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Box 444 
Prince Rupert, BC V8J 3R2 
 
 
May 7, 2009 
 
 
Erica Hamilton 
Commission Secretary 
Sixth Floor, 900 Howe Street, Box 250 
Vancouver, BC V6Z 2N3 
 
 
Dear Ms. Hamilton: 
 

SUBJECT: HEARING WORKSHOP 
 
 
This is a submission for the Long-Term Transmission Infrastructure Commission Inquiry 
to hold a workshop on Meaningful Participation.   It would be in the interest of parties 
involved (participants) to be aware of expectations and aspects of meaningful 
participation.  Attached for your perusal is an outline (frame of reference) that might be 
used in pursuing/defining “Meaningful Participation.”   
 
The same as there will be technical workshops I suggest there be a workshop on 
consultation processes.  Thank you for your consideration. 
 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
Terry Vulcano
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Meaningful Participation 

SUBMISSION TO BC UTILITIES COMMISSION    
May 5, 2009 
 
Issue/Concern/Background 
 
Consultation implies incorporating feedback but it may end up being little more than 

providing or exchanging information.  Perhaps because the word is similar to consensus 

there is some expectation that consultation will result in agreement.  Since the 1997 

Delgamuukw Decision the court has ordered that consultation needs to be meaningful.  

Along with the technical workshops it would be worth having a workshop on meaningful 

participation.  Although there may not be agreement participants could understand the 

difference between what is meaningful and a tokenism consultation process. 

 

BC Hydro advises they will be running parallel consultation with First Nations.  The 

three stage/phase process described is a sharing of information process, along the lines of 

“Here is what we are planning to do, What do you think about it?”  It doesn’t mean 

feedback will be taken into consideration.  The process might be open and transparent but 

that does not make it meaningful.  Meaningful consultation is yet to be defined.   

 

What BC Hydro is attempting now is better than what was done in the five decades ago – 

where they just built dams – no discussion.  Being a more informed process doesn’t make 

it meaningful.  As a basis for discussion three references/perspectives are offered for 

defining and understanding meaningful participation.  One comes from a First Nation 

participant at the April 2009 introductory hearing, one from a workshop session held in 

1998 and the other from Sherry Arnstein’s work from 1969. 
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Meaningful Participation 

First Nation perspective 
 
At the April 27, 2009 BCUC Procedural Conference a First Nation person stated they 

were looking for: 

• shared decision making 

• shared management and 

• shared revenue 

It was made clear that they wanted more than being told what was going to happen and 

having their comments/objections/concerns noted for the record. 

 
 
Workshop Facilitation 
 
In Williams Lake, BC in early 1998 a group of First Nation participants, sawmill 

representatives and archaeology consultants met to try and define “meaningful 

consultation”.  They got as far as saying consultation was meaningful when 

input/feedback given on a proposal had an impact such that the proposal was changed – 

the input made a difference that led to a modification of the proposal.  The working group 

did not get so far as to say how much the modification had to be to the satisfaction of the 

stakeholder (who gave the input).   

 
 
Arnstein’s Levels of Participation 
 
In 1969 Sherry Arnstein published her work “A Ladder of Citizen Participation” that 

categorized levels of participation in eight levels.  The bottom two levels: “Manipulation 

and “Therapy” are known as Nonparticipation.  The middle three levels “Informing, 

Consulting and Placation” are collectively known as Tokenism. 
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Meaningful Participation 

 

The upper three levels: “Partnership, Delegate Power and Citizen Control” could be 

considered Meaningful.  It may be that some “Partnership” is sufficient to be meaningful 

but it might also be viewed as co-opting.  “Meaningful Participation” may vary from 

process to process and from perspective to perspective (group to group).   

The bottom levels Manipulation and Therapy have been contrived to substitute for 

genuine participation. They enable proponents to "educate" the participants.   

Levels 3 and 4 are forms of "tokenism" that allow people to hear and to have a voice. 

“Informing” and “Consultation” when proffered as participation, citizens may indeed 

hear and be heard but they lack the power to insure that their views will be heeded.  

When participation is restricted to these levels, there is no follow-through, no assurance 

of changing the status quo.  “Placation” is simply a higher level tokenism because the 

ground rules allow people to advise, but retain the right to decide. 

Further up the ladder Citizens can enter into a Partnership that enables them to negotiate 

and engage in trade-offs.  At the topmost rungs, Delegated Power and Citizen Control, 

citizens obtain the majority of decision-making seats, or full managerial power. 

The eight levels are a simplification to illustrate that there are gradations of citizen 

participation.  Being aware of these gradations makes it possible to understand the 

demands for participation and proponents providing confusing responses. 

 

 

4 



Meaningful Participation 

Eight levels of citizen participation 

 
 

Below is a modified synopsis of each level; the whole document may be viewed at:  

http://lithgow-schmidt.dk/sherry-arnstein/ladder-of-citizen-participation.html#download  
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Meaningful Participation 

Manipulation 

In the name of citizen participation, people are placed on advisory committees or 
advisory boards for the purpose of "educating" them or engineering their support. Instead 
of genuine citizen participation, the bottom level signifies the distortion of participation 
into a public relations vehicle.  This illusory form of "participation" came into vogue with 
urban renewal when the socially elite were invited to serve on Citizen Advisory 
Committees (CACs).  At meetings it was the officials who educated, persuaded, and 
advised the citizens, not the reverse.  

These bodies frequently have no legitimate function or power. The CAAs use them to 
"prove" that "grassroots people" are involved in the program. The program may not have 
been discussed with "the people" or it may have been described at a meeting in the most 
general terms; "  It is typical of what has been perpetrated in the name of rhetoric like 
"grassroots participation."  Genuine levels of participation assures programs are relevant 
to participant needs and responsive to their priorities. 

Therapy 

Group therapy, masked as citizen participation, is a masquerade of involving citizens in 
planning where experts subject citizens to clinical group therapy. What makes this form 
of "participation" so invidious is that citizens are engaged in extensive activity, but the 
focus of it is on curing them of their "pathology." 

Common examples of therapy, masquerading as citizen participation, may be seen in 
public housing programs where tenant groups are used as vehicles for promoting cleanup 
campaigns. The tenants are brought together to help them "adjust their values and 
attitudes to those of the larger society." Under these ground rules, they are diverted from 
dealing with such important matters as: arbitrary evictions; segregation of the housing 
project; or why is there a three-month time lapse to get a broken window replaced. 

Informing 

Informing citizens of their rights, responsibilities, and options is legitimate citizen 
participation.  However, too frequently the emphasis is placed on a one-way flow of 
information - from officials to citizens - with no channel provided for feedback and no 
power for negotiation.  Under these conditions, particularly when information is 
provided at a late stage, people have little opportunity to influence the program.  The 
most frequent tools used for such one-way communication are the news media, posters, 
pamphlets, and responses to inquiries. 

Meetings can also be turned into vehicles for one-way communication by the simple 
device of providing superficial information, discouraging questions, or giving irrelevant 
answers. … Intimidated by futility, legalistic jargon, and prestige of the official, the 
citizens accept the "information". 

6 



Meaningful Participation 

Consultation 

Inviting citizens' opinions, like informing them, can be a legitimate step. But if consulting 
them is not combined with other modes of participation, this rung of the ladder is a sham 
since it offers no assurance that citizen concerns and ideas will be taken into account. 
The most frequent methods used for consulting people are attitude surveys, neighborhood 
meetings, and public hearings. 

When powerholders restrict the input of citizens' ideas to this level, participation remains 
a window-dressing ritual.  People are primarily perceived as statistical abstractions, and 
participation is measured by how many come to meetings, take brochures home, or 
answer a questionnaire.  What citizens achieve in all this activity is that they have 
"participated in participation."  What powerholders achieve is the evidence that they have 
gone through the required motions of involving "those people." 

At this stage of participation – they have dutifully done their informing and consultation 
– for the most part participants are pleased with this until there is realization that 
when concerns are raised they are not being addressed. 
 

Placation 

It is at this level that citizens begin to have some degree of influence though tokenism is 
still apparent. An example of placation strategy is to place a few to sit on boards.  If they 
are not accountable to a constituency in the community and if the traditional power elite 
hold the majority of seats, they can be outvoted and outfoxed.  They allow citizens to 
advise or plan ad infinitum but retain for powerholders the right to judge the legitimacy 
or feasibility of the advice. The degree to which citizens are actually placated, of course, 
depends largely on two factors: the quality of technical assistance they have in 
articulating their priorities; and the extent to which the community has been organized to 
press for those priorities. 

Endless time has been spent fashioning complicated board, committee, and task force 
structures for the planning year. But the rights and responsibilities of the various elements 
of those structures are not defined and are ambiguous. Such ambiguity is likely to cause 
conflict at the end of the planning process.  At this point, citizens may realize that they 
have once again extensively "participated" but have not benifitted. 

Citizens find it impossible to have a significant impact. In most cases the staff planners of 
the CDA and the planners of existing agencies are carrying out the actual planning with 
citizens having a peripheral role of watchdog and, ultimately, the "rubber stamp" of the 
plan generated.  In cases where citizens have the direct responsibility for generating 
program plans, the time period allowed and the independent technical resources being 
made available to them are not adequate to allow them to do anything more than generate 
very traditional approaches to the problems they are attempting to solve. 
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Meaningful Participation 

Partnership 

At this stage, power is redistributed through negotiation between citizens and 
powerholders.  They agree to share planning and decision-making responsibilities 
through joint policy boards, planning committees and mechanisms for resolving impasses.  
Groundrules once established are not subject to unilateral change. 

Partnership can work when the citizen leaders are account-able; the citizens group has the 
financial resources to pay its leaders reasonable honoraria for their time-consuming 
efforts; and when the group has the resources to hire (and fire) its own technicians, 
lawyers, and community organizers. With these ingredients, citizens have some genuine 
bargaining influence over the outcome of the plan. 

Angry citizen demands, rather than proponent initiative, lead to the negotiated sharing of 
power.  Negotiations are triggered by citizens who had been enraged by previous forms 
of alleged participation.  They were angry and sophisticated enough to refuse to be 
"conned" again.  In most cases where power has come to be shared it was taken by the 
citizens, not given by the administration.  There is power to initiate plans, to engage in 
joint planning and to review plans initiated.  No plans may be submitted until they have 
been reviewed, and differences of opinion have been successfully negotiated 

Delegated Power 

Negotiations between citizens and public officials can also result in citizens achieving 
dominant decision-making authority over plans or programs.  Participants hold 
significant cards to assure accountability of the program to them.  To resolve differences, 
powerholders need to start the bargaining process rather than respond to pressure. 

Another model of delegated power is separate and parallel groups of citizens and power-
holders, with provision for citizen veto if differences of opinion cannot be resolved.  This 
is a coexistence model for hostile citizen groups too embittered toward proponents. 

Citizen Control 

Demands for community controlled projects are on the increase.  People are demanding 
that degree of power (or control) which guarantees that participants or residents can 
govern a program or an institution, be in full charge of policy and managerial aspects, 
and be able to negotiate the conditions under which "outsiders" may change them.  Many 
of these programs have been capitalized with research and demonstration funds.  Much 
may depend on the willingness of authorities to entertain demands for resource allocation 
weighted in favor of the local participants, reversing imbalances of the past. 
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Meaningful Participation 

Other 
 
Assessing and documenting current and/or traditional use of land and terrestial and 

marine resources by Aboriginal persons is not the same as paying heed to what they find. 

Even though a proponent may be committed to a comprehensive consultation program 

that may still only be a consultation program that is informative while soliciting feedback 

If there is no offer to modify a proposal in response to feedback then it is not meaningful.  

As such they may not be obligated to do so unless the impacts are deemed significant and 

they are the ones that are designing significant.  Although proponents invite the public to 

identify issues, concerns and benefits and provide feedback there does not appear an 

obligation to respond or modify their project based on any input so received.  The 

proponent may advise of results (summary of information) of consultation but that nor 

ongoing meetings does not necessarily mean satisfactory participation for those involved. 

 

Meaningful and effective without defining “meaningful” and “effective” is not 

meaningful.  Who gets to define appropriate, effective and meangingful?  Even if a 

proponent is committed to responding to and considering public and stakeholder input  – 

it isn’t stipulated that they respond meaningfully to the stakeholders. 
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Meaningful Participation 

Summary 

 
Consultation may be many things, most of them are not meaningful.  Different 

approaches might be taken to make participation meaningful.  First Nation participants 

have indicated what they think is meaningful.  Arstein’s levels of participation provides a 

framerwork for defining meaningful. 

 

The issue needs to be addressed so that efforts may not be wasted and valuable input may 

be utilized for the benefit of participants and those affected by developments.  Most 

participants would like their input to be useful and meaningful.  For First Nations, 

consultation that is not meaningful is not valid.   
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