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• Human capital
There has been much discussion about the
communicative turn in spatial planning. This
turn reflects the changes of local economies
and society towards open, globally reaching
relationships, and increasing concerns for local
environments.

The human and social capital of city inha-
bitants is an important potential for revitali-
sation especially in restructuring situations.
Moreover, increasing participation is an effi-
cient tool for avoiding social exclusion, which is
often related to restructuring local economies
and unemployment. New innovative arenas
and processes are needed to realise the potential
for urban planning, as well as for public policy
processes. These innovations are necessary
especially for the silent groups (children, youth,
elderly people, people of different ethnic ori-
gins, etc.).

Participatory processes need resources: time,
organisational efforts, communication and
clear commitment. For the city, it entails in-
creasing criticism and increasing need for ar-
gumentation. At a project or strategic level,
participation can also be understood as colla-
boration between economic actors, NGOs
and the city, in addition to the public. This
shows how the city reflects the needs of other
actors in its strategy and policy making.

The case study
A variety of interviews was conducted for this
case study. People involved in city strategy-

making and land-use planning were asked, for
example, to identify the important actors they
are working with. The interviews were ana-
lysed with respect to actor-relations or parti-
cipatory settings relevant to strategy-making
and land-use planning. The issue of participa-
tion was not raised explicitly in every inter-
view. Covering a broad range of actors, the
interviews were conducted by different
researchers. This brochure is based mainly on a
study of the written interview reports.

Even though the participatory settings and
institutional arrangements are different in the
MECIBS cities around the Baltic, the topics
reflect similar participation-related problems,
experiences and projects. National legal frame-
works vary, but in the case of issues related to
land-use planning, participatory processes are
normally subject to steering by law (such as
basic public hearings on land use plans). On
the strategy-making level, however, legal steer-
ing is missing and hence the action is more or
less voluntary for the city administration.

Democracy
Participatory processes provide opportunities
for directly influencing decision-making. Tra-
ditional representative democracy (resident–
vote) and the more direct participatory demo-
cracy where residents directly communicate
with decision makers or planners offer diffe-
rent opportunities. A common practice in
smaller municipalities is direct commenting.
These different and perhaps new channels of

co-operation between a city and its residents
contrast with the current situation, where ad-
ministration takes place between the city coun-
cil, representing the older representative demo-
cracy, and direct feedback from residents.

• What is the communicative
turn?
In the 1970s, the communicative aspects of
planning began gaining in importance as the
recognition of differences in the identity and
knowledge base of people became a central
issue. This change has been called a communi-
cative turn in planning. The recognition that
all forms of knowledge are socially construct-
ed, that individuals and institutions have dif-
ferent interests and power relations; all these
are relevant to communicative planning theo-
ry. The turn towards communicative planning
was a reaction to earlier comprehensive, ratio-
nalistic and technocratic planning theories,
predominant in the 1950s and 1960s, which
drew on reason and scientifically constructed
empirical knowledge. The change was from
all-knowing systematised planning to media-
ting planners.

Theory and practice
It has been argued that this turn has been
theoretical rather than real-life and that plan-
ning still follows the old paths. In addition,
perceptions of the role of the urban planner or
city administration in general have changed.
Earlier, planning was seen as a non-political

People at Chojnice city centre (Samuli Lehtonen).
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Residents meeting. Planning the Viitannummi

housing area. Salo (City of Salo)

Samuli_7.pmd 16-09-2005, 15:292



3

activity, but today, planning activities are con-
sidered political and involving power. Cur-
rently, the differing interests and power relati-
ons of NGOs and businesses, for example, are
self-evident in most processes.

Pro et contra
Communicative planning has also been criti-
cised. Some critics say that it is not possible to
have a communicative planning process in
land-use or strategy merely by increasing
communication between stakeholders or
promoting public participation. For example,
people define a good living environment in
differing ways: some prefer an urban, others a
more rural setting, to be very simplistic. It can
be a catalyst for communication, but can it
produce better decisions? The current trend is
to increase the opportunities for participation
almost everywhere. Planners believe that a
participatory process lessens future problems
and complaints as the civil society is more
involved in formulating decisions.

• Participation and collabora-
tion in the MECIBS cities
Cities have made city administration more
public (planning issues, for example, the Inter-
net, leaflets). Administration sees increasing
openness and transparency as a way to educate
the public and create discussion.

Environment
Environmental initiatives have been a popular
tool for bringing new ideas into city admini-
stration. Such environmental initiatives in-
clude projects targeting local children, for
example. Nyköping, Kuldiga and Kokkola, for
example, have used education and/or publicity
campaigns to activate participation in environ-
mental and sustainability related issues in land-
use planning. For instance, Kuldiga has an en-
vironmental school for children and the city
promotes adult education on environmental

planning issues.
Even though educational campaigns can be

effective in the long run, it has been difficult
in Kuldiga to implement the issues in plan-
ning. Kokkola has been active in promoting
participation in topics related to land-use
planning and strategy-making (e.g. residents
have received questionnaires on a variety of
topics from the small scale to strategic level).
In the sphere of land-use planning, private
developers in Randers are currently between
the planner and the future residents, since it is
in their interests to know the preferences of
future flat owners to ensure good sales. Norr-
tälje has in place planning co-operation be-
tween the planning department, residents and
private developers, since developers are re-
sponsible for preparing the detailed local
plans. In such a situation, it is important that
city planners still function as mediators and
evaluators in the process.

The level of involvement of private develo-
pers, for example, highlights minor differences
in local/national systems regarding the arran-
gement of land-use planning. New housing
and development projects should be carefully
managed to meet the needs of future residents.

Land-use planning
In land-use planning, one of the basic me-
thods for gathering opinions from the public
is to have large hearings in the city hall. But
also questionnaires and direct planner-resident
contacts were considered effective in preparing
two master plans in Kokkola: »Only the brave
or otherwise loud people speak up in large
meetings« a Kokkola city planner commented.
In both Kuldiga and Sillamäe, there were
examples of some public interest in admini-
strative actions, but it was usually contradic-
tory (and reactive) to administrative decisions.
In Sillamäe, planners considered residents
quite active, whereas in Kuldiga, for example,
the residents’ passivity was interpreted as a

leftover from the Soviet era. In general, city
employees in the MECIBS cities understood
the potential of involving the public more
closely in decision-making.

Local Agenda 21
During the United Nations Conference on
the Environment and Development in Rio de
Janeiro in 1992, it was suggested that munici-
palities produce their own sustainable develop-
ment programmes, called Local Agenda 21s.
Most municipalities, especially in the Nordic
countries, have produced some kind of Local
Agenda 21s during the 1990s. In many cities,
the Local Agenda 21 has catalysed wide public
participation. Thus, the Local Agenda 21 has
been an effective tool in mobilising the public
to participate in a wide range of issues, from
small-scale ecological decisions to strategic
questions.

Besides administrative activity, the Local
Agenda 21 can function as a driving force for
voluntary actions. For example, Randers,
Nakskov, Nyköping and the Finnish cities
(mainly Salo and Kokkola) have done this.

As the Local Agenda 21 often covers issues
of both land-use and strategic planning, it of-
fers a good opportunity to use participatory
feedback. In Salo, for example, while a parti-
cipatory process is in place to contribute to
the environmental strategy of the Salo region
(consisting of 11 municipalities), it still does
not influence general Salo city strategy. The
Vyborg sustainable development programme
mobilised residents and others to take part,
but was unable to affect the “real” planning
and development topics of the city. In cities
where the Local Agenda 21 was produced by
the business sector and politicians or city ad-
ministration, no attempt was made to mobil-
ise a larger base of stakeholders. In Kuldiga,
for example, politicians wanted to rewrite the
Local Agenda 21 documents, which they had
prepared jointly with the business sector.

Small scale model of the Viitannummi resident

planning area, Salo, and the plan of the resident

participation area. (City of Salo)
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Whilst Local Agenda 21s have produced
best practices on the wider utilisation of parti-
cipation, it is difficult to use these in the
MECIBS cities. However, as city planners
have now realised the potential of Local Agen-
da 21 (or similar projects involving residents)
for strategy-making or sectoral topics, such as
land-use planning, feedback will certainly be
utilised more effectively in future. The restart
of Lappeenranta Local Agenda 21 as co-opera-
tion with the environmental and planning de-
partments is one such example.

Collaborating with NGO's in Russia
Even though the general public in the Russian
MECIBS cities is not as motivated to partici-
pate as their Nordic counterparts, the cities
have shown strong interest in incorporating
NGO's in the planning processes. A coordi-
nating council consisting of the most impor-
tant local NGO's, funcions as an important
element in Kronstadt and Pskov. As indepen-
dent councils they inform the city administra-
tion on issues of importance and comment the
ongoing decision making processes.

• Innovative practices: an
example
The planned Viitannummi housing area is lo-
cated approximately 3 km from Salo city cen-
tre, on 80 hectares of city-owned land near
the sea. This new housing area is Salo’s first
step to exploit the sea which has been an un-

used land use asset in the city, hitherto. A par-
ticipatory process, where the future residents
were able to influence the decisions on their
future living environment, was organised by
the city planning department in 2004.

The Viitannummi project uses an experi-
mental participation method where eight fa-
milies are influencing the planning and con-
struction from the very beginning. The future
residents help produce building guidelines,
which usually come »from above«. Each
family reserved a lot by paying a few hundred
euros, and had an opportunity to have a say in
the construction and other matters as the
housing area was built.

The families held 13 meetings, which was a
mutual learning process for all participants.
The meetings were led by a project coordina-
tor, who served as a link between the future re-
sidents and the city. The first meeting identified
the possible problems in the participatory pro-
cess. The families were also briefed on group
dynamics. Later, the group reached decisions
by consensus, assisted by the coordinator. The
decisions were later adopted by the city.

The residents
The positive experiences from the residents’
perspective were:
1) getting to understand the project,
2) getting to know the future neighbours and
3) being able to influence decisions affecting

their future living environment.

The first point illustrates how the future resi-
dents were unfamiliar with the wide range of
aspects related to the planning of a new hous-
ing area. Learning was a central aspect of the
process.

The second positive experience contributes
to future problem-solving, creating a feeling
of safety and a good general atmosphere.

The third point, empowerment, was the
most concrete of the three positive experi-
ences. The participants felt they actually got
more than they had paid for, because they
were able to influence many of the visual and
functional aspects of their future neighbour-
hood. The participants also identified a nega-
tive aspect in the process. The final decisions
were often based on ideas presented by the
coordinator, sometimes without options,

The first house built at the Viitannummi area,

Salo. (Samuli Lehtonen)

Resident meeting. Planning the Viitannummi

housing area, Salo. (City of Salo)
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which led to the perception that the coor-
dinator had too strong a position within the
group.

City officials
City officials had almost nothing negative to
say. They recognised two positive outcomes:
1) strengthening the sense of community in

the area, and
2) transferring the workload from planners to

future residents.

The first point was important for the resi-
dents’ feeling of safety and stronger commit-
ment to the area. The second point illustrates
the participation by residents in defining the
construction of the area. Moreover, the group
had their own coordinator and so less expla-
nation was needed. Some of the council mem-
bers thought it was too expensive, and perhaps
too time consuming (too many meetings).

Although experiences were positive among
the planners and city council, it was a pilot
project and will likely not be used again on
such a scale. However, smaller-scale resident
participation should be implemented to im-
prove the quality of the living environments
(e.g. planning of recreational areas, green
structures) in areas already built.

• Criticism of participatory
planning processes
In Finland, the Land Use and Construction
Act from 2000, making participatory proces-
ses obligatory in a range of planning activities,
has been criticised from the land use planners’
point of view. As these critical points are com-
mon among the Baltic Sea states, a review of
criticism by Finnish planners is also valuable
outside Finland.

Although the criticism may largely be based
on recent changes in the planning profession,
planners in the MECIBS cities seem some-
what puzzled by this new legal obligation.

Hidden agenda?
According to the Finnish interviewees, the
new Act offers good opportunities for resi-
dents and other stakeholders to appeal against
plans. However, appeals are not necessarily
direct and honest, but have a hidden agenda.
Now, environmental issues can serve as poten-
tially useful arguments that have strong back-
ing and acceptance from the EU. The hidden
agenda behind the apparent environmental
argument might be solely economic, protect-
ing only private objectives. The Finnish inter-
viewees in the MECIBS project observed that
the Finnish law might provide a tool for un-
justifiably slowing down the processes. It is
also suspected that it might be difficult to get
people interested in planning and plans. Fears
of potential negative effects of planning will
often trigger responses (appeals) to plans. This
reactive way of responding is not a con-
structive mode of participation.

How to increase participation?
It is possible that residents regard participa-
tion as political action, or at least political in
terms of its substance, which may lessen their
enthusiasm. Residents seem reluctant to parti-
cipate until they have a problem or a personal
interest arising from land ownership, for exam-
ple. In addition, the weakest residents do not
generally take part in participatory processes,
yet planning should somehow incorporate
their point of view.

Herein lays a very important question: how
to get residents to participate? How to make
residents see that it is to their advantage to
participate, even though their personal (eco-
nomic) interest might not be strong?

Another question is, is it necessary to attract
more participation? Where participatory pro-
cesses are truly needed, where can they only
make the process more difficult? One inter-
viewee saw a connection between the lack of
trust in the political system and the lack of

interest in participation.
Many interviewees emphasised the need to

find ways to promote constructive participa-
tion. However, residents cannot always be con-
structive in their participation, because plans
or alternatives are presented that are more or
less decided beforehand. When residents are
not provided with ways to be constructive from
the outset, responses tend to be reactions to
already decided alternatives. A reactive response
pattern seems to be more »natural«, because
they are not used to civic responsibility.

Experiences like the Viitannummi case show
that, provided with the right tools, a construc-
tive participatory process can be created. An
alternative suggested by one interviewee would
be people chosen by city representatives meet-
ing with representatives of a local residents’
organisation.

Large mass meetings were considered good
at the beginning of a clear (planning, deve-
lopment) project, but subsequently the parti-
cipation should be more organised according
to some interviewees. As opposed to a broad
field of residents, an organised residents’ associa-
tion would help city officials to attract actors.

Representative action by way of associations
has not been very popular historically at least
in Kokkola and Salo. According to the inter-
viewees, everyone just wants to represent
themselves. Distrust of decision makers and
city officials is widespread. The interviewees
seemed in general to regard the problem of
creating wider collaboration and participation
as a task for the future. They also thought it
was one potential way to gather useful ideas to
make better decisions.

Strategy-making
Criticism towards collaboration in strategy-
making has usually been caused by a kind of
»abstraction gap« between the concrete in-
terests of local residents and the sometimes
abstract (as perceived by residents) objectives
of various strategy papers. There is a per-
ceived difficulty in attracting interest in ideas
at the strategic level. The operationalisation
of strategy objectives would be one way of
rendering strategy-making more concrete for
residents.

• Findings and
recommendations
It is useful to make a distinction between the
general activity level of the civil society and
that related to specific issues. This paper dis-
cusses two specific and thematic participatory
activities, strategy-making and land-use plan-
ning.

City official planning together with future

residents, Viitannummi, Salo. (City of Salo)
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Findings
1) Motivation

The motivation to participate is higher when
the issue at stake is concrete and directly
affects the living environment of the par-
ticipants. Likewise, motivation is lower when
the issue is more general or abstract, such as
city strategies. Similarly, action concerning
the local neighbourhood attracts more interest
than regional projects. The more concrete the
objectives are, the stronger the personal in-
terest seems to be. However, a key question is
how to incorporate concrete issues on the
strategic level so as to bridge the gap between
abstract strategy and concrete local plans.

2) Activity of the civil society

Civil society is more or less active everywhere.
A major issue is how city administration can
incorporate the ideas provided by an active
civil society into administrative processes.

This can be done by acknowledging the
past and present joint activities of the local
administration and residents or NGOs. Local
Agenda 21 processes are a good example of
how to gather feedback from widely mobilised
actors.

3) Major decisions and the participatory process

Collaboration and participation are not gene-
rally perceived as a central factor in the main
activities of city administration, and civil so-
ciety is not often brought up in connection
with the major decisions and strategies of the
city. The main actors in regard to the regene-

ration of the MECIBS project are usually
development managers, major educational in-
stitutions and the business sector.

4) Proactive vs. reactive collaboration

Conflicts, especially those arising from land-
use decisions, usually serve as a trigger to
(re)activity.

Proactivity seldom arises in conditions
where »everything is fine«. Proactivity can be
promoted but requires a commitment by city
administration. It is also important to identify
any ongoing collaborative activities, because
actors from outside the city and its business
sector can provide valuable feedback for stra-
tegic and land-use planning. The attitudes of
administrative staff are particularly important
here, because they determine what is actually
seen as important.

Recommendations
General examination and understanding of

the resources of public and civil society is
useful in every city. Proactive collaboration
can prevent reactive actions. City administra-
tion can promote proactivity.

Land-use p lanning:
• Future planning: engagement of future

residents at an early stage in new planning
processes

• Built areas: enabling residents to influence
decisions having an impact on their living
environments

Strategy making:
• Incorporate Local Agenda 21 (or similar)

feedback into the general city strategy
• Civil society involvement in strategy

making, e.g. engagement of NGO repre-
sentatives in strategy making processes.

• Identifying past and present collaboratory
activities of the local administration and
residents or NGOs. Increasing communica-
tion between city sectors.

Organising participation – as compared to the assumed abstraction level of different planning

processes.

Abstraction high Abstraction medium Abstraction low
(long time period) (long time period) (near future)

Groups chosen Strategy-making

Groups partly chosen Master Plan /
Local Agenda 21

All welcome Neighbourhood level
physical plans
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