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Discussion on the participation of citizens in sustainable development

Robert Palmer, Director of Culture and Cultural and Natural Heritage at the Council of Europe: Adopted in 79, the Convention of Berne on the Conservation of the natural environment has been in force since 1982. The great principles of this convention are:

· The conservation and protection of plants and wild animals. 500 species of plants and 1000 species of animals have thus been protected.

· The establishment of a European network of surveillance – Europa 2000

The Convention of Berne is a model for cohesion between the political authorities and NGOs. It is the latter which provide information that states dare not provide. NGOs play an important role in vigilance. The next stage would be the development of a charter for landscapes, the only international treaty on this subject. There again, the participation of volunteers from the general public is eagerly awaited.

Miljenco Doric, deputy (Croatia), concerning the question of the decentralisation of governance. The role of local communities is essential in this area. The council of Ministers has published a document on the strategy to be adopted but it has not been well circulated.

Jose Mendes Bota, deputy (Portugal): There has been a proposal to add the right to a healthy environment to the Convention on Human Rights. In fact, the degradation of the environment today is harmful for human rights, notably in matters of health. In the Declaration of Stockholm in 1972, the right to a healthy environment to ensure the dignity of human life was already recognised. Some countries have taken this right into account. The Council of Europe has produced a number of reports and studies on the subject. The Court of Human Rights now receives appeals on the environment. But the Court is reluctant to register this new right:

· there is a fear of being overwhelmed by thousands of requests

· this right is a collective right, and the Court only deals with individual rights

· the effect of this right on the judicial framework: health, property…?

What can be done to recognise this right, is the principle of care and the principle of solidarity with future generations. NGOs have a specific role in the involvement of the public and in the formation of public opinion on this question. In fact, in the Charter on local autonomy nothing is planned concerning citizen participation. For example, the creation of housing developments which destroy the countryside: territorial expansion by building is a great weakness in our society.

Ulrich Bohner, Secretary General of the Congress for local authorities: On environmental matters, there is a mistrust of politicians which fosters an indifference and even apathy among citizens. However, the participation of citizens is indispensable to the transparency of local life. It is only possible to build sustainable communities through the participation of citizens. It is the involvement of citizens in local life which will give a lasting aspect to policies. In the course of the week of local democracy, a strong participation of young people and women (35%) was noted.

Pierre Schreiber

A proposal for an award for good governance using three tools:

· self-evaluation

· citizens’ evaluation taken from an opinion poll

· a working structure for the award led by, for example, national representatives from universities, elected representatives members of NGOs...


John Hontelez, Director of the European Bureau for the Environment: There is a strong need for a revolution in our behaviour and of working in cooperation rather than in concurrency. That necessitates a social innovation: to learn to be a social individual and not only a consumer. We must move from competitiveness to solidarity and solidarity for our planet.

Agnès Manesse

