards, but not only, an unrecognised problem, such as, for instance, domestic violence).

Questions

· Does there exist visible diversity among countries - some working on basic social infra-structures and others on the improvement and adaptation of this infrastructure?

· Does the weight of co-ordination have effects on policies, social services and measures that have to deal with a difficult background made up of fragmented conceptions and of low commitment to a holistic perspective?

· Is it “not clear whether poorer and better-off local and regional administrations are equally provided with necessary means for these responsibilities” (JR Inclusion, 2003)?

· Does the emphasis on mainstreaming, based mainly on the influence and capacity of public authorities, suggest a stronger presence and visibility of people’s interests, thus, calling for mechanisms that are not just open but that also promote this presence and intervention?

The following examples draw on two different fields, one related to the legal protection of the socially vulnerable and the other presenting a European academic experience in putting social inclusion on the teaching/learning agenda.

Experiences

 Reaching Out the Users (City of Copenhagen – Denmark)

The project aims to develop methodologies aimed at ensuring that intentions for legal protection in Denmarks’s legislation are realised in the practical work with socially vulnerable groups. As an aspect of the project, four pilot projects were initiated in Denmark’s largest local authorities (Copenhagen, Odense, Aarthus and Aalborg). One of the local authorities is the City of Copenhagen, which is trying, via the project “Reaching out  to users” to establish contacts to people  who do not ask for help and who may not be motivated to become involved in and use public services. In some situations, to utilise the rights granted to users in social legislation, the individual user must be able to describe his or her needs and expectations to the social system. Some of the most socially vulnerable and most marginalised people can barely handle this task, and these are the people in focus for the project. The ambition of the project is to develop new methods to ensure  that remedying services are offered to the most socially disadvantaged and marginalised people on equal terms with other users.

The project integrates outreaching street work with caseworker assignments in local centres, and establishes a dialogue with users that subsequently enables them to utilise the local centre. The means of solving this task lies in establishing out reaching casework at street level in the local area where the user is , thus taking advantage of the fact that in their own space – open air – users are initially more open and receptive to discussions on their needs. The aim is to continue the project by launching street-level casework. Employees at the local centres run the project, having allotted time to realise the outreaching function. The project works with residential facilities for homeless people, the misuser treatment system, services for mentally ill people, the district psychiatry facilities and the health authorities. A midway report is available, and the final evaluation will be available in September 2003. Initial experience shows that the outreaching casework has succeeded in establishing good contacts to the target group. Additionally, this contact has shifted in a favourable direction for the users included in the project, and both employees and users review the experience as positive.  (Source:  Joint Report on Social Inclusion, Brussels, COM, 2003)

European Perspectives on Social Inclusion

(European Master of Development Studies in Social and Educational Sciences)

Within the scope of the European Programme Socrates grants were given to the Hochschule Magdeburg-Stendal – University of Applied Sciences, Germany, in order to set up a Master’s Course on the theme of Social Inclusion. The project involved a total of seven universities and during a period of three years discussion and debate were carried out in order to produce a study programme able to accommodate the views and national realities of all partners.

The aim of the course is to work towards a qualification for people working in the areas of social care, social justice, education and allied accupations and to enable them to critically understand dimensions of social discrimination within Europe.

The specific goals are:

· to interpret, differentiate and critique the key theoretical debates concerning contremporary human rights and equal opportunities;

· to evaluate the research methologies underpinning these debates;  

· to pursue specialised and in-depth work in specific areas of rights and opportunities;

· to commonly develop visions and action-strategies that can form a “Social Community of Europe”.

The curriculum organisation of the course attempts to include some of the more relevant issues in the field developed in core modules and in optional modules. Thus:

Core modules

· Theories of Social Exclusion

· Theories of Intervention and Social Change 

· Comparative Social Policies in Europe

· Ethics and Social Justice

· Visions of Europe

· Research Methods

Optional Modules

· European Perspectives on:

i) Chronically Ill People

ii) Disabled People

iii) Migrants

iv) Poor People

v) Mental Health

vi) People in Custody

vii) Drug Addicted People

viii) Elderly People.

The results achieved up to now are encouraging for the course preparation and development has created the space for important discussion and debate of social inclusion/exclusion by large academic and local audiences in the diverse countries involved, thus contributing to put Social Inclusion on the agenda of debates and to promote critical views and a reflexive learning proposal in this field.

C – Promoting dialogue and partnership
According to this objective, NAP’s Inclusion is supposed to attract relevant public and private bodies to the field of combating poverty and social exclusion. Although all citizens have been part of expected and reachable aims, a particular emphasis is given to the involvement of social partners, NGOs, social services providers, professionals of all kinds (researchers, managers, field workers, etc.). A variety of proposals and means are pointed out in the national projects.

Proposals

· To reach a national public dimension in the dialogue addressed to social inclusion;

· To specify this dialogue at intermediate levels and to bring it closer to local life;

· To touch and involve all the direct and indirect actors, as a means of giving to the problem a societal dimension and related combat.

Means

· National multi-composition committees for a specific issue (social exclusion and poverty, social inclusion, social protection, etc) or for more general concerns (social development, social bargaining and co-ordination);

· Commissions and consultative committees for monitoring NAP Inclusion;

· Seminars (involving decision makers and European social networks);

· Studies and evaluations on policies, proposals and results;

· European resourcing (via different funds: Equal, Territorial Employment Pacts Programme, ESF);

· Reports and publications;

· Campaigns (oriented towards diverse audiences);

· Debates in (or with the support of) national parliaments.

Questions

· How far are the national traditions in social partnership capable of de-characterising the meaning of the involvement of all relevant bodies?

· Is there a need for a stronger concern with showing evidence of the added value brought by partners’ involvement?

· Is it possible to avoid discrimination on the basis of very specific strategies that only concern the (more) excluded?

Experience

Project.Workshop.Boracea - São Paulo - Brazil

“To Welcome – Reconstructing Lives” (“Acolher – Reconstruindo Vidas”)

This is a model-project developed by the City Hall of São Paulo, Brazil, oriented towards “street-people”. It is taken on as part of public responsibility but involves partnerships with civil society, that are expected to have an active role in confronting social exclusion.

The street is the place where people deprived of basic living conditions live, often due to vulnerabilities caused by illness, unemployment and precarious work. They live under bridges and in buildings in ruins and they normally survive by collecting paper, parking cars, or by begging. According to research carried out in 2000, there are 8706 street-persons in the city of São Paulo  and 24% live in the central part of town.

The project offers multiple services and is based on the co-operation of various local agents from very diverse areas of societal life. Thus the following services are organised: differentiated opportunities for sheltering adults, families, women and the elderly, during the day and night; reception of street paper collectors, their vehicles and belongings (when needed also families and pets); services for hygiene, food, personal care, rest, leisure and stimulation (to give up street living); convivial workshops for care, promoting self-esteem and for building up relationships; art and development workshops (restoration and recovery of objects with the support of plastic artists and architects; events and activities open for the local and/or city population; exhibition and selling spaces for products; popular restaurants; exchange of experiences among local active NGO’s, workers and researchers on the problematic of street people in order to promote street people as protagonists and to defend their rights via a specific service of auditorship. Within the space of the project, there functions a Council for Monitoring street people policies, a Research Centre on the same target group, a community service, a cinema and a church open to the local population, etc. A central priority is given to the voice of users, but partnership involves professionals, NGO’s, business and crucial responsibility on the part of the municipality. It is, in fact, a local development experience that has emerged where the target group is street-people. It has been possible to combine general and specific interests concerning the population as well as those of the partners.

Participation-friendly Tools and Techniques

There exist tools and techniques for promoting participation, tools and techniques that allow for choice as well for necessary judgement with regard to their adequacy and sense of opportunity. They enable one to select the more convenient means to establish a close relation with the concrete situation/process and the people that are to be involved. Mark Brose is the co-ordenator of a manual called Metodologia Participativa – uma introdução a 29 instrumentos (2001, Porto Alegre, Ed. TOMO) (Participative Methodology – an introduction to 29 tools), where he argues that to work with a participative approach attracts our attention not to instruments, methods and techniques, but rather to the central question on participation that is power. “Or rather, the disputes about power. Participative instruments have as main their function to help to structure disputes among social actors, in order to make them more trnsparent and, thus, to contribute to a more equitative distribution of power” (Ibid, 11). He uses an interesting comparaison saying that participation cannot deal with just techniques in the same way that information systems are more than just computers. On the basis of this critical view and advice, he compiles a set of mechanisms that are participation friendly. He distinguishes several different families of tools: i) participative group work, ii) tools for capability, iii) tools for group reflection and diagnosis; iv) tools for group reflection and planning, v) tools for participative management at the municipal level and, vi) diverse tools. 

The following are some examples:

i) Participative group work,

· Moderation – focus on people, group processes and communication in order to take part in various contexts such as self-organisation, self-group development, analysis, development, providing evidence and organisation of ideas, kowledge and information.

· Participative approach in group work – often associated with the techniques of moderation and visualisation

ii) Tools for capability, 

· Pedagogical method of immersed capability – diverse social actors learn on the basis of, and within, a reality that is their commun basis. To learn is to be immersed in the dinamics of lived reality.

iii) Tools for group reflection and diagnosis;

· Participative rapid diagnosis (urban and rural contexts)

· Participative organisational rapid diagnosis

· Participative economic rapid diagnosis

iv) Tools for group reflection and planning, 

· Future Workshop for project planning and evaluation

· Planning according to objectives, for management of projects

v) Tools for participative management at the municipal level, 

· Participative budgeting

· Method of self-diagnosis of  municipal potencialities and action planning

· Municipal Strategic Planning

vi) Diverse tools. 

· Participative monitoring and evaluation.

Other contributions come from the research work carried out by Anne-Marie Bur, Alex Stevens and Lucy Young (1999) Include Us In – participation for social inclusion in Europe, Cant for encouraging participation:

· Participatory Learning and Action (PLA/PRA)

· Planning for Real 

· Community Buses

· Questionnaires and Surveys

· Citizen’s Panels

· Citizen’s Juries

· Focus Groups

· Stakeholder Fora

· Youth Parliaments

· Partnerships.

Several techniques underline the importance of visioning exercises and the need for a cooperative environment (transparency, equity, capability) and the organisation of pre-requisites (such as adequate information and social facilities).

Looking at the diversity and imaginative ways involved in the making of participatory environments and practices in similar areas of the NAP’s Inclusion, one may conclude that there is an obstacle to overcome: the unbalanced situation and commitment within European Union countries. Working on the “contagion effect” of the comparative dimension in policies and practices as well as on the development of patterns of “participation-proof” policies (one remembers reference to “poverty-proof” policies) could constitute further development and makes up a priority area of attention according to the Open Method of Coordination.
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