DEBATES

involvement put to the test

France. While Lisbon works on exploring ever further
applications of Participatory Budgeting for a decade
already, the attempt to introduce elements of Direct
Democracy in Grenoble has proven legally impossible

- but also politically difficult.

GRENOBLE: INITIATIVE AND REFERENDUM
INAHOSTILE CONTEXT

by Raul Magni Berton

he most obvious obstacle is the

loss of power of political deci-

sion-makers: as long as it is only

about consultations on limited
subjects, elected officials have the last
word and the systems of citizens’ partic-
ipation can be designed as an aid to the
decision-making process. But a system that
allows for binding decisions on all subjects
becomes an instrument of contestation or
even counter-power.

In Grenoble, this obstacle, however, proved
relatively easy to overcome. The coalition,
led by the Greens, that had won the major-
ity had done so for the first time. Most
newly elected officials were more used to
challenging power than to exercising it.
Yet, two fears were particularly persistent:
first, the fear of being forced, by a vote,
not to respect the programme they had
announced during the campaign. Some
considered this aspect not very threaten-
ing, as long as their own voters were willing
to take this risk. Others, however, saw this

possibility as a real danger, so they advo-
cated, without success, for the issues of
their programme to be excluded from the
popular vote. The second fear was that the
opposition parties - already largely critical
of the new team - would use this tool to
delegitimise the majority.

Both fears however proved to be
unfounded. On the one hand, the two peti-
tions that were put to vote in this context
were intended more to force the majority to
respect their programme than to abandon
it. On the other hand, the right-wing oppo-
sition, which had launched four petitions to
challenge the majority previously, withdrew
them all when the programme was put in
place. The new majority then discovered
that by giving the opposition tools to chal-
lenge, it made them more responsible:
the opposition could no longer challenge
everything, otherwise it would be system-
atically disowned by the voters.
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