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INTRODUCTION

On 11 May, the Social Planning Council of Ottawa (SPC) held a dialogue, Caring About the Public Good: Talking, Learning and Contributing Together. The origins of this dialogue go back to September 2005, when SPC held its first annual Award dinner to select the first Defender of the Public Good Ottawa. 
As we have already explained: 

The Award reflects a strong conviction that our well-being is inextricably linked to the well-being of others, that we share a stake in society and that, if we are to thrive, we need to work together in cooperation, advancing our shared good, sometimes even before our own. We were concerned not only to recognize individuals who were building something that would benefit everyone in Ottawa in some way, but also to start a dialogue about the public good in our City.
  

The 11 May dialogue represents the first formal occasion when SPC facilitated such a dialogue, and participants were very enthusiastic. To encourage the fullest possible participation, we used the World Café technique where participants sit at small round tables for discussion of  a pre-set question. After a specific time period, participants change tables to discuss a new question. The process is repeated, until all questions have been discussed. At each table, there is a host who does not circulate, but performs host duties and ensures that the main points of the discussion are recorded on paper table cloths. This report is a summary of the recordings on the table cloths. 

The “buzz” in the room during the discussion was substantial: participants appeared fully involved, excited and happy. During the third question, the room was quieter and people, while still fully involved, seemed to probe for what they said. Feedback from the event was extremely positive and there were several suggestions that SPC hold more such dialogues. 

There was an amazing continuity about most of the discussion: people addressed the same themes in a variety of different contexts, which gave the dialogue an organic dimension.

The questions discussed were:

· What is the public good?

· What actions will ensure the public good?

· How do we create a roadmap for the City of Ottawa?

DISCUSSION

A) 
What is the Public Good?

The central themes on this question as written on the table cloths can be organized under the following headings: equity, respect, responsibility and connectedness (or the awareness of being part of a community). 

· Equity was viewed primarily from a policy perspective. Most tables included, as part of the public good, basic needs, such as 

· sufficient income, food, housing and security; it is what ensures community well being

· education, not only formal schooling but also skills development and life time learning

· the environment (often as it applied directly to peoples’ lives - clean water, clean air, less pollution and more green space)

· one table saw the public good as the rule of law and access to legal services and the court

· Respect was clearly important to people at many tables. Interactions need to be managed respectfully. The emphasis:

· a caring community, inclusion, respect for diversity, access to services for all and the importance of listening to others 

· inclusion of all was an important theme, especially people who are “disadvantaged, disabled, low income, immigrants and women”

· Responsibility: people interested in the public good clearly have a responsibility to be involved and engaged in the issues of the day: 

· most tables listed citizen participation, with a strong emphasis on ensuring that citizens were to be listened to 

· advocacy for the vulnerable, especially those who had no one to look after them: one table suggested that the teaching, “we are our brother’s keeper” be acted upon

· a number of groups emphasized the importance of leadership

· Connectedness: There was often an underlying awareness of the connectedness of people, of being part of a community the well being of whose members was related:  Sometimes this connectedness was assumed and sometimes explicit. 

· one group stressed support for others, especially the vulnerable

· the public good is “more than the individual; it is “see(ing) yourself in the community”

· it is  “not about charity“, food banks, handouts and making people dependent: instead, it is about meeting our collective needs, where individual well-being is inextricably linked to that of others. It is the shared ‘commons’ because “we only gain independence through interdependence”.

· natural resources can be regarded as  “public goods” which should serve everyone; no individual or corporation should appropriate what belongs to everyone

· one table introduced the idea that there is a “public bond” that means “public goods” rightfully belong to everyone 

· there was often a spiritual dimension to the thoughts: as one group said, “The public good celebrates our souls, our spirits and promotes well being for all”

There were clear statements showing that the present situation falls far short of the ideal. In the end, many tables expressed the opinion that there was more work to be done in clarifying the public good.  

B) 
What Actions Will Ensure the Public Good?
Identified actions to ensure the public good can be grouped under the same headings of equity, respect, responsibility and connectedness, which covers virtually all the input from participants. This section was not necessarily looking for new actions, although they were welcomed too. Instead, it sought to identify the elements that build and support the public good. 

· Equity: participants named many areas where funding is needed for basic needs that had been identified in discussion on the first question: e.g., adequate income, affordable housing and nutritious food. One table declared that  policies need to be built on collective well being and the promotion of equity and defends the collective interest. Participants also identified the following as important for equity:

· infrastructure: water and electricity; public transportation

· more public health services for seniors and in schools; funding for more community health centres; and an accessible legal system

· ensuring community needs are identified by governments, using standards consistent with the public good

· Respect: many actions relating to respectful treatment of others and inclusion were specified. The following is a representative sample of what the tables identified

· promoting and building awareness by a courteous and a cooperative approach 

· developing social empathy and rendering service to others 

· holding meaningful and accessible consultation, especially among disadvantaged citizens

· having consultation enshrined in legislation, which in turn would be carefully developed to ensure wide public discussion 

· holding events or providing facilities for everyone in schools

· starting projects that involve different communities with different stakeholders (e.g., a baby sitting cooperative to foster stability and trust between people)

· establishing an advisory committee to promote accessibility not only to buildings, but also to opportunities

· creating fora for active engagement, participation and nurturing respect by fostering positive social interactions

· Responsibility: there were many suggested actions that involved responsibility towards others: 

· developing leadership in young people in order to assist with addiction problems among peers; another suggested training youth leaders for recreation or getting them involved in political participation 

· actively dialogue with others to learn about inequities and the need to share access to resources

· focusing more on responsibilities rather than rights 

· fostering involvement by developing a sense of ownership

· advocating with politicians between elections and taking a stand on issues that impact on the public good; create fora for people who do not have power, live in poverty

· integrating the voices of community groups into government

· having people take ownership and invest time and energy in broader issues related to the public good

· protecting culture and identity

· those with means have the responsibility to work for the public good

· becoming informed of the impact of one’s purchases: boycotting companies like Wallmart and Shell; purchasing goods produced locally 

· Connectedness: 

· building attitudes that support the basic necessities for all

· defending the collective interest: creating and maintaining infrastructure; Planning and supporting neighbourhoods that support integration; developing sensitivity to the consequences of plundering common resources 

· supporting and encouraging churches to reach out to the homeless

· acknowledging contribution of a team: there is not an “I” in a team

· finding ways to draw the community together before there is a disaster

· holding a heritage dinner, social event to pull in the wider community

· running a campaign on buses that encourages people to talk to each other 

· finding allies and work together

· looking at how physical infrastructure builds or impedes the growth of community

· developing a framework and a common clear understanding of what the public good is and refine it as you go along; develop a common vision

· promoting the benefit of paying taxes so that funds are available to support the public good 

C) How Do We Create a Roadmap for the City of Ottawa? 
This section looks to at how we can create a roadmap, a plan to use move forward the actions identified above. Although the themes were the same, actions fell into different categories. There was significant consensus on a number of the points listed below. 

· Clarifying, Defining and Building a Support for the Concept of the Public Good

· there was substantial concern that the concept of the public good is not precise, “has many forms” and indeed could be “co-opted” by other groups, which do not share our values: to avoid this happening, we must “change our lens, rethink our language” and define the public good in terms of “social justice and quality of life”

· we need consensus on a working definition on well being and “public good”; the definition of the public good needs to be defined and consensus developed around it; we need a common vision, e.g., “just society” idea

· hold more “cafes” with different sectors and make the public good a consistent and on-going feature of Ottawa life

· build the public good into the school curriculum and seek the students’ views about it 

· engage in proactive public communication to ensure the public becomes aware of the public good framework and work to develop consensus and buy-in

· ensure that we learn from other cities; make sure efforts are workable – develop and test a pilot; copy societies which have achieved self-sufficiency

· ensure that a roadmap is flexible, comprehensive and cohesive

· make people feel they are part of the community (some religious models can help); build awareness in order to help people participate 

· focus on the impact of decisions on the mission statement, “Working Together for the Public Good”   

· Funding Our City

· work for greater funding at the City level (federal-provincial issue); “create a new tax base”

· Using the Political Process 

· we must remember that building for the public good needs to be a long term strategy, whereas most politicians operate from a short term perspective 
· there was much support to build on, evolve and strengthen Ottawa’s 20/20 Vision
· build political voice by supporting candidates who reflect our values; look for a “commitment” from those who have the power to achieve the public good; institute accountability measures for city politicians 
· we need ways to measure the public good and a plan to implement it; develop measurable milestones with time frames and an evaluation system
· participate in the political arena to embed the idea of the public good in policy: ensure the voices of women, diverse minorities, disadvantaged and other group with little power are heard
· work with the City of Ottawa to fund community developers to get the views of disparate communities; have a strong advocate 
· encourage a reduction in the use of private cars by improving public transportation 
· Legal Measures

· work for legislation to ensure thorough debate and develop a framework for public debate to nurture discussion

· establish citizenship and the public good as human rights
D) Barriers to Implementing a Roadmap on the Public Good

As they discussed the questions, some groups noted the factors that have contributed to the absence of the public good in today’s public dialogue. 

· The Public Good is No Longer an Important Value for Canadians 

· we lost the “currency” of the public good in the 80s and 90s, when the emphasis was placed on individualism, the free market and economic liberalization or competition; there is a philosophy of “make it on your own”;  big money and competition hinder action on the public good

· there is too much emphasis on “ME” in society

· there is no consensus that there is a “collective we/us”

· child poverty is not in the media and hunger was not mentioned in the Budget

· a generation has lost touch with the community

· Disparity Grows in Our City
· there is no real equilibrium today and some human issues are not getting adequate attention; advantage is being taken over others

· City Funding
· city level priorities are not visible at the provincial and federal levels: a lot of what happens in the municipality is under the radar 

· The Political Process and Public Participation
· the public good is difficult to hear in the halls of power: there is no consensus among those who have the power that there is a public good

· there continues to be a fight between different social classes

· it is difficult for elected politicians to achieve the public good when the population is polarized

· action on the environment is hindered by the fact that it is counter to the views of global leadership

· governments are not listening – no real change or improvement happening 

· it is unrealistic to fight the City’s decisions

· not many groups know how to include participation

· many people honour the status of our leaders and accept their views; honouring status makes it difficult to involve people

· there is a lack of awareness in the public about the environment

· 47% of the electorate do not take part in elections at the federal level

· before we can empower people to participate, absorb relevant information and build coalitions, the government needs to ensure that their basic needs are met 

· the bureaucracy and organizational structure prevent participation so that decision making is beyond democratic control

· participation is hindered by poverty and lack of resources, so that often the people who stand to benefit most are not heard

· if societal change continues in the direction it is headed today, our society could lose its way and become a military state

· people are practicing their spirituality alone instead of in a collective setting – and part of spirituality is reaching out

· young people are full of potential but are not aware of the reaction of others; do we cater to them too much?

CONCLUSIONS

This dialogue was very successful and participants contributed enthusiastically. The quality of the discussion was very high, being thoughtful, perceptive and very relevant. In a report of this nature, we could not include all comments. A transcription of comments from the table cloths is available on request. 

Participants were self selected and the topic must have attracted people with a very similar belief system. Nevertheless, the finding that the table cloth recordings formed an organic whole, unified by a consistent philosophy was quite extraordinary. The result is an enormous amount of important material that will be important to use as a starting point in further discussion. The first task will be to examine the data from question 3, How do we create a road map for the City of Ottawa? and use it to draw up a possible action plan to advance the public good in the City of Ottawa. We want to make available the valuable work of participants to a larger audience, in order to further our goal of stimulating local dialogue on the public good. 

� Social Planning Council’s New Award: “Defender of the Public Good Ottawa”, in ‘Neighbourhood Planning’, Our Social Capital, Magazine of the Social Planning Council of Ottawa, Vol. V, No.2  Fall 2005 
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