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ABSTRACT

New experiences in public participation gained during the pandemic, and in light of the growing
digitalization and migration of various spheres of engagement in virtual space, indicate the need to change
the paradigm engagement of planners as educators whose presence is necessary in the offline world. There
are wider possibilities in overcoming the communication boundaries from a narrow space to the territory
of the whole world. In addition, this leads to significant reduction of fuel consumption needed to overcome
distant destinations and, consequently, reducing the carbon footprint. On the other hand, this type of
communication allows relaxation of all participants who from their own homes can have a real experience
of participating in the conference, lecture or seminar.

This type of dialogue also has significant negative consequences, which are reflected in increased alienation
between interlocutors/participants, frequent misunderstandings and inadequate communication due to
technological barriers, as well as participants inertik resulting from long exhausting conferences without
real interaction.

On the examples of dialogue, education and participatory processes within the ConnectGREEN project- ...
this paper will review the positive and negative repercussions of new mechanisms of participation and
possible directions for achieving active participation and education that would be realized hybrid.

Keywords:

sustainable development, climate change, implementation of research results in the planning practice, the
use of new technologies.
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INTRODUCTION

Participatory and educational processes in urban planning and design have not experienced significant
steps forward or transformations during the last decades of the 20 and the first decade of the 215t century.
However, with the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic, the current paradigm related to the need for
active public participation and education directly related to spatial/urban/environmental planning and
decision-making through lectures, public workshops, round tables, open discussions and debates requiring
the physical presence of participants is changing, and new virtual space settings of participation are defined.
New circumstances raise the question of continuing active participation activities in a (permanently?)
changed environment and facing the obstacles caused by the global pandemic. Thus, the participatory tools
and instruments used in the pre-pandemic era are changing significantly, opening new opportunities for
the active participation of experts in projects of wider community importance. These opportunities are
rising and will be evolved also in post-pandemic area opening the new field of research of potential
possibilities for engagement of stakeholders in participation processes.

COVID-19 pandemic was having a huge impact on every aspect of human life, including public services,
governance, and the well-being of citizens. In this regard, “normal” life in every aspect supposed be
established soon after announcement of the pandemic, so that all of the important areas of human existence
would continue working properly.

New experiences gained during the COVID-19 pandemic, supported by the growing digitalization and
migration of various spheres of engagement in virtual space, indicate the need to change the paradigm
engagement of planners as educators, trainers and mediators whose presence is necessary in the offline
world. Having that in mind they can achieve wider and more adequate possibilities in overcoming the
communication boundaries from a narrow space to the territory of the whole world. In addition, this leads
to lowering GHG emission and production of CO; and, consequently, reducing the carbon footprint through
significant reduction of fuel consumption needed to overcome distant destinations. On the other hand, this
type of communication allows relaxation of all participants who from their own homes can have a real
experience of participating in the conference, lecture or seminar.

However, this type of dialogue also has significant negative consequences, which are reflected in increased
alienation between interlocutors/participants, frequent misunderstandings and inadequate
communication due to technological barriers, as well as participants’ inertia resulting from long exhausting
conferences without real interaction. This type of communication, in addition to the obvious advantages
(possibility of quick organization and animation of a large number of stakeholders in a short period of time,
possibility of working "from home” with maximum comfort, reduction of transport/organizational and
other costs of organizing webinars, online conferences, etc.), imposes a number of obstacles, primarily of a
technical-technological and psychological nature. (Buehler, et al, 2020) (Beyea et al, 2009)

On the examples of dialogue, education and participatory processes within the ConnectGREEN project-
Restoring and managing ecological corridors in mountains as the green infrastructure in the Danube basin,
this paper will review the positive and negative repercussions of new mechanisms of participation and
possible directions for achieving active participation and education that would be realized hybrid.

POSSIBILITIES FOR PUBLIC PARTICIPATION IN THE COVID-19 ERA
- education, trainings, workshops

Participatory processes which were legally established in the pre-pandemic era in spatial, urban and
environmental planning have been seriously transformed during the global outbreak of coronavirus disease
COVID-19 in 2020 (WHO). These circumstances had huge impact on every aspect of human life, including
public services, governance, and the well-being of citizens. The life once considered “normal” got the new
dimension, and all of its aspects, including important areas of human existence had the demand to continue
working properly, despite the global pandemic.

Existing forms of communication, types of engagement and active offline participation have been disabled
due to lockdowns, curfews, real pandemic threats, as well as fear and discomfort and other psychological
barriers of the citizens. Die to all of these obstacles, participative process had to go through serious changes
in order to maintain quality communication between interest groups.

Participation was not the only form of stakeholders’ engagement that had to undergo changes. On the other
hand, education at all age levels, the continuation of courses, training, lectures, classes in all educational
institutions were also threatened by the pandemic and new ways had to be found to continue working in
new circumstances.
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New virtual participatory approaches through different types of engagement have entered new chapterin
the history of public participation, with the aim to improve existing practice and procedures and adapt them
to the demands of pandemic era, with the huge impact and help from technological achievements.
With the aim to maintain the perpetual engagement of stakeholders in planning and decision-making
procedures, it was necessary to define new ways of their participation. Through the planetary experiences
of different experts during 2020, it was determined that newly created conditions of physical distancing
demand use of online (internet) tools/platforms and work in smaller groups, by combining different
communication channels.
Having that in mind, it was necessary to define new methodological procedures for future alternative types
of participation, which could easily convert to to virtual participatory platforms.
Also, these new modalities of participation should necessarily follow previously adopted Arnstein
"participation ladder” (Arnstein, 1969) with the clear steps needed for enabling full and adequate
participation. These steps include:
« information - using tools such as social networks - Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIN, Whatsapp, Viber,
webinars, newsletters, 3D visualizations, blog articles, ete.
« consultations - online surveys, questionnaires, focus groups, telephone surveys and trend research,
supported by online platforms such as Zoom, Teams, Skype etc.
« inclusion - video conferences, online voting, use of email communication in order to engage
stakeholders more often
« collaboration - distribution of documents via emails and other types of communications, creation of
spaces for discussion and conversations on online platforms, conversations in groups and 1 on 1, tools
for 3d mapping, virtual whiteboards to ensure cooperation on the Internet
* empowerment - support for the formation of a unique opinion, which was reached by using the means
of virtual reality (Mohankumar, et al. 2020)

This type of engagement considers only online modalities of communication, without actual offline contact
between different stakeholders’ groups or relation teacher/professor - students.

A large number of experts (Mohankumar et.al 2020), (Buehler et al, 2020), (Pantic, et al, 2021), (Buheji el
al, 2020) (Thoeneick, 2021) proposed the thesis that participation should not be exclusively realized in
online spheres, (having in mind that the pandemic will eventually stop) but that part of the activity should
be realized in live contact with experts. However, the uncertainty caused by frequent quarantines and
complete bans (lockdowns, curfews) on movement/contacts between people suggested the necessity of
rapid mobility and a higher degree of adaptation to the organization of the engagement of experts, in which
the base, for now, should be online forms of communication, through social networks, the organization of
webinars and videos conferences, emails, newsletters, online lectures etc.

Each of the mentioned types of engagement has its own obstacles, which can be overcome to a greater or
lesser extent.

This type of communication, in addition to the obvious advantages (possibility of quick organization and
animation of a large number of stakeholders in a short period of time, overcoming territorial barriers,
possibility of working "from home” with maximum comfort, reduction of transport/organizational and
other costs of organizing webinars, online conferences, etc.), imposes a number of obstacles, primarily of a
technical-technological and psychological nature (Buehler et al, 2020).

This primarily refers to evident technological and educational limitations, as well as problems encountered
by participants in interactive processes, which relate to initial shyness in communication, discomfort,
inability to clearly express opinions via Internet technology, and others. Special barriers were faced by
people in older age categories who were insufficiently educated in terms of technology and/or did not easily
grasp new ways of communicating via Internet.

In the case of workshops, online round tables and other forms of active engagement of stakeholders, the
biggest problem is certainly (in addition to the inability to quickly adapt to technological innovations and
psychological barriers) other technical obstacles such as poor internet connection, inadequate
technological equipment of users, unstable internet connection, etc..

A similar situation occurred in the relationship between educators (professors, teachers) and students on
the faculties and universities related to the urban/spatial/environmental planning all over the world.
COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted teaching in a variety of institutions. It has tested the readiness of
academic institutions to deal with such abrupt crisis. Online learning has become the main method of
instruction during the pandemic. The period of transition from offline to online methods of education was
short and the instructions for education were not clear enough, or it was difficult to get used to the new
circumstances.
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Students and teachers have also gone through similar problems as the participants in the processes of urban
planning, since a significant part of them had technical difficulties, as well as psychological barriers to the
implementation of the new concept of education (Almahasees et al, 2021) (Kulal et al, 2020) (Li and Lalani,
2020). At the same time, efficiency of such education showed less effective than face-to-face learning and
teaching. Faculty and students all over the world concluded that online learning challenges lie in adapting
to online education, especially for deaf and hard of hearing students, lack of interaction and motivation,
technical and Internet issues, data privacy, and security. They also agreed on the advantages of online
learning. The benefits were mainly self-learning, low costs, convenience, and flexibility. Even though online
learning works as a temporary alternative due to COVID-19, it could not substitute face-to-face learning.
The study recommends that blended learning would help in providing a rigorous learning environment.
(Almahasees et al, 2021).

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE NEW PARTICIPATION METHODS WITHIN INTERNATIONAL PROJECTS
AND EDUCATION

Institute of Architecture and Urban & Spatial planning of Serbia - IAUS, in the period 2018-2021. year, as
part of the international INTERREG project from the Danube transnational calls, "ConnectGREEN"
(https:/ /www.facebook.com/connectgreensrbija) "Management and restoration of ecological corridors as
green infrastructure in the Danube Basin"”, (ConnectGREEN (DTP 072-2.3 )- Restoring and managing
ecological corridors in mountains as the green infrastructure in the Danube basin "), conducted a series of
lectures and interactive workshops and online trainings, round tables and discussions with different age-
group stakeholders, from students to experts in different subjects. The project was initiated by WWF Ro
(World wildlife fund, Romania) with the aim of determining the migratory corridors of large carnivores and
enabling better connectivity and reducing mortality rates of these species by building overhead crossings
(eco-ducts or green bridges).

This project served as pilot project of COVID-19 based public participation in Serbia, because its realization
demanded constant involvement of stakeholders in all the implementation phases. In the first year of
project implementation, public participation was held offline, with the active participation of thirty-six
representatives of the relevant stakeholders in Serbia, including the representatives of: four ministries of
the Republic of Serbia, NGOs, public enterprises and academic institutions. On three different points (tables)
mediators from IAUS were discussing with the groups of ten people about different topics. Representatives
were discussing proposed methodologies via world-café participation model and round table discussions,
as well as through direct communication with the project leader and team members. After the workshops,
participants were engaged via e mail on different subjects.

After the announcement of pandemic of coronavirus disease COVID-19 in early March 2020, project team
had to reorganize the participation procedure, strictly following the Arnstein "participation ladder” but
adapted for functioning in the online sphere. This fast transition from offline to online sphere was caused
by the project obligations which demanded two more organized workshops with the representatives from
different institutions,

Information about the new circumstances and work within the project in pandemic were distributed via e-
mail, project's web page, as well as newsletters. Participants in the previous workshops were semi-
interested in the new way of communication, mostly because of the lack of technical knowledge in working
with new technology, as well as sense of discomfort with the communication through internet and different
types of conference calls (such as ZOOM, Teams, Skype etc.). Before the online workshops, all the relevant
materials and documents on the elaborated subject were distributed to the participants.

Initial communication started via e mail in order to form focus groups for future virtual workshops and
round tables. Direct involvement and questioning was initiated through video conference (ZOOM platform)
using new technologies of online voting on subject that needed to be queried.

Discussions were realized through unified participation in the same channel of communication, and after
experts were divided in several groups depending on the subject of the discussion, and later on brought
back again in a single online conference room for defining common conclusions.

In the online sphere, workshops and roundtables had less participants due to technical illiteracy and
disability to quickly learn new technologies, as well as psychological barriers which decreased the number
of active participants on the second held workshop.

On the third organized workshop (Photo 1), held several months after the second, experts/stakeholders got

used to the new circumstances and had better response to the online workshop and round table then on the
previous one. Experts overcome the psychological barrier and developed skills for public speaking in front
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of the cameras. Also, participants showed more enthusiasm in answering the questions related to the
project, which brought better results of the overall discussion and better participation process in the
project.

On the other hand, outbreak of COVID-19 also affected organization of the workshops and lectures for the
students, Educational workshops represent a type of participative planning that involves organization in
several stages, namely: previous education of the group whose opinion is being considered, implementation
of the workshop on a specific, selected group of participants and presentation of the most significant
research results to the participants. Workshops can be conducted on groups of residents of different ages,
educational profile, level of competence, etc.

Online education methods of engagement (Photo 2), as other type of public participation - were also held
within project ConnectGREEN.. Team members of the project held lectures online for the students of the
Faculty of Architecture of the University of Belgrade, within the subject "Trends in urban infrastructure”,
and in the master’s studies and at the Metropolitan University, Faculty of Applied Ecology - FUTURA, in the
subject "Risk Management in environment” at the master's studies. In the aforementioned lectures, the
students took an active part in the exchange of opinions, concretization of the problem, consideration of
possible scenarios and adequate planning and project solutions. In the conditions of the pandemic, the
lectures were held online, however, this did not contribute to a decrease in student engagement, but
encouraged them to take a more agile approach in interactive discussions of the observed issue, There were
evident obstacles in the implementation of such engagement of students primarily due to the level of
(un)familiarity with technology, psychological obstacles in active participation in decision-making in
changed circumstances, as well as generalized problems that arose due to the impossibility of continuously
holding the workshop due to technical obstacles (interruption of the Internet connection , image delays,
etc.), enabling equality in time for expressing individual views, etc. However, despite everything, the
workshops were successfully held. As a result of this active participation, the students created a large
number of video works for the purpose of promoting and disseminating the results of the project, which
had significant success in the international framework.
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Photo 1. ConnectGREEN online worhshops and Photo 2. ConnectGREEN online workshops with the students
round tables with experts (source: Authors)
CONCLUSION

Participation practice in the pre-pandemic times in spatial, urban and environmental planning process has
gone through significant changes not only in terms of migration from offline to online spheres, but also with
establishment of new, improved technics and methods that needed to be introduced in order to maintain
more or less similar and adequate stakeholders’ involvement. Transition from old habits to “new normal”
were hard, having in mind small amount of time and level of experts’ preparedness for new circumstances.
Pandemic swroundings have raised questions of possibilities for continuing active participation activities
in a (permanently?) changed environment and defining new, hybrid ways of engaging stakeholders in
participatory planning activities.

New, adapted and improved participatory tools and instruments were introduced, opening new
opportunities for the active participation of experts in projects of wider community importance, and on the
different parts of the world, making territorial distance no longer an obstacle for stakeholders’ involvement.
Potentials for further improvements are now officially revealed through new directions for the
development of the participatory process, based on the old matrixes

ConnectGREEN project and its’ experiences on the new public participation processes can be used as an
adequate polygon for newly established practice, with all the presented obstacles and advantages.

Taking into account the results of research carried out at one international project, and later verified at
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several different international projects, congresses, lectures etc held online during pandemic in 2020, 2021
and 2022, it can be concluded that the best ways of participation are also those that are not oriented
exclusively to online or offline mechanisms.

Namely, hybrid forms of participation proved to be the most effective, especially in the post-pandemic era,
since they enable overcoming of the communication boundaries from a narrow space to the territory of the
whole world. In addition, this leads to significant reduction of fuel consumption needed to overcome distant
destinations and, consequently, reducing the carbon footprint. On the other hand, this type of
communication allows relaxation of all participants who from their own homes can have a real experience
of participating in the conference, lecture or seminar, and that is why it represents future participation in
the newly established world setting.
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