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Participation: applications and challenges
By: Alexandra Revez



• Past efforts to promote sustainability 
focused on designing energy-efficient 
technologies, developing renewable 
sources of energy and new markets for 
these;

• Increased calls for greater community 
engagement, public participation and 
transdisciplinarity in policy and research;

• Drivers for participation include:

o Promoting awareness and engagement

o Social acceptance of new energy systems

o Translating knowledge into action

o Social and Environmental Justice

o Self-determination

o Innovation

The role of community engagement in achieving 
sustainability

(Chilvers and Longhurst (2016), Maréchal, 2009, Cargo and Mercer, 2008)



• Growing contestation on how best to pursue and channel 
processes of participation, include:

oProblematic/fixed terminologies

o Excluding practices

o Extractive practices

oManipulating practices

• Participation as ‘real’ or ‘socially constructed’? 
• Fixed or evolving

• Measurable or fluid

• Externally identifiable or subjective

• Objectively observed or reflexively interpreted

Issues in defining and implementing participation 
strategies

(Chilvers and Pallet (2018), Birkholz et al., 2014).

‘Ecologies of participation’ or 
‘systems of practice’ a way to 

contextualize and situate 
participation practices



Local, national and international research with a focus on community engagement in 
climate action



“Bridging the gap”: Identifying the determinants and 
conditions for community engagement in Climate Action



Imagining2050: a framework for deliberative 
engagement 

Iterative 
Process
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[Re-imagining democracy? Ireland’s Citizens’ 
Assembly]

[Dr Clodagh Harris]



Citizens’ Assembly – 2016-2018

• 99 citizens 

• 5 topics (abortion, 
aging, climate change, 
fixed term parliaments 
& Ireland’s referendum 
process)

• 11 weekends

• 1 Referendum (to date).

• Oireachtas Joint 
Committee on Climate 
Action – set up to 
discuss the Assembly’s 
report.



Source: Farrell, D.M., Suiter, J. & Harris, C. (2019) ‘The Systemization of deliberation in Ireland? The  Irish 
Citizens’ Assembly 2016- 2018’ Irish Political Studies 



Recommendations

1) A new or existing independent body should be resourced appropriately and  given a broad range of 
new functions and powers in legislation to address climate change.

2) The State should take a leadership role in addressing climate change - mitigation & adaptation 
measures 

3) Members said they would be willing to pay higher taxes on carbon intensive activities 

4) The State should undertake a comprehensive assessment of the vulnerability of all critical 
infrastructure with a view to building resilience to ongoing climate change.

5) The State should enable, through legislation, the selling back into the grid of electricity from micro-
generation by private citizens.

6) The State should act to ensure the greatest possible levels of community ownership in all future 
renewable energy projects 

7) The State should end all subsidies for peat extraction 

8) The number of bus lanes, cycling lanes and park and ride facilities should be greatly increased 

9) The State should immediately take many steps to support the transition to electric vehicles. 

10) The State should prioritise the expansion of public transport spending over new roads 

11) There should be a tax on greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from agriculture. 

12) The State should introduce a standard form of mandatory measurement & reporting of food waste 

13) The State should review, and revise supports for land use diversification. 



Challenges

• Recruitment and attendance

• Government responsiveness.

• Ad hoc process

• Agenda Control



Success

• Contribution to the wider deliberative system of democracy.

• Input & throughput legitimacy

• Wider public knowledge and acceptance



• Do citizens’ assemblies re-imagine 
Democracy?

Conclusion

































Panel Discussion

• 1. Why is participation important? 

• 2. What are the key challenges? 

• 3. What are the dangers (e.g. populism and Brexit)? 


