Hans Anderson: Democracy is something you have to fight for every day. (Olof Palme). Experience from work with Participatory Democracy in Sweden

Dear friends,

 

First of all I want to thank you for the invitation to this important conference  in the honor of Tamas.

 

And to be able to come to this fantastic place.

Schools like this Folk high schools have played an important role in the development of  Swedish democracy

It is particularly challenging to be the last speaker at a conference, but

please fasten your seatbelts for a short trip to Sweden.

 

I will speak of how we understand community development and its

contribution to participatory democracy.

 

The quotation before my speech is from late prime minister Olof Palme who was a great supporter of peoples right to govern their 

Own lifes.

 

One of the starting points of our organisation was when  we orgaised a meeting where unemployed youth met him and his  government for a one day conference on youth unemployment. 

 I will start with some background in our welfare history and  relate the examples to the city where we are based and which we use as a laboratory for our development work.

 

First the map of Sweden.

In 1800 Sweden was one of the poorest countries in Europe.
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From 1880 when industrialisation started in Sweden , people begun to organise themselves in popular movements.

At the same time 1 million Swedes approximately 20 % emigrated to United States. 

Two major factors was important for the development of popular movements. 

The introduction of schools so people could read and write and the new transport system the bicycle.

These movements were free congregations, non drinking organisations, labour unions, settlements, farmer associations and they solved a lot of common needs in a collective way.

 

Starting from 1930 when social democrats came in power a lot of these activities were handed over to primarily the local municipalities  and a number of different professions took over the delivery of service.

The local municipalities could do so because of a strong and independent role and with the right of local taxation.

At the same time the movements became more centralised in their structure.

From the 50-ties and onward the relatively small municipalities have merged into bigger in both area and numbers of inhabitants.

 

The distance between the declining number of politicians and citizens grew as well as the number of professionals financed by the developing Swedish economy.

 

In the late seventies the welfare state reached it´s peak. 

The public sector could not expand in relation to the expressed needs.

 

Many citizens complained about lack of dialogue, centralisation in both the private and  the voluntary sector.

 

Others complained about the lack of service municipalities gave for for their high tax.

The government took initiative to the first investigation on Swedish democracy with questions like :

Service democracy or  participative democracy?

 

In our city Örebro with 120.000 inhabitants a brave Maier took the initiative to a sub municipal reform in the late 70-ties order to bring decision making and service delivery closer to the citizens.

This reform was later created in all major cities in Sweden.

The idea was to break down professional barriers, create dialogues with citizens and a better cooperation with the  local NGO-sector. 

Together with the Maier we created a method support project which is now Cesam foundation.

The focus was community of place and we organised CD courses for civil servants to support the change in working with not only for the citizens. The results were quite meagre.

 We saw to little dialogue with the citizens so we hosted workshops with citizens and professionals to enable more elaborative thinking.

Parallel we hosted smaller workshops with local activists in the neighbourhood. 

They began with Swot analyses to start a special kind of Community study circles for half a year and ended with Community Forums.

From some of our workshops with  local NGOs, we developed the idea of community cooperatives in the neighbourhoods .

 

To help them and  other cooperatives  we worked with the establishment of a regional cooperative support centre which now exist in every region with state finance.

 

Government changed locally and nationally to conservatives in role.

 In order to promote privatisation they stopped our funds. 

We started a foundation focused to be a support centre for local voluntary work asked the same government nationally and received funds to act as a national support Centre  for local voluntary work.

 

From this we took two major initiatives. 

The creation of a model for local voluntary or community centres  in approx 100 places in Sweden and

The establishment of a National Forum for Voluntary work.

Locally we also started community owned companies and parent owned community schools.

We saw lack of communication between the leaders of the public, voluntary and private sectors and launched a training scheme

With twelve meetings over a year called Common Purpose.

We now have 300 leaders in our city who have passed this program and have a better understanding of our city.

 

Social democrats came back.

 No more national money but now our local government decided to have the first vice Mayor on democracy.

We were appointed to support the creation of user boards in as many institutions as possible. 

Schools, day-care centres etc. 

If the users wanted they could start a board with the manager as chair staff and users in the board and the users in majority. These boards were responsible for the entire budget of the institution.

Our local University took the initiative to national democracy days 

At these 3day-events the state of democracy was explored by decision makers, researchers, projects and local activists from the whole country. The outspring from this in the University is what is called a research school on democracy.

These annual events went on for the whole mandate period of four years.

Next mandate period the local municipalities faced severe budget problems.

The response of our city was to end the sub municipal reform to save money and the function of Mayor of democracy disappeared.

The focus on disadvanted areas were stressed and 10 community work posts were established .

Our task was to work with community work in the other areas as well as supporting the approximate 50 user boards now having a variety of responsibility.

Under this period we worked with communities of belonging.

We took the initiative to bring all the organisations representing poor and disadvanted groups such as ex offenders , people with mental disability and a 20 other organisations to create a local network on sustainable welfare. We meet once a month and discuss our view on the situation in the city. This has led to seminars on homelessness and unemployment with homeless and unemployed people as main speakers.

The network also has quarterly meetings with the manager for the welfare sector.

   

 

Now we have a new conservative government and we are looking for new contracts on social entrepreneurship, civil society development

and  citizens  dialogues.

 

In conclusion we have in a small part of Europe been busy in enabling people to articulate their ideas in a collective way which has led to a bank of methods for participatory meetings such as community study circles, OPERA, Future workshops etcetera and now having experience of having more than 10.000 people attending our workshops we build different workshop methods depending on subject, time and participants.

Then people have articulated their needs we have been supporting new organisations and structures such as community organisations,

voluntary organisations, organisations for training,schools, cooperatives, networks and then they function we try to withdraw our engagement.

Because of the flavour of the day and different kind of majorities our work have had a variety of names  local development, neighbourhood work, voluntary work, democracy work, social economy, civil society but in all we are struggling on with a Swedish variety of community development.

 

 

