PB CONFERENCE SEPTEMBER 2008 MANCHESTER

WORKSHOP FOUR

‘ELECTED MEMBERS AND PARTICIPATORY BUDGETING’

The group was asked to discuss

1. How do we ensure participatory democracy supports representative democracy?

2. How do we ensure elected members play a meaningful role in PB?

This was an excellent group composed of elected members, public service officers and community champions addressing these questions together.  They faced the challenge:

“If we can’t answer these questions who can?”

We need to balance participatory and representative democracy, they said, especially by ensuring that elected members have a meaningful role at every stage.

1. PB must start with civic leaders wherever possible.

2. If elected members won’t engage, for whatever reasons, then we should move to local community groups to take up the initiative.

3. Reasons why civic leaders and elected members might not engage, identified by the group, included:

· “Councillors can be dinosaurs” – older, longer serving councillors could be more reluctant to try such new ways of working  
· They feel their budgets are threatened.

· Political party opposition.

· Competition between areas and neighbourhoods.

· Cabinet hierarchy.

· Two and three tier councils.

· They can’t take on the extra work.

4. Some solutions proposed by the group for getting elected members’ support included:

· identifying what is in it for them, for example

· PB is a vote winner as provides a real interface with the community and their needs and priorities 
· PB is an exciting innovation, particularly for young and new Councillors

· Community kitties release other resources

· If it is the Councillors’ idea they will get credit and help to raise profile  

· Community energy is stimulated

· providing briefings

· offering coaching specific to Councillors
· delivering training

· Got to win the argument that participatory and elective democracy can work together for benefit of communities and Councillors.   

5. Beware starting out on PB with community groups without engaging elected members; it may be attractive or even necessary to push on but ensure that you make a risk assessment and plan for the likely pitfalls, blocks, delays and barriers which may de-energise the community and set the cause of PB back.
6. Pilot projects

The group felt that starting with a pilot in one small area is the best way of overcoming most of the resistances to PB identified above.

7. ‘Participatory budgeting’ - the phrase

Some group members felt that the title is difficult to comprehend.   It is neither catchy nor engaging.  

“I am a Councillor; the word budget turns me off.”
They also thought a clearer understanding should be disseminated more widely around the difference between participatory budgeting and consultation.  
8. It is a two way process

Members reported that local authority powers have been eroded over the last three decades by successive Governments.  PB engaging the energy and interests of local communities is a way for local authorities to take back some of those powers and to develop their own initiatives and programmes for public service.

9. Mainstreaming

Mainstreaming PB is an exciting challenge but difficult to achieve.   The group did not have time to debate this in depth.

10. The Workshop concluded with one delegate asking

“Is central Government going to apply PB to its own budgets!”
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