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1. I ntroduction®

The starting point for this Issue Paper is thedbéhiat the greater the democratic engagementbiicpu
affairs by all sections of society, the greater flkgitimacy, inclusiveness, effectiveness and
sustainability of a country’s democratic systeriie legitimacy of democratic structures depends on
maximising inclusion and participation and givingil frecognition to the rights of all citizens to
inclusion in shaping the political process anddkeisions that affect their lives. If some sedioha
society find that the political system is remotenfror irrelevant to their needs or if they feelleded
and powerless and lacking the skills and knowlgdgenable them to participate in the decisions that
affect their lives then democratic engagement mimshed, social cohesion is undermined and
people’s fundamental rights are curtailed. It daéssads to poor policy making as the failure to ineo
those affected by policy decisions in their forntigia, implementation and monitoring results in less
effective policies and programmes. To ensure staergocracies it is essential to empower people to
participate and influence the decisions that affieeir lives and to have control over those who enak
decisions on their behalf. Thus this paper does tiwiags. First, it briefly identifies some of the
barriers that disempower people and hinder theiratgatic engagement. Secondly, it identifies seven
key issues that arise from this analysis and sugdpesv they can be addressed.

2. Barriersto empower ment

In order to identify what is needed to empowerma#imbers of society so that they can engage in
democratic processes it is first necessary to iiyewhat causes disempowerment and what are the
barriers to engagement. The following is a brighmary of six key barriers.

0] Poverty, inequality and social exclusion

The extensive literature showing how poverty, ir@iy and social exclusion leads to
disempowerment and disengagement and alienation ffemocratic processes can only be very
briefly summarised here. As the European Anti Pgviletwork has shown (EAPN, 2009), living in
poverty can mean that people become isolated framily and friends. They lack hope and feel
powerless and excluded with little control over thexisions that affect their day to day lives. They
often lack information about the supports and sewiavailable to them. They frequently experience
problems in dealing with bureaucracies and accgsegsential services. They experience stigma,
prejudice and lack of respect which further isdateem. Access to their fundamental rights is kahit
and they become trapped in poverty. They often thekskills, knowledge and information necessary
to engage with institutions.

As a result, poverty and social exclusion limit plets ability to engage in democratic processes in
three particular respects. First, they underminepfees skills and self-confidence to engage with
policy makers and to express their opinions as lsqalad to participate in making decisions and
implementing them. Secondly, because life can imeca day to day struggle to survive, there is often
little time, energy or resources left to engageéhwliémocratic processes. Thirdly, democratic pra@sess
often seem very remote and irrelevant and peoplaadaengage not because they are apathetic but
because they do not think that their concerns anuks will be listened to. They feel disengagednfro
the democratic process and powerless to influence i

1 This paper draws mainly on two sources. Thesefmst: the lessons learned over the last decadmwibating poverty
and social exclusion in the European Union and emepiog the inclusion of those who are on the margifi society;
secondly, recent experience in Ireland on empowenrarginalised groups and communities and promotjreater
democratic engagement. Some key sources are ¢istéd end.



(ii) Discrimination, racism, prejudice and a lackfaespect for rights

A second key factor is racism, discrimination, pdige and a lack of respect for rights. This letads
the marginalisation of some individuals and groapsh as migrants and ethnic minorities and their
isolation from the society in which they are livingalso often leads to poverty and social exclnsi
and to feelings of alienation and powerlessnesswils poverty, this can mean that people find
themselves without the information, skills, selfaidence, resources, organisational means and
sometimes the language to engage effectively inodeatic processes.

(i) Narrow and exclusive political structures

A third factor that disempowers people is when denatic systems are very narrow and exclusive and
when many people do not feel that the processdsrofal democracy offer them enough influence
over political decisions. Participation is undamad where people feel that they only have a token o
“formal” role in the democratic process but no refluence over the outcomes that affect them. Thus
democratic engagement is severely undermined wheodvement is just limited to periodic elections
and where day to day decision-making appears tdatmely controlled by powerful elites and
decisions seem to be taken in a top-down mannerofted largely in the interest of elites. The
exercise of the right to vote should be only ong paa cycle of political participation in demotia
governance.

(iv)  Poor and inaccessible public services

A fourth factor which increases marginalisation a@mskempowerment is when some groups in society
have poor or limited access to essential publizvises (e.g. health, education, housing, social
protection and social services) and when publivises are delivered in ways that limit participatio
and involvement. Disempowerment can also be ineceagen public services are not universal and
significant groups in society opt out of public\dees which then become residual and second class
services used mainly by those who are marginabsedexcluded.

(V) Weak civil society

Where there is a lack of strong civil society oligations, particularly NGOs, or where these
organisations do not have a strong participativum or where their role in civil dialogue is
unrecognised by the state, then the opportunitedhfose experiencing exclusion is curtailed. So
supporting and building a strong, inclusive civtiety is an essential prerequisite for participati

(vi)  Over dependence on the market and lack of étwure of solidarity

More generally, a political and societal culturattbecomes overly dominated by a market ideology
can undermine collective social solidarity and @age the marginalisation of some groups. If people
are seen primarily as consumers, workers or clieateer than as citizens, then respect and
understanding of the collective contribution thabple can bring to well-being is undervalued and an
undue emphasis is put just on people’s earning wying power. This can reinforce the
marginalisation and disempowerment of those whk $ach power.



3. Facilitating empower ment and over coming barrier sto democr atic engagement

Arising from this brief survey of barriers, seveeirconnected issuesn be identified. First, how can
democratic structures be made more relevant, abéessd inclusive? Secondly, what do countries
need to do to combat poverty, inequality and saalusion and promote social rights? Thirdly, what
specific programmes can be put in place which wilk directly to empower those who are living in
poverty and to ensure a strong and inclusive siodiety? Fourthly, how can a strong and inclusive
civil society be ensured? Fifthly, how best carcdisination and racism been countered and gender
equality and respect for migrants’ rights be sumgat Sixthly, how can public services be delivered
in ways which make them inclusive and empowering®e8thly, how can countries build a culture of
solidarity and inclusion? Some ways of addrestiege seven issues are briefly elaborated below.

(1) Developing more inclusive, participative opamd accountable democratic structures

The ways of ensuring that democratic structuresbesmome more participative and inclusive can be
grouped into two broad categories. First, there measures aimed at enhancing the openness,
accountability and inclusiveness of formal représtive democratic systems so that they are more
accessible and relevant to people who feel powedesl excluded. Secondly, there are measures to
complement representative democratic structurel patrticipatory democracy through developing
participatory/deliberative forms of citizens’ engagent in public governance and enhancing
democratic participation by fostering the advocaclhe of civil society organisations, civics/ethics
education in all school levels and a diverse media.

Some of the ways that have been suggested to makelf representative democratic systems more
inclusive include: limiting the power of the exeiwetand unaccountable bodies and emphasising the
power of parliament and local government; creatimechanisms whereby citizens, including those
who are marginalised and excluded, can have atdaett focused say over political decisions and
policies (e.g. through the right to initiate legitve processes); limiting and making visible thputs

of interest groups into the political process; lieqg increased accountability and visibility oketed
politicians; increasing information to citizens @wow to influence and participate in democratic
processes (e.g. establishing democracy resourceeseat local authority level where people can
access information and advice to navigate their thayugh the democratic system; organising voter
registration campaigns; and organising Voter EdanaActive Citizenship programmes, especially
for excluded groups and communities).

The role and benefits of participatory democracys hbeen well summarised by the
Platform of European Social NGOs (Social Platform):

“The primary objective is to engage all people hetfabric of society, and ultimately

promote social cohesion, solidarity and social itest creating a better quality of life for

everyone. Participatory democracy also aims to eehiquality services for people that are
better targeted to their needs. Participatory deraog creates public space for discussion
and therefore gives people more ownership of daussilt aims to engage with disengaged
people who are not politically active (e.g. thodewlo not vote), nor active in associations,
creating a more active citizenship. It sets pe@sectors in all areas of life, extending the
concept of citizenship beyond the conventionatipalisphere (e.g. involving users in the
provision of services, involving parents in schoglietc)...By involving people to intervene,
participatory democracy can produce solutions thet effective and legitimate, and go
beyond traditional political divides. In that sensestrengthens the legitimacy of decision
makers/services providers since their decisions lvélbased on the real views of people.



Participatory democracy therefore aims to improvast and accountability” (Social
Platform, 2008).

The types of measures that can enhance inclusitipatory democracy, especially at local level,
include: requiring regional and local authoritieseistablish structures in all policy areas which wi
involve social partners and civil society orgarimas in the planning, delivery, coordination and
monitoring of policies; making wider use of locd¢lpiscites; and providing local citizens informatio
and advice services which support and provide médion to citizens on how they can engage in the
democratic process.

Over the last decade the EU’s social inclusion @sees had given considerable emphasis to
promoting greater participation of people experieggoverty and social exclusion in policy making
processes, including the organisation every yeaarofAnnual Meeting of People Experiencing
Poverty organised by the Commission and EU PresidéMuch good practice has been identified on
what is needed to make participation effective e is a growing demand for the Commission and
Member States to agree guidelines and minimum atasdon the effective involvement of
stakeholders (including people experiencing poyamall phases of the preparation, implementation,
evaluation and monitoring of social inclusion p@g (see for instance EAPN 2009, Frazer and
Marlier 2010 and Inbas and Engender 2010). Theoitapce of participatory democracy has also
been reinforced with its recognition in Article @fi.the revised Lisbon Treaty.

(i) Reducing poverty, inequality & social exclumi & promoting social rights

There is only space to briefly summarise the keymeints necessary to reduce poverty and social
exclusion. Lessons from the EU social protectiod social inclusion process between 2000 and 2010
suggest that ten factors are important in devetppiifiective social inclusion strategies (see Frater
al, 2010). These are: strong political leadershipictv prioritises social inclusion objectives;
systematic mainstreaming and integrating of sdaigllsion objectives into all areas of national and
sub-national policy making; the use of ex-ante ar¢ost social inclusion and equality (including
gender equality) assessments of the impact of alicips on social inclusion and equality; a
commitment to promoting social rights for all; theailability of in-depth analysis supported by
quality and timely data; a strategic evidence-baggoroach based on clear objectives and targets; a
balance between universal and targeted approacitebedween prevention and alleviation; effective
arrangements for the involvement of key actorshie tlesign, implementation and monitoring of
policies and programmes; effective delivery arrangets at local level; and effective monitoring and
reporting arrangements.

In terms of policies it is clear from the EU exgece that, given the complex nature of poverty, a
comprehensive and multi-dimensional approach, nmglintegrated and coordinated actions across a
range of policy areas is required. In particula BU process has actively encouraged Member States
to adopt an active inclusion approach. This hashasiged that effectively empowering people to
become active participants in society and the labmarket requires the implementation of a
comprehensive social inclusion strategy combinimgamn integrated way adequate income support,
inclusive labour markets and access to qualityises(see European Commission, 2068b)

2 The EU process has also highlighted the importafigecomprehensive and integrated policy for theias inclusion of
children and families should combine: policies ts@e an adequate income both through work andilspoitection;
access to and participation in services, the dewedmt of effective care and protection policies élme promotion of
access to and participation in social, cultural eexteational activities (see Frazer and Devlirl122@nd Frazer, Marlier
and Nicaise, 2010 for more details).



(i)  Programmes to empower marginalised individgaand groups

As well as overall social inclusion strategies ¢hiex also a need for specific programmes which will
work directly to empower those who are living invpdy and to ensure a strong and inclusive civil
society. In this regard supporting community depatent, community education and community arts
projects can play a crucial role. Community deveiept is based on working with and supporting
groups of people. It enables them to develop kndgde skills and confidence so that they can
develop an analysis, identify priority needs arglés and address these through collective action.
Professional community work practice emphasisesosvepment, social justice, promoting equality
and anti-discrimination and participation. It pauiarly promotes the involvement of groups who
experience social exclusion, marginalisation, argtranination in decision-making, planning and
action at all levels from the local to the globséé for instance Community Workers Cooperative,
2010). The important role that can be played by rooimity development was highlighted in the
Budapest Declaration which was by agreed by comiypunbrkers, researchers, funders, policy
makers and representatives from governments, steilety organisations and community groups from
33 countries across the European Union and beywhd, attended the ‘Building Civil Society in
Europe through Community Development’ ConferencBudapest in 2004. They defined community
development in the following way:

“‘community development is a way of strengthenim sbciety by prioritising the actions
of communities and their perspectives in the dgmént of social, economic and
environmental policy. It seeks the empowermenvadl Icommunities, taken to mean both
geographical communities, communities of interesdentity and communities organising
around specific themes or policy initiatives. lesigthens the capacity of people as active
citizens through their community groups, organsasi and networks; and the capacity of
institutions and agencies (public, private and rgmvernmental) to work in dialogue with
citizens to shape and determine change in theirngonities. It plays a crucial role in
supporting active democratic life by promoting theonomous voice of disadvantaged and
vulnerable communities. It has a set of core vaBeozsal principles covering human rights,
social inclusion, equality and respect for diveysiand a specific skills and knowledge
base”.

The role that adult and community education cay plaempowering people who are disadvantaged
and in complementing and working with community elepment and other initiatives is well
documented (see for example Aontas, 2005). Wdtemhphasis on the needs of the learner and its
creative methodologies it can create space for mghnh engagement for many people who are
marginalised and excluded and give them the oppibytto continually learn and develop their skills
and capacities. It is also education that keepfitus on empowerment through group solidarity and
co-operation, collective participation in decisiomaking processes, the insertion of human rights
perspectives, recognition of community, and the egation of policy and practice lessons in
addressing exclusion. It supports and resourceardynmodels of personal, social and community
development, and challenges discrimination. Likewggomotingparticipation in community arts
projects and cultural activities can be very imanttin empowering excluded groups and communities
and encouraging democratic participation. Commuaitg can help to build skills and self-confidence,
enhance self-esteem and identity, overcome cultivarsity and discrimination, create employment
opportunities, increase access to information amdicesand promotesocial integrationlt can also
contribute to a community development process aadabmeans for disadvantaged groups and
communities to explore and highlight issues th&afthem (see Centre for Public Policy 2005 and
Moore 1997).



(iv)  Building a strong and inclusive civil society

Support for community development, community ediocatnd community arts projects will gain in
impact if there is a strong civil society and a coitment to its involvement in policy making. This
means establishing a clear legal framework and igrmy adequate resources to support the
participation of NGOs. It also involves formal rgoition of the right to meaningful involvement at
all stages of decision making (i.e. policy desigmlementation and evaluatioh).

(V) Tackling discrimination and racism; guaranteeg gender equality and respect for migrants’
rights

As highlighted earlier, racism and discriminatiparticularly when combined with poverty and social
exclusion, leads to the isolation, segregation disempowerment of minority groups, particularly
some ethnic minorities and migrant groups. Expegesuggests a range of actions that are necessary
to ensure that minority groups are empowered taagagn democratic systems (see for instance
Crowley, 2010). First, there is a need for strpodjtical leadership which provides a positive @isi

of ethnically diverse and inclusive societies chtased by equality, including gender equality.
Secondly, it is essential that strong equality amdi-discrimination legislation is in place and is
rigorously enforced and monitored. Thirdly, legigla should be backed up with national strategies t
combat racism, with programmes to support the naigmn of minorities, with public services that
give particular attention to the needs of minorétgd at risk groups and with programmes of
intercultural education which promote a belief olidarity and equality and a respect for difference
and diversity. It is also important to support ceouomity development and community education
projects (see above) which prioritise migrant atithie minority groups and support them to act
collectively to assert their rights and to changgust social conditions through awareness raising,
participation, education and collective action® (&® instance MRCI, 2008).

(vi)  Developing inclusive and universal public séces

Accessing public services is fundamental to engypeople’s social rights and to their empowerment.
The EU'’s social inclusion and social protectionga®s and particularly the focus on active inclusion
has emphasised the importance of access to highygpiablic services. As the Social Platform has
emphasised, social cohesion and respect of hungaitydcan only be achieved if people have access
to quality public services that respond to theied® particularly social and health services. Thus
investing in such services so that they are aduolessaffordable and adapted to people’s changing
needs is essential to ensure greater participatisociety. It is also essential that public seggigive
particular attention to ensuring that they arewvéeéd in ways that reach those individuals and ggou
who are most isolated and excluded and that tlesids are met in ways which empower them. Public
services should develop codes of practice and dpv&hff training programmes to ensure access for
and the involvement of marginalised groups.

(vii)  Building a culture of solidarity and inclusio

Creating a climate in which the empowerment andigpation of all is prioritised requires building
societies whose culture emphasises values suchuaditg for all, solidarity between all sectors of
society, accountability from those in power, papation by people in decision-making and
environmental sustainability (see for instance @lag Our Future 2010, Is Feidir Linn 2009 and

% The EU fundedainstreaming Social Inclusioprojed developed a usefupsctrum of the interactiobetween those in a
position of authority and those in a subordinate,rfor example, between government and citizehg Jpectrum ranges
from the provision of information through consuilbat, participation to joint decision-making or cetdrmination (Combat
Poverty Agency, 2006).



Spring Alliance 2010). This will mean rebalanciogr models of development away from an over-
reliance on the market place and competition towar understanding of the economy as part of the
social system, working in the service of society dar the human and social development of a
sustainable and inclusive social system. It widbainean actively promoting a culture of solidaaibd
equality through civic education programmes in stfi0

4. Pointersfor Forum conclusions and outcomes

. All countries should seek ways to increase the npss and accountability of representative
democratic structures to those experiencing poartysocial exclusion.

. All countries should put in place formal systemsl &et standard for promoting participatory
democracy alongside representative democracy.

. As developing effective policies to reduce inediediand combat poverty and social exclusion
is essential to empowering people to engage derticaliy, countries should set targets and objestive

for reducing poverty and social exclusion and stisn@instream social inclusion objectives across all
policy areas and introduce social impact assessmensure that all policy areas contribute fully.

. All countries should invest in community developmerommunity education and community
arts programmes aimed at marginalised and exclgdeaps so as to give individuals the skills and
self-confidence to participate in democratic preessand to organise collectively to ensure that the
voice is heard in policy making.

. All countries should establish a clear legal framewand provide adequate resources and
support to encourage the participation of NGOsaiicg making.

. All countries should put in place and enforce gfrdegislation and systems to promote
fundamental rights and develop programmes to couraeism and discrimination and promote
tolerance and respect for diversity.

. Civic education programmes promoting the valuesotitiarity and equality should be developed
in schools.

. Affordable, accessible and high quality public ss#g should be developed for all citizens and
public services should develop codes of practicg @evelop staff training programmes to ensure
access for marginalised groups.

Questions for the working session discussion

Do the six causes of disempowerment and barriedetoocratic engagement identified in section two
of the issue paper adequately reflect the realitypss Europe? Are there others that should be
highlighted?

Are the seven key issues identified in sectionelotthe issue paper the most important ones? Are
there others that should be highlighted?

Are the ways of tackling the seven key issues thetrappropriate? Can working session participants
provide examples of good policy practice?
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