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■Community engagemen
C o m m u n i t y  engagement -  
b e y o n d  tokenism
C o m m u n ity  engagem ent sounds like  such an active  

en terprise  -  engaging w ith  a com m un ity , p resum ably to  satisfy its 

needs. Elsewhere Barbara C happe ll has de fined the term . If w e  

th in k  abou t genuine engagem ent w e  w o u ld  have to  extend ou r 

th in k in g  beyond m ore passive form s -  i.e. beyond a n tic ip a tin g  

custom ers ' needs or eva lua ting  the de live ry  o f services designed 

to  m eet those needs.

W h a t interests me as a researcher, a consu ltan t, an advocate and 

a teacher is c o m m u n ity  engagem ent that is no t token is tic . It is not 

s im p ly  abou t sharing in fo rm a tio n , or lis ten ing  to o p in ion s  v ia  a 

survey o r focus group, it is abou t pa rtnersh ip  w ith  com m u n itie s  

to  engage them  in jo in t  decision making. Ine v itab ly  this leads 

to  em p ow erm en t w h ich  is no t som eth ing  tha t can be given to  a 

c o m m u n ity  bu t som eth ing  tha t can emerge w hen con d itions  are 

c o n d u c ive  to  its em ergence.

W e have a tendency tow ards dem ocracy but w e rare ly are given 

o p p o rtu n itie s  fo r practis ing  dem ocracy. Local, state o r federal 

gove rnm en t too  often undertake o n ly  token consu lta tion  then 

act u n ila te ra lly  for the com m u n ity . In places w here  dem ocracy 

is practised, the results are insp iring . Let me give an A ustra lian 

exam ple .

The W estern A ustra lian  M in is te r fo r P lann ing and Infrastructure, 

A lannah  M acT iernan, has convened m ore de libera tive , 

de m ocra tic  processes than anyone I know. She has clone this w ith  

the assistance o f a very capab le  process designer, Janette H artz- 

Karp. Together they have organ ised c itize ns ' ju ries, de libera tive  

surveys, de libe ra tive  forum s and m ore; b ring ing  together a cross 

section o f a p o pu la tio n , having lengthy discussions that are 

m odera ted (so that everyone is heard), and im portan tly , that the 

decis ions m ade by the g roup  are acted upon. W hen  the M in is te r 

prom ises to act on the ir dec is ion  she does so. She convenes these 

p ro jec ts  on matters as diverse as loca ting  a tow n  ha ll, b u ild in g  a 

roadw ay or addressing a p o llu tio n  challenge.

Lrances M o o re  Lappe has said: "To save the dem ocracy w e 

th o ugh t w e  had, w e  m ust take it to  w here it's never been '. People 

like  M acT ie rnan and H artz-K arp are do ing  tha t w ith  cons iderab le  

success -  s tretch ing ou r understand ing o f co m m u n ity  

engagem ent. They respect the v iew s o f the w id e r po pu la tio n , 

beyond specia l interest groups, and they push those v iew s 

beyond the ga thering o f p u b lic  opinion to  an exercise o f p u b lic  

judgement. There are m any o ther Austra lian exam ples o f sm all 

c it ize n s ' ju ries  be ing convened by governm ent and n o n ­

governm ent organ isations arid exam ples o f large scale events 

tha t have in fluenced  p o lit ic a l decis ion m aking . M any loca l and 

in te rna tiona l exam ples can be fou nd  on websites (you can start 

at h t t p : / /w w w .a c t iv e d e m o c r a c y .n e t ) fa llin g  under the um bre lla  

o f deliberative democracy.
D r L. C a rs o n  
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