Active Citizenship Consultation
My experience as an active citizen.
I  have been involved in active citizenship for a number of years, working as a concerned member of civil society to question and challenge ill-conceived planning proposals in County Meath, most notably the proposal to run a motorway through the Tara archaeological landscape.  As such I was involved initially with a resident’s group and subsequently with the Meath Archaeological and Historical Society and another locally based heritage group,the Tara Heritage Preservation Group. None of these groups have been involved in any legal proceedings regarding this issue but have all worked tirelessly over the years to educate and raise awareness about the profound implications for heritage and our collective past of such a disastrous choice of route for a motorway

.

We are neither ‘protestors’, luddites or ‘nimbys’. We are in fact well-informed, concerned and pro-active ordinary people who, at enormous cost to ourselves have endeavoured to engage constructively with the planning process consistently over the past six and a half years. In return for our genuine efforts we have been dismissed and branded by representatives of national and local government, as well as by business interests, as  ‘protestors’, ‘against progress’, ‘extreme’, serial whingers’ etc. The so called ‘extensive public consultation’  so repeatedly  talked about in mantra fashion by the authorities was purely lip service – a ticking of the boxes.   All were consulted – experts and citizens -and the findings were systematically ignored.
What should Active Citizenship mean
In Ireland we have an ‘elective’ or ‘representative’ democracy where the citizen’s  only involvement is at the ballot box. In contrast a well functioning democracy is participative. In this more developed understanding of modern democracy, individuals and communities have an authentic role in planning and decision making  regarding projects and developments that impact on their lives and that may threaten those things and places that matter to them. In other words they have a vital role to play in terms of ‘stewardship’ie in terms of taking care of what is precious and unique, be it heritage environment, character of place etc
This kind of democracy needs actively involved citizens who are encouraged to play their part in caring for and protecting their environment and in shaping their future and that of generations to come. 
This I believe is what we should mean by ‘Active Citizenship’

The Taoiseach and Active Citizenship
Social volunteering is a traditional and very valuable aspect of active citizenship in the Irish context and needs to be encouraged in every way. This should not be confused with the much broader understanding of ‘Active Citizenship’ as understood in other countries  and  by the EU. 
The Taoiseach’s recent call for active citizenship would seem to indicate that he may be confusing the issue and limiting the concept to social volunteering
In contrast the UK Government appears to have a much better understanding of active citizenship, judging from their recent publication; Promoting effective citizenship and community empowerment  This document states that : “Effective local governance mow requires informed, engaged citizens who vote in elections, participate in decision making and contribute to the quality of services.” .
I certainly hope and expect that the newly appointed and welcome Task Force on active citizenship will look seriously  at the bigger concept.

Active Citizenship and the EU
The Arrhus Convention has been  ratified by the EU and provides an ideal template for participative democracy  and therefore for active citizenship. The feedback from individual countries where it is already  functioning is very positive with a win-win outcome much more likely when citizens are given a meaningful role in planning and decision making.
Why is the Irish Government refusing to ratify this convention? 
Instead  our government is proposing to move in the opposite direction by introducing the Strategic infrastructure Bill which is designed to further reduce the citizen’s role in an already undemocratic planning system. This Bill ,likely to be passed despite the Government’s presumed knowledge that it is in direct contravention of Aarhus and completely breaches the amended EIA Directive 2003/35/EC,  flies in the face of any notion of Active Citizenship. It seems to constitute a deliberate delaying mechanism for the democracy that is our right and entitlement  under EU law

What is happening in Ireland /what needs to happen.
I have had considerable contact with other individuals and groups around Ireland over the past year who are all experiencing the kind of exclusion and marginalisation that I have outlined above . Arising out of extreme frustration with the system and with the absence of meaningful participation, the Tara Heritage Preservation Group organised a seminar in October 2005 in Navan entitled “Empowering the Citizen. Do you feel you have a voice?”
 As a consequence there is now an ongoing group of Active Citizens’from various parts of the country who are engaged in a ‘Conversation’ (as proposed also by the Taoiseach in his active citizenship speech)  about what it is we would like to see changing in Ireland to ennable us to have an authentic say in how our country is being shaped.  

It is our democratic and constitutional right to have such a say. 
This group, as yet embryonic and acutely aware of an uphill struggle against such regressive thinking on so many influential fronts in Ireland today, is becoming very clear in it’s vision for what is needed if true active citizenship is to ever be a reality in Ireland.
A transformation is required to move from the current attitude of suspicion and exclusion to an attitude of  respect, encouragement and support  for people who care enough and are courageous enough to question the system when it is found wanting .
. Without this fundamental shift in attitude Ireland will continue on it’s current path of frantic unsustainable development which, driven by a narrow, purely  economic mindset and powerful vested interests, will destroy everything that gets in the way.   Meanwhile responsible and unresourced citizens will continue to be dismissed when they refuse to acquiesce to a flawed and undemocratic process.  
Real Active Citizenship needs to be valued and promoted if our land and heritage are to be cared for and protected for present and future generations and if authentic sustainable development is to take place.

I commend The Wheel on this useful initiative and would very much appreciate your response to this email as well as an  opportunity to know what other responses you have had to this consultation. 
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