EVERYDAY DEMOCRACY
Summary by Adri an Hor nsby

Bright out of Communism the global tilt of the past two decades
has been toward greater self-dependency. From “light-touch” gov-
ernnents, to banks which “self-regulate”, to “participatory devel -
opnent” in the global South, to |ocal community police in London,
to the freshly-connected and brilliantly unique internet user —
and then interactive internet user-blogger —there is a continuous
thread of enpowering people to manage thensel ves, and through
that, to manage the whole. It is a curious m xture of the bottom
up and the private interest; a conbination of ideals of market-
denocracy and parochi al engagenent.

Thus faced with a problem as nakedly collective as gl obal warm ng,
a large part of the global response has focused on individual re-
sponsibility and | ow | evel action. On the one hand, the carbon-
tradi ng market has opened the door to conpani es bal ancing their
own profits and em ssions. Equally, the public has stood to shoul -
der its portion of the burden, with punters scrutinising their own
activities for sustainability. Notably food purchases have becone
a highly political and environnentally consci ous act, as have
hol i day choi ces, transport decisions, thoughts over honme garden-

I ng, and (bl ess our souls) burial ground selection, with special-
i st green undertakers offering consunmers a range of ways to die
sust ai nabl y.

The opportunity for homeowner-|ifestyle engagenent w th sustain-
ability ideals has played also into the urban realm wth increas-
I ng nunbers of council-level environnmental services. Private de-
vel opers and town planners too have been alive to the opportunity
to tie green interests to renewed thoughts about | ocalismand com
munity, and have collectively responded with “sustainabl e devel op-
ment” in the formof “eco-towns” and “eco-nei ghbourhoods”.

The jaggered gulf between the rhetoric and the technical truths
could hardly be greater. Wile appealing to both consuners and re-
tailers alike, the concept that we can eco-shop our way out of

gl obal warmng is patently ridiculous. Lavish nedia attention upon
green-products and “do-abl e” home- owner responses such as re-using
pl asti c bags have inevitably cl oaked bi gger structural issues (is-
sues such as nmay suggest bigger responses, which in the recent
freewheel ing deregulating Web 2.0 tinmes, are inevitably | ess ne-

di a-sexy). This form of evasion, or even hoodw nki ng, has been
equal |y apparent within urbanism aptly expressed by the covert
oxy-noron of “sustainabl e developnent” itself. In particular, the
green belts and | eafy | anes of eco-towns and sustai nabl e suburbi a
are frequently characterised by increased cosnetic greenness at
the sane time as increased associ ated carbon em ssi ons.



This relates not |east to a fundanmental m salignnment between how
urban pl anners draw, and what urban people do. Notably, and in
spite of any nunber of carefully designed self-sustaining satel-
lite devel opments and m xed-use office-residential districts,
where people live and where they work, within a single urban net-
work, show little better than random correl ati on. Renote clustered
expansions tend if anything to put nore stress upon the city cen-
tre, with all the concomtant environnmental and econom c di sadvan-
tages. Gven this basic fact, there is considerable cause to dis-
pute the very concept of sustainable suburbia. It is sinply at
odds with how peopl e behave.

At the sane time, taking advantage of how peopl e behave nmay wel |
offer a route to significantly enhanced environnmental perfornmance,
of both urban areas and of individual buildings. That spurious mne-
di a coercion can convince people to grow their own |ettuces in or-
der to save the planet at the very |east denonstrates the | atent
power of engagenent and participation. In particular, a debate
rages between “smart systens” and “active users”: is it nore effi-
cient for exanple to have electronically controlled notion-
sensitive lighting systens, or sinply to encourage the doctrine,

| ast person out of the office kills the lights? Equally, while |o-
cal communities have conparatively little traction in ternms of
wor k and even | eisure choices, proximty can be a basis for envi-
ronmental systens, such as conbi ned heat and power (CHP), and | o-
cal schenes, such as car sharing.

Partici patory denocracy is relevant to the sustainability agenda
on two key fronts: there is the political engagenent with macro-

i ssues, and donestic engagenent with mcro-activity. Vagueness and
spin predom nates in nmuch of the nmeso-region, clouding fromthe
bottom | evel what the macro-issues are; and fromthe top |evel

what the mcro-activities are. Geater transparency of informa-
tion, and a nore critical application of thinking, wll be vital
for a nore effective application of denocratic nmeans to environ-
mental problens. Indeed they are the neans to shore up our popul ar
i f now waning faith in everyday denocracy.
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