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Introducing the initiator

There are many reasons to initiate a 
Forum, it being an excellent instrument 
to bridge the communication and coop-
eration gap between social groups – in 
particular between groups in the public 
sector on the one hand and those in the 
private /or civil /or informal sector of 
society on the other. The Forum process 
enables interest groups that otherwise 
would never meet and interact to be 
brought together as equals; it reshapes 
the setting of public interaction, com-
plementing the established and often 
restricted patterns of public debate in 
society.  

The typical initiator of a Forum is a player 
of importance in the public sphere – be 
it a mayor, a city council, or a (regional) 
Government office. Sometimes, a pri-
vate or civil sector organization can also 
take on the role of an initiator. A Forum 
is a comprehensive social process that 
requires influential and organisational 
faculties in order to be established and 
maintained. Any initiator therefore needs 
to have some social, public or institution-
al standing. 

For them this brochure should show 
why an initiator may find it an attractive 
idea to hold a Forum (Section 1), what 
its essential characteristics are (Section 
2), and what points should be covered 
by an initiator to shape the outline of a 
Forum (Section 3). A final section com-
piles in brief in what form a Forum could 
become sustainable (Section 4), whilst 
the Annex contains a description of the 
shape a standard Forum takes  as a 
Community Forum designed to result in 
real projects implemented in the field.  

A Forum, it has been said, is a “most 
welcome bridge”.  There are instances 

when executives or legislators would 
appreciate being in close contact with 
the general public or with groups and 
organizations outside the normal and 
formal field of interaction. Learning 
and understanding more about public 
opinion and civic attitudes is a basis for 
devising accountable government poli-
cies and better adapted implementation 
measures. Involving informal groups and 
organizations in public events or activi-
ties, making them partners in decision-
making and implementation of project 
ideas, can improve relations between the 
public and the private sector, produce 
new types of interaction between stake-
holders, and reap a harvest of smaller 
and larger solutions to pertinent issues. 

A good starting point and core activ-
ity for all the above situations can be a 
Forum; it can motivate a sustained and 
structured discussion between social 
groups on an equal footing, and it can 
help improve community life and inter-
action between social groups.

1  INTRODUCing the Initiator

Since the dawn of mankind humans 
have gathered together to bring order 
into their affairs by holding palavers. 
Meeting and talking to each other 
has been a human necessity and 
an invaluable social activity in and 
across all eras, national borders, and 
religious beliefs. By giving these tradi-
tional forms a modern structure, they 
can be shaped into powerful and 
effective tools for communication.

The Forum is one of the methods 
which can be used to structure a dis-
cussion. Its democratic approach fur-
thers the “participatory process”: the 
Forum takes place in public, and is 
therefore accessible, handles infor-
mation openly, gives equal weight to 
all voices, and accounts for its results. 
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1.1 The Forum in a nutshell

What is a Forum?
A Forum brings together a sizeable 
number of people, representing differ-
ent stakeholder groups, for a limited, if 
sometimes prolonged, period. Partici-
pants debate an issue of common inter-
est; but contrary to other participatory 
processes the Forum members engage 
in discussions not as individuals, but as 
members of their specific group. They 
meet in public sessions facilitated by a 
moderator, each voice carries the same 
weight, procedures are open, decisions 
democratic and results are accounted 
for by measures built into the process. 

What is the purpose of a Forum?
The purpose and immediate objective of 
a Forum is to treat a common issue, to 
find solutions, and potentially to imple-
ment measures and projects in line 
with such solutions. As an outcome, 
participants can resolve to issue recom-
mendations to outside institutions, or to 
develop, prioritize, implement and con-
trol their own common projects. In some 
cases the Forum contributes to public 
policy formation. 

The overall aim of the Forum, however, 
is better communication among inter-
est groups and an improved community 
life, or public life in general. Under a 
political perspective this can be seen as 
an improvement in the governance of a 
society.

What is the use of a Forum?
The use of a Forum is always twofold: 

it deals with a particular issue, and •	
may help to find a solution to a given 
problem;
its process improves the social capaci-•	
ties of participating groups and 
enhances social interaction between 
them.

Reasons for initiating a Forum can be 
found in either of these aspects: there 
may originally be a specific issue, or a 
general concern about the quality of 
public life, or both.

How does a Forum come into being?
A Forum is originally conceived and set 
into motion by the initiator – a local pro-
tagonist with an established public/insti-
tutional standing. This prominent role 
of the initiator is the rule. In many less 
advanced countries the Forum approach 
is insufficiently established and needs to 
be promoted first by donor-sponsored 
programs financing the process and then 
by gradually enlarging the contribution 
and involvement of local partners. 

The motivation to participate in a Forum 
is determined by the specific interest of 
different individuals and groups within 
their own context and setting – profes-
sional, occupational, political or other. 
Thus it is part of the initiator’s role, dur-
ing the Forum’s conceptualization phase, 
to assess the potential willingness and 
motivation of participants to become 
involved in the process. 

1.2 Visions of the Forum process 
to come 

Launching the process is the final step 
in the initiator’s role. The Forum will 
start off from the initiators’ vision of the 
process to come, and a comprehensive 
view of the interaction between the main 
groups to be brought together in the 
hope of achieving results. No doubt a 
wide variety of results can be envisaged 
for a Forum.  

The initiator may perceive the need to •	
elaborate a development plan actively 
involving as many stakeholders, inter-
ested and intervening parties as pos-
sible. In the end, the Forum should 
lead to a consolidation of opinions. 

The initiator may wish to motivate •	
cooperation within a network of 
groups or organizations at the level of 
daily community life, thus coordinating 
with and complementing the activities 
of voluntary groups.  In this way, the 
Forum process helps to bridge the 
gap between diverse social spheres.

The initiator may wish to learn more •	
about the needs of particular informal 
groups in the community, in order to 
adapt the framework of regulations. 

There may be the vision to develop, •	
implement and maintain some project 
on a public/private basis – from play-
grounds to social clubs, to museums or 
continuing education courses, to inter-
net facilities. Through this, the Forum 
could contribute to the formation of 
new coalitions, new forms of coop-
eration, and new social capacities.

The Forum would lead to a consoli-•	
dation/correspondence of opinions;
The Forum could help to bridge the •	
gap between diverse social spheres;
The Forum could contribute to the •	
formation of new coalitions, new 
forms of cooperation, and new 
social capacities.
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1.3 Comparison of participatory 
processes

Before deciding on the need for a 
Forum, the initiator should compare the 
Forum approach with other types of par-
ticipatory processes. The Forum concept 
is but one of many related instruments. 
There is a range of methods that have 
been developed in recent decades – all 
with their particular background and 
purpose, strengths and weaknesses. It 
depends which context and objectives 
the initiator has in mind to decide which 
instrument is best suited and most effi-
cient.  

If the vision is to hold an assembly of 
prominent persons in order to collect 
viewpoints and references for develop-
ment planning (later completed by a 
planning institution), then a Future con-
ference will do very well. If the purpose is 
to collect salient issues in some commu-
nity, then a Participatory learning and 
action (PLA) approach is indicated. If 
project ideas or proposals are to be col-
lected, then an Agenda 21 Conference 
or similar project discussion formats will 
deal with it effectively. In all these cas-
es, the Forum would be too elaborate 
and circumstantial. On the other hand, 
a Forum may be too demanding if the 
social basis (a community) is too weak, 
small, or socially undifferentiated to 
carry out a discussion process. In this 
case guided Focus groups would work 
better. A Forum is useless if projects are 
too technical and predetermined in their 
content (such as infrastructure projects) 
and are decided on a “take it or leave 
it” basis – although when organising the 
social use of infrastructure services, a 
Forum would be helpful. In the case of 
projects exclusively in the private sector a 
Forum is pointless as it  serves  no func-
tion, yet for the formulation of Public Pri-
vate Partnerships (PPP) it would be very 
appropriate. 

1.4 Advantage of the Forum 
approach				  
		
The Forum, then, is best in cases when: 

issues concerning a range of interest •	
groups or prevailing in the public need 
to be resolved; 
solutions adapted to the issue have yet •	
to be developed and worked out (and 
not only compiled as such); 
projects are not based on unilateral •	
top-down decisions, but need to be 
worked out, adapted and enriched in 
a bottom-up process; 
interaction of different social groups in •	
project formulation and implementa-
tion is considered constructive;
transparency of the process and •	
accountability of the participants is 
aimed at.

One may also notice that the Forum is 
designed to empower its participants to 
take their own decisions. Structure and 
rules applied in a Forum setting guaran-
tee equal access and equal opportunity 
for each participant.  Most participatory 
instruments delegate only certain parts 
of the decision-making process – either 
ideas and content, or the funding, but 
rarely both. 

This is where the unique feature of the 
Forum process comes in: the Forum 
establishes a participatory process, as 
other instruments would of course do, 
but based on empowerment, trans-
parency and accountability. The first 
step towards empowerment is the initial 
agreement between initiator and the 
Forum participants on the type of results 
foreseen as an outcome. This particular 
two-way interaction reinforces demo-
cratic attitudes and values, the essence 
of dialogue, as well as trust in coopera-
tive relations between public authorities 
and citizens.

The Forum is certainly a complex and 
comprehensive approach, usually more 
demanding time-wise and logistically 
than some of its lighter or more focussed 
sister versions. But a fully-fledged Forum 
is definitely capable of handling the most 

demanding and critical issues between 
highly differentiated stakeholder groups 
under considerable public strain.  Vari-
ous modified versions of the Forum 
approach have also proven the lat-
ter’s flexibility and capacity to adapt to 
changing circumstances while maintain-
ing its core features intact. 

1.5  Launch and step back

If the initial idea for a Forum is with the 
initiator, it is also his or her task to pre-
liminarily contact interest groups, invite 
their opinions, and lobby for their active 
participation in a Forum. After the for-
mulation of the idea, the initiator will no 
longer be acting alone. Other persons 
will quickly be involved, either from the 
initiator’s own institution or by getting 
key staff  from outside to set up a Forum. 
The process towards a Forum will then 
gain momentum, and is carried by the 
coordinator, the moderator, and his/her 
assistants. The initiator will still remain 
essential as a promoting force, and as 
an address for support and influential 
action. Once the Forum is in operation, 
the initiator will have the pleasure of act-
ing as a patron of the process and of the 
Forum’s general results – though without 
interfering or forgetting that the Forum’s 
focus is guided by its participants.

Motivation for Forum processes

In past records, one finds examples 
of Forums as a response to events of 
unprecedented impact. In the 1980s, 
for example, a major industrial disas-
ter in Basel, Switzerland, prompted a 
yearlong public deliberation process 
on the future economic and social 
development of the town. Other 
Forums’ starting points included very 
concrete issues and the initiators’ 
desire to have a broad social and 
not simply technical reflection on 
the problems involved: in the 90s, the 
need to conceptualize the redevelop-
ment of a dilapidated urban area on 
a broad public basis was the starting 
point of a Forum in Zurich, Switzer-
land. In the first case, a city council 
and a private foundation were the ini-
tiators; the mayor of the city initiated 
the second. 

In 2000 in Bulgaria, the starting point 
of a series of Forums has been the 
desire to enhance the overall qual-
ity of public life at community level. 
This initial motivation led to a pro-
gram that first surveyed the need for 
forum discussions on particular issues 
in each municipality, followed by a 
prioritization process of topics. In this 
case the overall objective was the 
driving force, and an international 
donor formed a coalition with local 
Government authorities to act as ini-
tiators. The mayors or the city coun-
cils calling for their own Forum within 
the framework of the Bulgarian Pro-
gram in turn had their own motiva-
tion based on local interests. 



10 11

Core Characteristics of a Forum Core Characteristics of a Forum

Moderator
Operative group

Educational +
Cultural institutions

Youth Tourism / Sport

NGO Crafts

Business +
Agriculture

Municipality
administration

City council
Mayor

Guests

Audience / General public

Media + PR

Experts

2.1 Common problem, issue, 
theme

A Forum differs from an informal get-
together within the family or the clan, as 
it is an organised public event with clear-
ly defined rules. Forum participants meet 
to discuss in depth an issue of common 
interest. The topic is important enough 
to be dealt with in a series of sessions; 
the number depends of course on the 
specific purpose for which the Forum 
has been designed. 

Since the approach observes democratic 
principles, sessions always take place in 
public. In this way, a Forum turns into an 
important social process that merits to 
be set up carefully, although the concept 
is simple. 

2.2 Structured discussion

Wherever a number of people get 
together, they inadvertently form cer-
tain patterns. Families or acquaintances 
might sit together, or then people of the 
same background (teachers – pupils; 
men – women; people from one village –
those from other villages; members of the 
same political party; those of similar age), 
depending on the type of gathering. 

In fact, it is the first decision of the first 
Forum session to agree on this group-
ing. It should represent the main interest 
groups in relation to a particular theme. 
Forum sessions will make the structure 
visible, as every participant is part of a 
group; and each group has its own table, 
these being arranged in a circle. Only 
the table seating of the so-called “oper-
ative group” (the moderator of the ses-
sion and his/her assistants) differs from 
the rest. The number and composition of 
participating groups will be different in 
each Forum process, as required by the 
issue under discussion and the expected 
results.

2.3 Neutral venue, public access

Of particular significance is the venue, 
the place in which people meet for a 
Forum. Every location (a building, a 
hall, a square) is full of symbolism and 
inevitably speaks of its owner or builder. 
The town hall represents the power of 
the municipality; a school gym is more 
neutral but may still not be considered 
public enough; a conference centre 
usually reflects business interests; a res-
taurant is almost too private; a church 
speaks of transcendental forces turning 
participants into brother and sisters. The 
symbolism of a venue may therefore 
reinforce the status of some participating 
groups or reduce the status of others.

2  Core Characteristics of a 
Forum

A Forum discussion is always about 
an important specific issue of com-
mon public concern. The interests of 
the participants determine the topic 
chosen for a Forum discussion. 

A Forum, too, is structured in groups 
of participants, but the groups do 
not form spontaneously, they are 
planned in advance and are kept 
the same throughout the series of 
sessions. 

Essential Forum  
elements

Common problem, •	
issue, theme
Structured discussion•	
Neutral venue, public •	
access
Outside moderator, •	
code of conduct
Consolidation of opin­•	
ion
Prioritization and deci­•	
sion by participants
Expertise, training and •	
coaching
Transparency, account­•	
ability

Since it is the aim of a Forum to allow 
for a group discussion on equal 
terms, the venue or location of the 
sessions must be chosen carefully, so 
as not to forfeit the objective – a dis-
cussion amongst equals. As an addi-
tional requirement the place should 
be accessible to the public and have 
a room large enough to place (non-
participating) guests as observers. 

Forum structured in interest groups and working tables (sample)
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2.4 Outside moderator, code of 
conduct

Facilitation is a key element in any dis-
cussion. If all are shouting or talking at 
the same time, neither facts nor opinions 
can be shared in any systematic way. 

As a basis for successful and effective 
work during the sessions, every Forum 
will have to ensure that participants 
adopt a set of basic rules at the outset, 
in other words a code of conduct. Such 
rules are simple enough and lead to fair 
and effective discussions. 

2.5 Expertise and training

Experience shows that Forum partici-
pants frequently need to be supported 
by expertise coming from outside: meth-
odologically and technically.

Technical support is any expertise nec-
essary to properly treat a topic: factual 
background information, or specific pro-
fessional advice on particular aspects 
of an issue. This has to be provided in a 
professionally reliable form. Any discus-
sion going beyond the basic issues will 
at some point need to be supported by 
technical expertise, so that the partici-
pants are in a position to form their own, 
but informed opinion.

Another frequent need is the training 
of participants in particular skills. More 
often than one would assume, partici-
pants need some guidance in the han-
dling of their tasks within the Forum 
process. Training in project preparation 

and the formulation of business plans, 
scheduling of implementation and 
monitoring activities, media relations 
and fund raising is often in demand by 
organizations as much as by individuals 
in community Forums.

Finally, training and continuous coach-
ing of Forum’s key staff, such as the 
moderator, coordinator, and members 
of the operative group, is essential to 
ensure a quality process. 

Support activities should be handled 
by an experienced organization with 
some specialization in Forum mat-
ters. Often some division of tasks 
is possible with special offices and 
agencies of the administration availa-
ble on site, or with specialised NGOs 
or consulting companies. 

The moderator facilitating the Forum 
process must be independent, unbi-
ased, above the fray, without links to 
any of the groups – preferably some-
one from a different place. Since so 
much depends on the person struc-
turing the debate, it is preferable to 
choose a person trained in Forum 
methodology. 

Code of Conduct
(examples of useful rules)

Limit speaking to 2 •	
minutes per inter­
vention
Listen to others speak­•	
ing; wait for your turn
State your opinion; •	
bring forward facts 
(rather than criticize 
others)
etc.•	

Consolidation process in Forum discussions

2.6 Consolidation of opinion

The purpose of a Forum is to transform 
an abstract public topic, step by step, 
into a concrete project – or at least into a 
recommendation or a plan – that can be 
implemented in reality.  During the ses-
sions the discussion moves from diverse 
individual opinions to a deepened inter-
pretation of the topic being discussed, 
then to a consolidated position first by 
tables, and finally of all participants. 

As the discussion evolves from one ses-
sion to another, the consolidation proc-
ess is characterized by a sequence of 
stages, as shown in the diagram on 
page 14. In fact the consolidation occurs 
several times: first in relation to the 
interpretation or viewpoint regarding a 
theme (step 4); then regarding possible 
solutions (step 7); and again in the final 
step when proposals are to be ranked by 
priority (step 10).

The Forum is designed to achieve 
a consolidation of opinion. This is 
indeed its central function. 
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The above illustration shows the various 
flows of information pertaining to Forum 
activities. If the diagram looks compli-
cated, the principle applied is simple: 
the source of a decision should be 
informed about its outcome. Whatever 
the participants of a Forum decide dur-
ing sessions is recorded and minutes of 
it are read at the next session. Further-
more, whoever receives a mandate from 
the Forum participants must report to the 
participants on the action taken. Thus, 
activities by working groups between ses-
sions (e.g. developing project proposals) 
have to be reported to the main body at 
the next Forum session and published in 
the Forum newspaper for participants. 
Similarly, all results of a Forum (in terms 
of recommendations or project propos-

als) have to be reported on by those 
in charge of implementing them, and 
progress monitored and reported by the 
Coordinator. Even after conclusion of the 
session cycle, Forum participants receive 
feedback on projects and recommenda-
tions at special follow-up sessions or via 
the special Forum newsletter for partici-
pants.  Finally – since a Forum is a pub-
lic process – press releases, public rela-
tions material, and newspaper articles 
need to be prepared and handed out to 
the media, based on the primary infor-
mation flow described above, to relate 
Forum activity at least in its main results 
to the general public. The transparency 
achieved in this way also generates bet-
ter understanding and acceptance of the 
Forum process within the community. 

Transparency of Forum activities2.7 Transparency, accountability

The consolidation process repeating itself 
throughout the session cycle is central to 
the Forum and should be accomplished 
in a transparent way. As noted above, 
the grouping – or even the seating of 
participants – helps to visualise group 
positions and diverging interests. In this 
way, facts and their interpretation by the 
groups can be distinguished by every
one. Yet the most important element 
in securing transparency is a running 
record of the proceedings, and a reliable 
flow of information regarding all activi-
ties to all involved. This indeed is a very 
demanding task. There will be session 
proceedings, working group reports, 
a record of recommendations issued, 
project proposals at different stages, 
and a newsletter on each session com-
piled and issued by the operative group 
with wide distribution to all participants 
and the general public.  Moreover, there 
is a range of parties to be satisfied: par-
ticipants need to receive invitations, min-
utes, background information, reports, 
and proposals, while the media that link 
the Forum to the general public need 
tailor-made material and releases. 

A central concern of a Forum is to 
handle the flow of internal and 
external information correctly and to 
the satisfaction of participants, media 
and public. Above all, a Forum is an 
exercise in transparent interaction. 
All the virtues ascribed to the Forum 
process, such as empowerment, 
transparency, and accountability, 
are based on the proper manage-
ment and handling of communica-
tion flows.
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3.1  Institutional background of 
the initiator

First reflect on the initiator. The initiator 
of a Forum is not an individual – even if 
he or she is acting quite autonomously: 
it is an institution to which the initiator 
belongs or represents. This distinction is 
important because in time decisions by 
the initiator will create obligations. 

So it is not without reason to first clar-
ify whether the initiator is the mayor’s 
office, the municipal administration, the 
city council, the development agency 
established by the municipality, an NGO 
or a business organization, in short: a 
governmental or a non-governmental 
organization.

3.2  Topic and context

The topic or theme of a Forum, under-
standably, is derived from the initial 
vision and is therefore impregnated by 
the initiator and the institution he or she 
represents. 

The initiator might set off with a vision to 
establish a Forum on agricultural devel-
opment with farmers, research institutes, 
and regional support and financing 
organizations, or a discussion on youth 
issues with schools, NGOs and the youth 
themselves. Or the initiator is just con-
cerned about poor community interac-
tion, and wishes to improve the situation 
without a particular theme in mind. 

These are all valid starting points.  A 
Forum’s initial vision serves as a general 
orientation, later to be discussed and 
fine-tuned in detail with stakeholders 
and participants. 

Still, the context counts: 

To discuss youth issues in a rural com-
munity is different from the situation to 
be considered in a neglected part of 
a large city. Similarly, a discussion on 
the promotion of crafts in a region will 
involve various other issues and the use 
of different kinds of measures than the 
same topic would require at the national 
level. Even if the concern is with the over-
all objective of improving community life 
– this is different if the community is a 
village or a city. 

Thus, only an indication of the central 
theme plus the context to which it relates 
will sufficiently clarify the approach. 

At this initial stage it may be wise to 
remain sufficiently broad to allow for 
inputs from the various stakehold-
ers. Sometimes the reason to choose a 
Forum is so general – e.g. improve com-
munity life - that only a citizen survey 
would generate more specific issues to 
be treated. This would at the same time 
reinforce the motivation to participate.

Many aspects have to be taken into 
account when creating a Forum. For ini-
tiators about to engage in this process, 
Section 3 discusses a list of important 
points to reflect upon when shaping the 
outline of a Forum. The outline contains 
the main points that need to be clarified 
and/or adapted to the circumstances 
under which the Forum is to take place. 
In a way it summarizes the “state of the 
idea”, providing a general overview 
before the first operational phases of the 
Forum commence. The outline requires 
the initiator to proceed in a coherent 
way, and to identify potential outside 
financing options. 
 

3  Initiator’s outline of a 
Forum

Outline of a Forum

Institutional back­•	
ground of the initiator
Topic and context•	
Specific objectives and •	
corresponding instru­
ments
Coverage•	
Stakeholder groups•	
Expected results•	
Appropriate number of •	
sessions
Key persons and sup­•	
port services
Costing•	

For a complete outline 
of a concrete Forum 
see Attachment 3 to the 
present Guide.

3.3  Specific objectives and corre-
sponding instruments 

The initiator quite naturally expects the 
Forum to achieve something. He or she 
has some specific objectives in mind 
– which later will need to be explored 
and validated with the participants. 
The objective in turn requires adequate 
instruments for the Forum to do the job 
and produce the desired results. The fol-
lowing typology of instruments has been 
compiled – arranged from simple to 
most elaborate – to assist the initiator in 
specifying this part of the outline:

A Forum is first and foremost a place •	
for discussion. Is it then your goal to 
simply arrange for a debate as an end 
in itself? The results can be interesting: 
new ideas can take hold and new con-
cepts can spread. Many such Forums 
have shown that the discussion can 
indeed be beneficial in itself: the 
exchange of information leads to 
deeper knowledge and opens the 
mind, improves understanding about 
attitudes and interests, and facilitates 
the formulation of new coalitions which 
in turn lead to new forms of coopera-
tion. These would be valuable and 
entirely sufficient results of a discussion 
process – using the structured Forum 
discussion process as an instrument. 

As a special case of using discussion •	
as an instrument, a Forum can some-
times help overcome a state of shock 
in a community following catastrophic 
events that threaten daily life. To talk 
about and share fears of threats and 
disturbances is the first step towards 
healing and therefore certainly a valid 
objective. 

Discussions often go beyond their •	
initial objectives and can result in 
the unanimous resolve to join forces 
in spontaneous direct action. Peo-
ple often use this instrument on their 
own for something within their reach: 
e.g. hold a commemoration, set up a 
market day, organize a fiesta, clean 
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the riverbeds etc. Such a result of a 
Forum is always welcome but cannot 
be planned or even expected. As an 
instrument, direct action consists of 
straightforward organizational resolve 
by the participants. 

Of course, a Forum can aspire to more •	
elaborate achievements. As an out-
come of their discussion, participants 
can resolve to  recommend that spe-
cific action be taken by outside institu-
tions, e.g. by the council, a municipal 
department, or some local or regional 
organization. Recommendations rep-
resent a very powerful instrument since 
the Forum adds a “public quality” to 
queries initially raised by individuals 
or groups. It is advisable, though, to 
establish a system to treat and moni-
tor the implementation of such recom-
mendations as an integral part of this 
instrument. 

In a format very close to “recommen-•	
dations” a Forum would discuss and 
elaborate on a strategy or a planning 
document on behalf of an author-
ity that will implement the plan sub-
sequently. There are different stages 
of plan elaboration which a Forum 
could feasibly contribute. In any case 
the Forum would have to cooperate 
with a technical office of the authority 
which in principle is in charge of plan 
finalization. 

A Forum may very well aim at tangi-•	
ble results. e.g. it can discuss the reali-
zation of projects. With its power to 
assess the context and the causes of 
a problem, a Forum discussion can 
lead to optimized problem solutions 
and development of project propos-
als. This is again a valuable result of 
a Forum, leaving the financial part to 
other institutions or to private engage-
ment. One could consider this as a 
special form of recommendation, set 
in a specified format.

Finally, if the vision is to have imple-•	
mented and operational Forum 
projects by the end of the process, 
the Forum then turns into a project-
processing and project decision-
making body. To that end it should 
dispose of a project fund / financial 
resources. Opening up or finding 
financial sources for a project fund 
rests largely with the initiator. The initi-
ator’s institution may have some budg-
etary possibilities. Outside donors and 
private sponsors might contribute. 
Participants would also shoulder part 
of their own project financing. In any 
case, if it is expected that ideas for 
projects will develop as a result of the 
Forum process, some concrete source 
of financing must be available. The 
project fund is the central instrument in 
this Forum format.

3.4  Coverage

Once you, the initiator, have an idea for 
a topic, and know to what type of results 
the Forum should lead, and therefore 
what instrument should be at its dis-
posal, then the coverage of the Forum 
needs to be considered: who should take 
part in the debate? At this stage, this 
is still a general question (what type of 
participant to envisage?):  it will, howev-
er, become more specific at a later stage 
of the process (which persons should be 
invited to participate?).

The coverage of a Forum always links 
two aspects concurrently: the geo-
graphic area and the specific social 
level at which a Forum should take 
place. Thinking of one aspect inevitably 
relates to the other:

If you think of a Forum for your •	 com-
munity in purely geographic terms,  
you will nevertheless face the issue 
whether to include all its parts and 
settlements? Is it the general public of 
a community that you have in mind 
including subgroups and minorities, or 
is your Forum only for regular citizens 
of the municipality? 

If you foresee a Forum for an entire •	
region with several municipalities – 
are you relating to the broad popula-
tion of a geographic territory or rather 
to a set of selected regional institutions 
linked to a particular theme (e.g. tourist 
attractions)? Do you want municipali-
ties to talk with each other, or should 
regions debate with central ministries 
as partners in discussion? 

At the •	 national level, do you want to 
include groups of professional special-
ists, or the same profession but only 
the members of some national asso-
ciation? The need to focus seems to 
increase with the size of the territory: 
a national Forum can be held effec-
tively only with well-defined groups of 
a similar kind within the same country 
(e.g. all craft associations).

The larger the geographic area the more 
specific and selective the definition of the 
types of social groups to be involved has 
to become.

The examples given above show that 
straightforward geographic definition 
alone does not suffice. The outline of 
the initiator therefore should describe 
the coverage indicating at what level 
and with which part of the social struc-
tures within the given geographic area 
the Forum should be held. Of course, 
this specification of the coverage will be 
done with the theme and the specific 
objectives in mind. 

There are Forums on record relating to 
each of the levels in geographic terms, 
from village to the national level. How 
do they usually relate to the social struc-
ture within the given geographic area? 

In practice, the record shows that •	
Forums at village or community level 
are mainly of two types: 

 -	either relating to the population in 
general, with the Forum trying to be 
representative and to reflect as well as 
possible the prevailing social structure. 
Forum themes can be quite general at 
the outset.

 -	or covering only particular interest 
groups given a more specific theme 
e.g. stakeholders in tourism, in agricul-
ture, or in cultural issues. Forum themes 
here are naturally more specific. 

In •	 Forums at the regional level, par-
ticipation is usually limited to institu-
tions starting from municipality level 
upwards. Small community stakehol
der groups cannot be considered. 
Themes will have to be of interest for 
participants at the regional level. 
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The initiator’s outline should contain a 
first list of potential stakeholder groups 
that can still be adapted later, but their 
tentative selection is useful in planning.

Individual participants are contacted and 
invited only later, after some orientation 
meetings which introduce the Forum 
concept to the general public. The work 
involved behind the scenes at this stage 
is already performed by the key staff, 
usually the moderator or coordinator, 
with the initiator possibly contributing a 
covering letter. A Forum usually brings 
together six to ten stakeholder groups/
interest groups, with six to eight members 

in each group. The persons in charge of 
organizing a Forum (moderator, coordi-
nator, members of the operative group) 
will compose the stakeholder groups 
with diligence and in-depth knowledge 
of the social context from which the par-
ticipants are drawn. To this knowledge 
the initiator is expected to contribute 
substantially. Final arrangements are 
only done during the first session of the 
Forum. 

The •	 national level Forum has the 
same problems as that of the regional 
level, only at a more comprehensive 
stage. National Forums would discuss 
national themes. 

	 To mention some exceptions here: in 
a Forum discussing environmental 
issues in the context of local munici-
palities’ relations to a specific national 
park, an individual community may 
still become involved,  as an exception, 
one is tempted to say. 

The link between three components: 
theme, type of result/instrument, and 
coverage 

Theme and coverage:
The intended coverage needs to cor-
respond with an envisaged theme. One 
would hold a national Forum with gov-
ernment offices and national associa-
tions for a topic such as “national devel-
opment priorities”, a regional one for 
service providers and municipalities on 
“tourism cooperation”, and a community 
level Forum for the “design of a local 
crafts and business centre”.

Theme and instrument:
The same holds true for the working 
instruments to be put at the disposal of 
the Forum. If the intention is to arrive 
at “new regulations for outdoor clinic 
patients” as a result, then recommen-
dations as an instrument would suffice. 
“Beautification of a pedestrian area”, on 
the other hand, calls for a project fund 
for projects to be financed and imple-
mented by citizen groups. 

All three elements – theme, expected 
type of result and coverage – are cap-
tured and enclosed in the vision of the 
initiator – usually without him or her 
being aware of this. The exercise of 
creating an outline may help to bring 
implicit intentions to light.

3.5  Stakeholder / interest groups 
and participants

If you have come this far with your idea 
for a Forum, you are ready to specify the 
outline with respect to participants.

Obviously not all people within a geo-
graphic area being considered can par-
ticipate in a Forum. Selection is neces-
sary, and this is best done with the help 
of certain criteria. The central criterion 
is: participants must belong to the social 
groups for whom the chosen topic is rel-
evant. 

The first step towards selection therefore 
is to define the participation not in terms 
of individuals, but in terms of discern-
able groups of people with the same 
socio-economic background – the so 
called “stakeholder groups” or interest 
groups. These can be representatives 
of NGOs, cultural institutions, adminis-
tration, business, youth, senior citizens, 
farmers, crafts, environmentalists, teach-
ers, minorities, citizens, or of particular 
sections or villages of a municipality etc. 
Again, there is no fixed set of “stake-
holder groups”; their composition will 
vary with each Forum. They will have to 
be defined for each Forum anew, in line 
with its particular combination of topic, 
coverage and type of result expected. 
Clearly, people interested e.g. in plan-
ning waste deposits at a regional level 
will differ greatly from those developing 
common projects for a pedestrian area 
in a town. 

The link between Forum components
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3.6  Expected results

Concrete results are the measurable 
reflection of the objectives of a Forum 
turned into action. If you, as the initiator, 
aim for an improved public information 
flow, then the result should be better-
informed citizens. If you aim for the for-
mation of new coalitions between stake-
holders, the actual forms of cooperation 
they develop in projects would be proof 
of that. If the objective of your Forum 
is to use it as an instrument for project 
preparation and implementation, results 
should be tangible in concrete project 
outputs. Most Forums will yield different 
types of results; their impact will be felt 
at various levels of social and economic 
life. In principle, a Forum’s results and 
impact are measurable. 

It is part of its concern for transparency 
that the Forum process requires the ini-
tiator to be explicit about the intended 
types of results and impact. At the same 
time the initiator is committed to respect 
and take into positive consideration the 
results generated by the Forum. An out-
line should contain a list of expected 
results (material and immaterial), as far 
as is possible, these to be checked later 
against the concrete results produced by 
the Forum. This can help motivate par-
ticipants, defend the process against 
short-sighted criticism, guide media and 
research, form a basis for subsequent 
monitoring and control, and, in general, 
keep the ship on course. 

  	

3.7  Appropriate number of ses-
sions 

With the outline clarified, the envisaged 
mandate for the Forum is sufficiently 
clear to proceed to the next phase - a 
well-founded estimate of the number of 
sessions needed to tackle the task. 

Note that the first session is usually 
devoted to organizational issues, the 
structuring into tables is finalized, the 
theme defined and the overall program 
for the session cycle is adopted. The very 
last session is reserved for prioritiza-
tion and final decision-making. Situated 
between the two is a series of working 
sessions. As a rule, a Forum needs as 
many sessions to analyse the key issues 
at stake as it needs to prepare and select 
solutions for them. 

This is the usual number of sessions 
used in a standard Forum, covering 
the entire community. The number of 
sessions is not mandatory. However, 
experience shows that after an open-
ing session to structure the Forum, 
three to four sessions are necessary 
to sufficiently deepen the level of 
knowledge about an issue or theme 
adopted by the Forum and to design 
a pilot project to learn project prepa-
ration and decision making method-
ology. Ideally, by the middle of the 
Forum process issues are clarified 
to an extent to allow project ideas 
to emerge from amongst the groups 
participating. 

The second half of the Forum is 
devoted to discussion of project pro-
posals (worked out by working groups 
between the sessions) and enrichment 
of their content. In a last session, a 
priorization of all eligible proposals is 
done by the Forum in order to decide 
on the use of the Project Fund. Forum 
sessions usually last half a day and 
take place every four to six weeks. A 
full session cycle thus covers approxi-
mately one year. Project implementa-
tion by those groups who developed 
the project idea takes place once 
the Forum sessions are terminated. 

Implementation easily takes another 
year. To ensure proper information 
to Forum participants, so-called fol-
low-up sessions of the Forum six and 
twelve months after completion of the 
session cycle are organized.
The Program offers technical assist-
ance to ensure standards of the 
Forum process as such, as well as the 
quality of the project proposals. Exter-
nal experts requested by the Forums 
and training courses for particular 
groups and functions on the process 
are also organized. 

Special Forums with reduced cov-
erage or relating to issues that are 
already clarified may last only a 
few sessions to arrive at conclu-
sions, especially if no project fund is 
attached and results consist of rec-
ommendations only.

Forum session cycle
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3.8  Key persons and support 
services

By now the initiator is facing the task 
of forming a team to set the process 
in motion: specialists will be occupied 
with the implementation of the initia-
tor’s vision and outline. Apart from spe-
cialists, the future Forum process will 
need support from experienced institu-
tions. Both, the roles of appropriate key 
staff and support institutions should be 
clearly indicated in the initiator’s outline, 
as without them the process cannot be 
launched. 

This is the last phase of the initiator’s 
direct involvement, but it can, neverthe-
less, be crucial; the key staff selected 
or appointed by the initiator will largely 
influence the character of the Forum 
process. The specialists providing proc-
ess support would in all likelihood be 
private sector organizations, firms or 
NGOs. Sometimes very experienced 
freelance moderators can be recruited. 
Large donor Forum programs may 
already have a base of local civil organi-
zations at hand, specialized in Forum 
process and project support, as well as 
in training activities for moderators and 
coordinators. Individual initiators could 
then take advantage of such sources of 
professional assistance.

The initiator working alone and outside 
a large (state) program may find the 
recruitment of support organizations a 
particularly difficult task. Should local 
organizations with at least some experi-
ence in managing participatory process-
es be unavailable at regional or national 
level, the initiator would then need to 
organize  workshops with candidate 
organizations, using training materials 
now available from international donors 
supporting Forum programs. A lot can 
be achieved by jump-starting the process 
with some professional coaching from 
abroad. Organizations will learn quickly, 
but will not be able to perform effectively 
without an introduction and some guid-
ance on the Forum’s “dos and don’ts”.

Thus the sequence of roles taken up in 
preparation of a Forum is as follows:

Initiator  1	 ➔ Coordinator + Moderator 
➔ all 3: General information meet-
ings
Moderator  2	 ➔ Co-moderator ➔ Core 
of Operative group ➔ Stakeholders ➔ 
Participants ➔ Session preparation 
Coordinator  3	 ➔ Logistics, Infrastruc-
ture, Venue, Media, Technical sup-
port, Budget
Initiator  4	  Financing  general and 
political context support

All this is rough cut; detailed informa-
tion on key roles and initiating steps 
can be found in the Coordinators’ 
guide. Relevant procedures and formats 
recommended for the proper handling 
of support services can also be found in 
the manual.  

The coordinator is the key person 
responsible for support to the Forum 
process with its session requirements 
and the use of instruments. The follow-
ing services must be provided: 

Forum process support
Elaborate formats, checklists, proce-•	
dures relating to conceptualization, 
running and monitoring of all aspects 
of Forum activities, including all forms 
of Forum results, except those requir-
ing an independent budget for imple-
mentation;
Support and coach the operative •	
group, the  responsible PR  and the 
accounting; 
Provide expert support and training to •	
the operative group and the working 
groups established by the Forum on 
request;
Collect and assess monitoring data of •	
individual Forum sessions and carry 
out impact monitoring of the results.

Project preparation and implementa-
tion support

Develop criteria and formats on types •	
and stages of Forum project develop-
ment;
Provide expertise and training on •	
project development to working 
groups;
Manage contacts with experts in the •	
course of project development;
Deliver information on outside project •	
funding possibilities;
Provide technical and financial control •	
on project implementation;
Monitor project development and •	
implementation and report to Steering 
Committee.

  

Back to the facts: when the outline is 
ready, the initiator or initiator organiza-
tion will need professional support. The 
first person to be assigned to carry the 
concept as well as the process towards 
realization would be the coordina-
tor. The coordinator’s first task will be 
to check the consistency of the outline. 
The next appointment necessary would 
be the moderator, and jointly the three 
(initiator, coordinator and moderator) 
would prepare orientation meetings with 
the “coverage”. 

A period of detailed preparations will 
subsequently follow. The moderator will 
select a local co-moderator and the 
core persons of the “operative group” 
and based on their advice proceed to set 
up stakeholder groups and select par-
ticipants. The coordinator at this stage 
prepares the logistics, organizes venue 
and infrastructure, contacts the media, 
secures professional support, and devel-
ops detailed budgets. In parallel, through 
his/her authority and networks the initia-
tor will secure the financing needed for 
the Forum process. Donor funding may 
be available, or some local budget could 
cover the costs. Nevertheless, the ini-
tiator should be in a position to finance 
first contacts with support organizations 
independently when the initial steps 
are not covered by an outside funding 
arrangement. 

The initiator’s withdrawal

Why should an initiator not be run-
ning a Forum, moderating sessions 
and providing support services? Not 
only would this task be too heavy for 
a mayor’s office (for example) – the 
main reason is that the Forum proc-
ess should evolve undisturbed on its 
own, without an influential initiator 
steering the discussions and shaping 
decisions without even intending to. 

With the final touches to the outline, 
the selection of key staff and a sup-
port organization and with the secur-
ing of some source of financing of the 
process, the initiator moves more and 
more to the background and turns 
into a benevolent observer of the 
process and its outcome.

Should an initiator want to take up the 
role of a regular Forum participant, 
he or she should do so as a humble 
member within a regular stakeholder 
group with no special privilege. 
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3.9  Budget

The budget derives from the type of 
Forum envisaged. At the stage of out-
line formulation an estimate of the main 
entries is sufficient (see marked items in 
Insert right). More important will be for 
the initiator to think about sources of 
financing. Examples of Forums shown 
in some of the inserts of this brochure 
indicate sources of actual financing and 
may serve as a guide.
  
Forum process cost will depend largely 
on the cost of key staff and to what extent 
support services can be provided by the 
initiator. Costs can increase substantially 
if there is a project fund envisaged to co-
finance project implementation.

As each session implies staff, expertise, 
preparation work, communication costs, 
location costs, transport, supplies – the 
number of sessions earmarked for the 
Forum is a major factor determining 
the budget. The number of sessions, in 
turn, depends on the size of the task to 
be tackled. 

Two points are to be noted by the initiator 
in this context: first, money alone does 
not guarantee good Forum projects; sec-
ond, fund money has a multiplier effect 
as it brings in additional contributions 
from project promoters. 

A Forum is a “living” social learning 
process, which as such cannot be insti-
tutionalized. It should always be set up 
and convened once there is a new issue 
to be treated, and limited to the period 
of time necessary for a proper response 
to the issue. Furthermore, the Forum is a 
subsidiary tool; it should not replace the 
efforts of permanent institutions.

It has been shown amply in this text that 
stakeholders will and should vary with 
the theme selected for discussion. Setting 
the Forum up anew will allow the intro-
duction of new core staff and adaptation 
of the composition of the participants to 
the issues at stake.

Experience also shows that the modera-
tor or members of the operative group 
are better replaced in a new Forum, 
even if they performed very well. This is 
because patterns of behaviour very eas-
ily become fixed and turn into stifling 
habits – whereas the discussion in a 
Forum should flow freely.
 
However, even though the Forum as 
such is not to be sustained and is better 
not continued for too long, it can be re-
established as a recurrent format if the 
initiator is willing to do so and the par-
ticipants are interested in this: 

There have been arrangements to •	
have Forums convened once a year for 
an annual consultation during munici-
pal budget discussions. One or two 
sessions would suffice for a mandate 
of this highly specialized character.

Further, if a municipality uses part of its •	
budget in a project fund or community 
fund for civil society projects or other 
detailed budget allocations, the annu-
al Forum can develop into an institu-
tionalized power-sharing mechanism 
between civil society and the public 
sector. Again, a reduced cycle of ses-
sions could be appropriate in this case, 
if the range of specific projects to be 
implemented is governed by regula-
tions of the municipality. 

And finally one could build up and insti-
tutionalize capacity in Forum manage-
ment with local organizations, civil or 
public. This will develop the local poten-
tial to handle Forums in the future, to 
train new moderators and coordinators 
as required, and to have Forums reoccur 
whenever an initiator feels the need for 
their use.

Main lines of a Forum budget

1  Budget for organization and  
    moderation of Forum sessions
	 1.1  Coordinator of the Forum
	 1.2  Moderator
	 1.3  Accountant
	 1.4 Travel cost, overnight / coordinator
	 1.5 Travel cost, overnight / moderator
	 1.6  Expenses for session experts
	 1.7  Administrative costs 
2  Budget for Forum sessions
	 2.1  Co-moderator
	 2.2  Operative group
	 2.3  Secretary
	 2.4  Room rent etc. 
	 2.5  Sound system
	 2.6  Coffee breaks
	 2.7  Office supplies
	 2.8  Postal charges
	 2.9  Bulletin
3  Project fund contribution

Total 1 to 3

Refer to the Coordinator’s Manual for 
details (Attachment 2)

4  Should a Forum be institu-
tionalized? 
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Attachment 1 
The Forum in its standard format

The standard “Community Forum” is initiated by a municipality. It relates to the com-
munity as a whole and deals with themes derived from a survey carried out prior to 
the Forum. The sessions involve 60 to 80 participants, in groups formed according 
to common background and interest, at six to ten working tables. The aim is for the 
groups to be representative of the main social groupings existing in the community. 
(In diversified versions of the Forum oriented towards special groups or a more com-
prehensive geographic level, the groups are to cover the entire range of possible 
interests in the topic envisaged.)  

The Forum is guided by a moderator, a skilled person from outside supported by a 
local “operative group”. The logistics and organizational aspects, as well as provision 
of training and expertise, are taken care of by a coordinator, usually a person linked 
to an organization with sufficient organizational capacity.  

The Forum participants meet for a series of sessions every four to six weeks over a 
period of up to one year; one session usually lasts 4 to 5 hours. 

The same groups discuss a common topic of their own choosing, usually derived 
from the survey previously conducted by the initiator. 

Training and technical assistance e.g. for media relations, project development and 
implementation, is provided by professionals. 
 
The discussion process leads the groups to consolidate their interpretations of the 
issue and to agree on appropriate solutions.
 
The groups draw up recommendations for local administrations and other institu-
tions.
 
They agree on project ideas to be developed by working groups between the Forum 
sessions.
 
They prioritize finalized project proposals.
 
A joint fund is established for the financing of projects, with contributions from 
donors and the municipality. The Forum participants implementing the projects add 
their own contribution in money or kind. 

During its last session, the Forum lists all eligible project proposals and prioritizes 
the most suitable amongst them. Through a voting procedure by tables, the Forum 
selects the final list of projects to be financed from its fund. (A substantial number of 
project ideas, processed by as many working groups in the course of and between 
the Forum sessions, are turned into completed project proposals. Those not selected 
for financing by the Forum can still be used to attract funding from other institutions 
or investors.)

An implementation phase of the Forum-selected projects follows the conclusion of 
the sessions. This phase involves only those working groups in charge of relevant 
projects. The operative group continues monitoring the projects’ implementation and 
results. 

After 6 and 12 months, the Forum is reconvened for a follow-up session, to draw 
conclusions about the outcome of financed projects and to learn about the fate of 
recommendations addressed to outside institutions.
 
The entire process of one Forum including follow-up sessions to Forum participants 
(subsequent to implementation of projects or recommendations) can easily extend to 
over two full years.

Attachment 1  (contd.)  
The Forum in its standard format

In its standard format (relating to community needs), the Forum mediates 
between civil society, informal groupings and the official institutional system by 
offering a platform for interaction. It neither replaces nor competes with public 
authorities such as local councils or municipal administrations.

Forums in adapted form (e.g. a Regional Forum between municipalities or 
a National Forum between government bodies or national organizations) will 
treat other types of themes with groups of participants corresponding to the level 
concerned. Such Forums have a proven capacity in structuring and sequencing 
planning processes and public negotiations. They can also successfully design 
and implement projects at the respective level, and – in other versions – lead to 
the setting up of regional project development capacity.  
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Attachment 2 
Forum Process Implementation Sequences: Roles & Responsibilities

Attachment 2  (contd.)  
Forum Process Implementation Sequences: Roles & Responsibilities

ACTIVITIES INITIATOR COORDINATOR MODERATOR

Forum process preparation

Forum outline (FO) & draft budget 

Securing sources of financing 

Identification & appointment of coordinator

Review & finalization of FO + Budget (including 
project funds, if needed)

Appointment of moderator (contract)

Define/ derive stakeholder groups 

Public outreach/ Media

Survey on public/community needs (if required) 

Public information meeting

Appointment of Co-moderator (contract)

Identification of members of OG

Meetings with stakeholder groups to finalize 
selection of Forum participants 

Selection of Forum venue

Official invitation sent to Forum participants (sending)

color key assistance/advice executive responsibility

ACTIVITIES INITIATOR COORDINATOR MODERATOR

Managing Forum sessions and in-between activities

Preparation of the Forum session technical

Running the Forum session

In-between session operations & support (+ OG)

Forum newsletter & media (member of the 
OG)

Minutes & reporting materials  (member of the 
OG)

Capacity building  & training

Expert support search&contract (content)

Managing Forum results

Implementation monitoring (recommendations, 
projects, policies)

Preparation for feedback session

Final report

Final assessment

color key assistance/advice executive responsibility
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Attachment 3 
Sample of a Forum outline

Bulgarian Forum Program – Phase Three, Batch 7, Community Forums

Forum Outline

I. General information 
 
1. Name of the applicant coordinating organization Business Centre Svishtov

2. Brief information on the organization: main activity; currently imple-
mented projects; type of Forums the organization has participated in/ 
coordinated 

Main activity: 
Business Center Svishtov is a non-governmental organization whose mission is to 
assist in the development of small, medium, and family businesses in the region 
of Svishtov Municipality. It is a successor of the “Information and Training Center”, 
founded in the context of the implementation of Local Agenda 21 with support of 
UNDP. 

Experience in organization and coordination of Forum process on local level: 
Business Center Svishtov has been a partner in the realization of Community Forum 
Svishtov 2002–2004. The Forum established 17 Working Groups dealing with the 
problems involving more than 60 participants – members of the Forum and other 
citizens.  The projects realized were initiated by 5 NGOs, two of them newly estab-
lished: two libraries, the Historical Museum, the Municipal Hospital and the Munici-
pality of Svishtov (Departments of Education and Culture, Sports). Two years later, 
the results show the undoubted sustainability of the projects. All the established study 
rooms, reading rooms, tournaments, sports grounds and clubs are not only function-
ing but have been institutionalized and are expanding their range of activities. 

3. Partner Municipality and Forum site: Municipality of Belene
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II.  Information on the proposed Forum: 

1. Description of the necessity of a Forum in the Municipality 

Description of the Municipality:

Belene is a classic type of rural municipality. It is characterized by a predominantly 
rural way of living and development of agriculture, forestry and processing industry. 
The service sector needs development in order to avoid depopulation of the region. 
Seasonal employment in agriculture and construction is insufficient to solve the prob-
lem of unemployment. Diversification of economic activities and mainly develop-
ment of tourism in the Persina Natural Park is an opportunity to increase income and 
improve living conditions through opening of new jobs.
Despite the developed social infrastructure (schools, kindergartens, cultural centres, 
public libraries, clubs, healthcare emergencies etc) there is a tendency of migration 
of young economically active people from the region. It is provoked by the low quali-
ty of life and high level of unemployment because of the lack of alternative economic 
activities. 
Even with a number of NGOs in the Municipality, the citizens’ participation in the 
local development processes is very weak. 

Expediency of the Forum theme for the Municipality: 

Realising a Community Forum in the Municipality of Belene is in line with the third 
strategic objective of the National Plan for Rural Development 2007-2013. 

It is necessary to increase the activity and involvement of stakeholders in the •	
process of local development – creation of an annual program to implement the 
Municipal Development plan 2007; a Tourism development program; realization 
of the Environmental Program 2006-2009; the Program for waste management 
2006-2010.

In spite of their willingness, the NGOs have insufficient capacity for participation in •	
the processes of local and regional development. It is necessary to enhance their 
capacity and develop efficient partnerships between the NGOs on one hand, and 
between NGOs and local authorities and business on the other. 

During the Community Forum Belene, urgent problems of local development will •	
be defined and common solutions will be identified. 

We expect that the Forum process will increase knowledge and skills of local com-•	
munity to apply to EU Structural Funds and different donors as well as to prepare 
specialists for the establishment of a Local Action Group within the LEADER Pro-
gram.  It will provide real opportunities to elaborate quality projects to the Opera-
tive Programs of the EU Structural Funds from 2007 onwards.   
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2.  Forum objectives and theme

The Forum theme: 

Improving the quality of life in Belene Municipality
The theme formulated is in line with the third strategic objective of the National Rural 
Development Plan 2007–2013. The main objectives of Community Forum Belene 
are:

To create conditions for improvement of life quality in Belene Municipality through •	
active participation of citizens and social-economic partners in the processes of 
local development;
To build capacity in the local community for active and effective participation in the •	
processes of local development and demand for joint solutions for improving life 
quality.

 
3. Forum format

a) Forum site; territorial range of participants; number of sessions: 
 
Forum site: Municipality of Belene, Hall 26
Territorial range of participants: residents of the town and the settlements of 
Belene Municipality 
Number of sessions: Eight Forum sessions (information session, five regular ses-
sions, two follow-up sessions six and twelve months after the final session)  
The Operative Group will work in the premises of Belene Municipality, outside the 
Forum Center (Business Center Svishtov). We envisage a team of 6 persons, repre-
sentatives of the main stakeholder groups in the community: Co-moderator; Rep-
resentative of Municipal Administration; Representative of NGO; Representative of 
institutions; Secretary taking the minutes of the meetings. 

Tentative outline of Forum session cycle:

At the First session the National Rural Development plan and the Municipal Devel-
opment plan 2007–2013 will be presented by experts or by providing information 
material. Thus the work of the Second session will be outlined.   
After the First Forum session we envisage training for the operative group members. 
It will be held in May 2006 in the Business Center Svishtov. The training will ensure 
the effective work of the operative group in realization of the entire Forum process. 
At the Second session in June and the Third Session in July 2006, resources and 
factors defining the quality of life will be discussed. Main problems will be formu-
lated and common solutions will be identified. We expect the necessity of a survey 
in the local community; forming of working groups for a detailed research of the 
problem areas; formulation of lots of questions and recommendations to the local 
authorities and institutions; forming of working groups for project preparation. We 
envisage training in project preparation between the Second and the Third Sessions. 
The training will be held in Belene with the attendance of representatives of different 
stakeholder groups and working groups. The Third session will form working groups 
for preparation of demonstration projects. Criteria of project selection and prioritiza-
tion procedures will be clarified and adopted. Implementation of recommendations 
will be reported. It will be necessary to organize training (a seminar or other form) 

for presentation of the EU Structural Funds and the opportunities of the LEADER Pro-
gram. Possibly it could be realized through the demonstration projects or as a part 
of them. 
At the Forth Session in September 2006 the Working groups will present the ideas 
which have been elaborated for demonstration projects. They will be prioritized for 
realization in the next three months. Working groups for the main Forum projects will 
also present their ideas to be realized in 2007. Implementation of recommendations 
will also be reported on. 
The Fifth Session will be held in October 2006 as a closing session. Prioritisation 
of main Forum projects for financing from the Forum budget will take place. The 
status of recommendations will be monitored and a summary of Forum discussions 
will be made.
Follow-up Sessions: we envisage organizing one in six months, in April 2007, and 
another one in September 2007. The first follow-up session will report on the realiza-
tion of the main Forum projects, and the second one will report on the results and 
the sustainability of projects.

An Information Bulletin will be published after each main Forum session present-
ing the basic themes  and issues of Forum discussions.  

b) Expected results:

Objective oriented results:

Created conditions for improved quality of life through development and realiza-•	
tion of projects providing for: 
- Stabilized and diversified economy, improved infrastructure and services;
- Ecological and efficient management of natural resources respecting the  
 principles of sustainability;

- Efficient use of human resources in agriculture and rural areas; increased skills  
 and abilities.

Increasing the involvement of stakeholders in the process of local development: •	
Municipal plan 2007; Tourism development program; Environmental Program 
2006-2009; Waste management 2006-2010;
Defining urgent problems of local development and identifying of common solu-•	
tions;
Increasing the skills of local community to apply to EU Structural Funds and differ-•	
ent donors;
Preparation for establishment of a Local Action Group within the LEADER Pro-•	
gram;
Establishment of networks, of long-term effective partnerships in different spheres •	
and levels;
Strengthening and development of NGO sector in the Municipality and encourag-•	
ing its role in the processes of local development; 
Achieving of ecological and effective use of resources;•	
Effective application of the Forum approach in Belene Municipality as a model of •	
future replication on local level. 
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4. Parties interested/ stakeholder groups, according to Forum theme: 

a) Brief presentation:

Business: main employers in the municipality, agricultural cooperatives and pro-•	
ducers; private companies;
Local authority: municipal administration and villages;•	
Institutions: municipal service ‘Agriculture and Forestry’; social services; educa-•	
tional and cultural institutions; 
Directorate of Persina Natural Park;•	
NGOs;•	
Association of Danube Municipalities Danube; Youth organization With open eyes; •	
cultural centres (Chitalishte) in the Municipality – six pensioners’ clubs in each set-
tlement; sports clubs etc.;
Disabled persons’ clubs. The Municipal Organisation of disabled people was •	
established with a Decision of the Municipal Council nº 22/30.04.2002 as an 
NGO for social services on a budgetary support. 312 members in clubs of several 
villages;
Media – local and regional media;•	
Citizens.•	

b) Proposal/ idea of the Forum structure (working tables - number and 
names):

We propose a Forum structure of nine Working Tables (WT): WT ‘Local Authority’; 
WT ‘Settlements’; WT ‘Social Activities’; WT ‘Education and Culture’; WT ‘Ecology 
and Education’; WT ‘Business’; WT ‘Youth’; WT ‘Citizens’ + WT ‘Operative Group’. 

5. Role and contribution of the Municipality to the realization of the 
Forum process and Forum results (recommendations; project proposals; 
strategies; programs etc.)

1. Municipality of Belene engages to contribute financially to project realization up to 
20 000 BGN

2. Co-financing of the Forum process up to 2 000 BGN
Municipality of Belene engages to support organization and implementation of 
Forum sessions. A representative of the Municipality will participate in the operative 
group. It will realize an information campaign before starting the Forum. Represent-
atives of Local Administration, Mayoralties and different institutions will participate in 
the Working Tables. The Municipality engages to reply to the questions and recom-
mendations addressed during the Forum process. Part of the proposals formulated 
during the Forum process could later be included in the Municipal Development Plan 
2007 and financed through the Municipal budget.

6. Proposal for a team to support realization of the Forum process: (coor-
dinator, moderator, accountant etc.) incl. description of responsibilities 
of each member 

Moderator: Petar Petrov
Coordinator: Tatyana Miteva
Accountant: Kamelia Todorova 
Operative group with: 6 representatives of local community (Co-Moderator, PR, Rep-
resentative of Municipality; Representative of NGO; Representative of institutions; 
Secretary) Members will be defined at the first information session. 

7. Schedule of Forum sessions:

Information Session	 May 06
First Session	 June 06	 Theme: Establishment of the Forum
Second Session	 July 06	 Theme: Introducing the EU Funds and 	
		P  rograms
Third Session	 September 06	 Theme: Discussion of the potential of 	
		B  elene Municipality and Development 	
		  plan 2007-13   
Forth Session	 October 06	 Theme: Discussion of project ideas and 	
		  proposals for amendment in the 		
		M  unicipal Plan 
Fifth Session	 November 06	 Theme: Prioritisation of project proposals
Follow-up Session 1	 April 07
Follow-up Session 2	 September 07

 



40

Attachments

The Forum has the merit of being a platform for discussion and decision-mak-
ing, offering an equal voice to all participants and a publicly accessible proc-
ess transparent from the moment of its conceptualization to the last feedback 
regarding its outcome.

A series of Forum sessions is a substantial social process designed to involve 
all stakeholder groups (thematically or interest-aligned) relevant to a particular 
theme or issue. If the coverage is extended from a community to a district or a 
region, the composition of the stakeholder groups and participants are adapted, 
yet the instrument and the process remain unchanged.

An outside moderator facilitates the sessions. Structured in groups, participants 
learn about differing viewpoints and interests – including their own – and work 
towards consolidated responses to issues acceptable to all.

The Forum can lead to new coalitions and new forms of cooperation between 
stakeholder groups and to better understanding of diverse interests. 

The Forum reinforces local capacity in project preparation, implementation and 
monitoring, thus eliminating a notorious bottleneck in decentralization policies. 

The Forum puts citizens in a position to decide on project proposals and recom-
mendations and to experience the impact of their decisions.

The Forum has a proven record of altering and improving the attitude and 
engagement of its participants towards their role in public life.

The Forum process is designed to complement existing political structures, 
enriching them with bottom-up contributions and broad involvement of citizens 
and civil organizations. 

If the immediate outcome of a Forum process is tangible projects and target-
ed recommendations, the overall impact is a changed attitude and heightened 
interest of participants in public affairs. Improved governance quality may be the 
overall outcome of a Forum. 

Attachment 4 
Setting development in motion




