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Comparative case studies from Alberta, Canada
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and Steve Pattena

aDepartment of Political Science, University of Alberta, Edmonton, Canada; bFaculty of
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Resource Economics and Environmental Sociology, University of Alberta, Edmonton, Canada

ABSTRACT
What factors shape the democratic potential of public consultation in environ-
mental policymaking? Here, the motivations, purposes, designs, and outcomes
of recent public engagement on land use planning, climate change policy, and
water resource management in Alberta, Canada are reviewed in order to show
how the power dynamics of the political and economic context shape the
democratic potential of public and stakeholder consultations, especially where
dominant resource interests are at stake. At the same time, political leadership,
interactions between civil society actors and key design elements are shown
to be important to democratization.

KEYWORDS Public engagement; consultation; environmental governance; democracy; policymaking;
political economy

Introduction

We explore the potential for the democratization of environmental policy-
making in liberal democracies through citizen engagement by reviewing the
motivations, purposes, designs, and outcomes of three public consultations
in the Canadian province of Alberta between 2000–2014. These consulta-
tions covered climate change policy, land use planning, and water resource
management. We use these cases to show how resource dependence can
place stark limits on the willingness of a government to democratize public
engagement in environmental policymaking. But these conclusions are
qualified with an analysis of roles that citizen engagement can play where
dominant resource interests are not directly threatened and where political
leadership can introduce democratic elements into process design.

We judge that public engagement is democratic if it opens policy
processes to citizen influence, which is to say that there is a real
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possibility that citizen involvement may alter the relative balance of
power and influence of different social, political, and economic interests.
A democratic assessment of policy alternatives evaluates how engagement
processes reflect and construct what count as relevant interests and how
these are balanced. It investigates which interests are welcomed into the
policy process and given opportunities for direct impact on decision-
making. This democratic assessment also considers the capacity of com-
peting actors to shape the process’s agenda and its goals and conception
of public interest. The degrees of openness, transparency, and effective
information sharing are therefore critical to democratic public
engagement.

A strong indicator of democratic performance along these lines is a
significant shift in policy direction consistent with citizen input into
consultation processes. When the majority view of an informed public
is able to counter either the influence of private interests privileged
within the political economy of a jurisdiction or the ideological commit-
ments of a ruling party, the engagement processes may be said to be
strongly democratic (cf. McCool and Guthrie 2001). This strongly demo-
cratic impulse can also extend to green politics and ethical commitments
to nature (Smith 2001). When, on the other hand, even well-designed
consultation processes suffer from agency capture (Singleton 2000) and
consistently fail to translate citizens’ preferences into policy outcomes,
these processes are weakly democratic. A further role for citizen engage-
ment – and this may be achieved even where influence on policy is
absent or ambiguous – is to build the political capacity of participants,
and identify the potential for alignment between stakeholders for future
action, through dialogue and learning (Diduck et al. 2012, Neville and
Weinthal 2016).

In assessing the democratic character of Alberta’s consultation pro-
cesses, we found the political–economic context to be of overriding
significance in accounting for the motivations, purposes, designs, and
outcomes of the processes. Second, focusing on individual and collective
agency, we found roles assigned to and interactions among ordinary
citizens, stakeholders, experts, and state actors can – within political–
economic constraints – influence agenda-setting. Our three case studies
do not show citizens to have succeeded in substantially democratizing
governance institutions and we cannot identify any cases of ‘strong’
democratic engagement in Alberta to date. We do find, however, that
variations in process design alter the strategic opportunities for citizens
and stakeholders to challenge hegemonic framings of the public interest,
build alliances, influence public opinion, and press for gains vis-à-vis
policy outcomes.
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Research team and case study approach

Our research team includes scholars of environmental and resource politics,
deliberative democratic theory, and the political economy of governance in
Alberta. The research design was shaped by methodological commitments
to grounded theory, comparative case study analysis, and interpretivist
perspectives. The policy events we studied include:

● two sets of provincial climate change policy consultations, completed
in 2002 and 2007,

● a land use plan for the Lower Athabasca Region, which is home to the
Alberta oil sands, and

● water resource management engagement exercises that began in 2001
with the development of Alberta’s Water for Life strategy and now
focus on the development of integrated watershed plans.

We conducted a total of 23 recorded, in-depth, semi-structured interviews
with politicians (n = 3), public servants (n = 9), industry representatives
(n = 2), members of environmental organizations (n = 4), members of non-
government organizations (n = 3) and consultants who contributed to
public engagement design and implementation (n = 2). Quotation marks
denote direct quotes from interviewees. The sources of quotations are
provided parenthetically to balance transparency of source material with
anonymity of research subjects, and are correlated with interviewees’ con-
stituency or social location in Appendix 1 at the end of the article. Our
research also included reviewing documents related to the consultations
(policy documents, consultation handbooks, meeting agendas, summaries
of public meetings and responses to surveys, and recommendations gener-
ated by these consultations), relevant media coverage, and secondary aca-
demic sources.

Theoretical and empirical backdrop

In liberal capitalist democracies such as Canada, the evolution of public
engagement and of debates regarding the role and design of consultations
in environmental governance has been shaped by the realities of power in
politics (Adkin 2009, Bowness and Hudson 2014). Social scientists have
long been aware of the structural and instrumental forces that ensure the
privileged position of business in politics and governance (Block 1977).
Even when popular attitudes and democratic legitimacy clash with business
interests and their agenda, the state’s need to maintain business confidence
and secure revenue from taxation ensures that governments are highly
responsive to signals from the business community (Dryzek 1995). This
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business community often constitutes a unified group that faces few chal-
lenges to effective collective action (Offe and Wiesenthal 1980). In short, the
political economic playing field favours business interests as well as a
particular model of development and associated depictions of the public
interest. Thus, rather than being open to opportunities to construct the
public interest, consultations tend to be framed around predetermined
conceptions of the public interest, economic development, and governance.
Similarly, the structural context favours a definition of a ‘stakeholder’ as an
actor with ‘economic skin in the game’ (a phrase used by one of our public
servant interviewees). Although there are significant barriers to social actors
influencing decision-making, liberal democratic politics do afford social
interests space for using consultations and engagement exercises to push
for meaningful engagement in the sense outlined above, and in particular
for rule-altering decisions.

How these various forces and opportunities affect public consultations in
Alberta is shaped in turn by Alberta’s distinctive political economy. The
uniqueness of political and economic life in Alberta may be traced to two
deeply connected realities: politics and oil. The Progressive Conservative
(PC) party formed the provincial government uninterrupted from 1971 to
2015; this allowed premiers and governments to marginalize the elected
legislature, dominate policymaking, and shape provincial political discourse
and popular understandings of the public interest (Patten 2015). The
symbiotic relationship between the PC party and the energy industry
grew throughout the last four decades and financial support from the oil
and gas sector was key to the party’s capacity to dominate provincial
politics (Lisac 2013). Successive PC governments supported the industry
with favourable regulatory and tax regimes, as well as by propagating a
powerful narrative that citizens share a core interest in the profitability of
oil and gas extraction (Hierlmeier 2008, Adkin and Stares 2016). In
response, scholars have characterized Alberta as a ‘petro-state’ in which
government privileges the priorities of the energy sector; critics concerned
about the social and environmental consequences of carbon resources
extraction were dismissed as ‘un-Albertan’ (Davidson and Gismondi 2011,
Shrivastava and Stefanick 2012, Adkin 2016). This privileging of the energy
sector made it challenging for environmental and social interests to influ-
ence environmental policymaking and limited the democratic potential of
public engagement.

Indigenous peoples also are important to the political context. For more
than a decade, Canadian Governments have been bound by Supreme Court
of Canada and lower court decisions recognizing governments’ constitu-
tional duty to consult affected Indigenous communities when making
policy decisions that may affect their treaty rights and traditional uses of
land and resources (Newman 2014). Our research found that one of the
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most striking shortcomings of the consultation exercises we examined was
their failure to meaningfully engage Indigenous peoples and their govern-
ments. Although these concerns align with our research, the topic extends
beyond what we are able to address here.

Comparative case studies

Provincial climate change policy

In 2002 and again in 2007, the Government of Alberta conducted public
and stakeholder engagement exercises to support policymaking on climate
change. The first of these was launched shortly after the Government of
Canada announced it would ratify the Kyoto Protocol by the end of 2002.
In Alberta, according to a government representative, both the government
and the energy sector were ‘absolutely convinced’ that measures designed to
achieve Kyoto targets would ‘have damaging economic impacts on Alberta’
(interviewee 1). On the other hand, public opinion polling revealed in May
2002 that 72% of Albertans were generally supportive of Kyoto. Convinced
that this represented a ‘crisis for the government,’ the provincial cabinet
instructed the Environment Minister, Lorne Taylor, to ‘do something’
about the situation (Taylor interview).

In response, the Alberta Ministry of Environment drafted a ‘made-in-
Alberta’ climate change policy to pre-empt imminent federal government
initiatives. Albertans and Climate Change: A Plan for Action was released in
May 2002 and plans were established for public and stakeholder consulta-
tions to take place in the fall. In mid-September, the Minister of
Environment and the Premier led a $1.5 million anti-Kyoto ‘public aware-
ness’ campaign. Along with an anti-Kyoto business coalition, the Canadian
Coalition for Responsible Environmental Solutions, the Alberta
Government inundated the media with claims that meeting the Kyoto
targets would result in massive job losses, higher taxes and electricity prices,
and up to $40 billion in lost economic growth (Ecoweek 2002, Cormier
2006). Within weeks they had turned public opinion around: polling
showed that 72% of Albertans now agreed that Canada would be ‘disad-
vantaged’ by Kyoto’s ratification (Olsen 2002). Even before the results of the
public and stakeholder engagement exercises had been fully analysed, the
government announced that Albertans were ‘firmly behind’ its opposition
to the Kyoto Protocol (Government of Alberta 2002a).

Public consultation took the form of an online survey administered over
3 weeks in September and October 2002; it garnered only 268 responses.
Stakeholder engagement comprised 12 targeted, invitation-only meetings
organized by economic sector. There was little exchange across sectors, and
none between environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs)
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and industry representatives. Nor were stakeholders’ positions shared with
the public until the consultants’ report, Albertans and Climate Change:
What We Heard (Government of Alberta 2002c), was made available online
after consultations ended.

Environmentalists had already experienced the government’s October
1998 policy statement on climate change as a defeat because it contained
no regulatory measures, while asserting the government’s intentions to look
to ‘innovation and technology’ for solutions and to protect the ‘competi-
tiveness of all sectors and the economy as a whole’ (Government of Alberta
1998). In addition, the attempt to develop a consensus-based policy on
climate change within the Clean Air Strategic Alliance, a multi-stakeholder
body, had broken down in 1999 over the question of emissions intensity or
absolute emissions reduction approaches, with ENGO representatives
strongly supporting the latter while industry and government representa-
tives supported the former. The Premier’s Round Table on Climate Change
in February 1999 served only, in the view of one ENGO interviewee, to
push through the approach to which the government was already com-
mitted (interviewee 2). These experiences, combined with the government’s
anti-Kyoto campaigning in 2002, inspired little confidence among envir-
onmentalists that participation in a stakeholder meeting in September 2002
would influence the policy outcome of the consultation (interviewee 2).
Although some environmentalists filled out the government’s online survey
with the aim of demonstrating public support for a more ambitious policy,
they felt the outcome was predetermined. One interviewee recalled feeling
‘revolted’ by the government’s anti-Kyoto campaign (interviewee 2).

The promised made-in-Alberta plan, Albertans and Climate Change:
Taking Action, was released to the public on October 17 (1 day after the
Ministry received the consultants’ final report on the public consultation
process). The plan set a goal of reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions
intensity (emissions divided by unit of output, e.g. kgs CO2 per barrel of oil)
by 50% below 1990 levels by the year 2020. The government’s rejection of
absolute reduction targets was justified by the claim that intensity targets
are more realistic in a growing economy (interview with former
Environment Minister Lorne Taylor). The plan established modest goals
for growth in renewable energy but rejected direct investment by govern-
ment in renewable and alternative energy research and development
(Government of Alberta 2002b, p. 33). Instead, government-supported
technological innovation would focus on ‘clean coal,’ oil sands upgrading,
and carbon capture and storage (CCS). Government personnel indicated
that ENGO arguments for a carbon tax or a cap-and-trade system with
absolute targets were rejected in favour of an approach that was more
acceptable to large industrial emitters (interviewee 3).
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Why would the government undertake public consultations when their
policy approach appeared to have already solidified by spring 2002?
Ministry staff explained that stakeholder meetings were an opportunity to
fine-tune tools and methods with those ‘most directly affected’ by GHG
emission reduction measures, such as the large industrial emitters (inter-
viewee 1). One interviewee differentiated between stakeholders with ‘skin in
the game,’ and those for whom the proposed regulations would have little
immediate impact, such as small businesses (interviewee 1). The govern-
ment wanted large emitters to answer some key questions about draft plans:
‘Are there any showstoppers here? Are there any things that we haven’t
thought about that we need to take into account’ (interviewee 1)? The
online survey, on the other hand, was depicted as just another way of
measuring public opinion.

The government’s action plan was entrenched in law with the passage
of the 2003 Climate Change and Emissions Management Act. However,
4 years later external events again motivated the Alberta Government to
seize control of the climate change agenda. Federal opposition parties
prioritized climate action. International environmental organizations
developed campaigns focused on the climate consequences of oil sands
production. Finally, the 2009 Copenhagen conference of parties to the
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change created expectations that
it could produce another Kyoto-style accord (interviewees 3 and 5). In
the face of these developments, the Alberta Government acted to assert
provincial sovereignty over energy resource development through a new
round of public, stakeholder, and expert consultations on climate change
policy.

The 2007 public consultations included two main mechanisms: an online
survey that allowed participants to review and respond to government-
provided facts and options, and 10 town-hall-style meetings held around
the province. Stakeholder consultations included two multi-stakeholder
roundtables, a 1-day meeting with Métis representatives, and ongoing
informal reviews of draft plans with ‘select stakeholders.’ Industry repre-
sentatives were the single largest group of stakeholders at each roundtable
and outnumbered ENGO representatives on the Ministry’s invitation list by
50–3. The original invitation list, which we obtained through a freedom of
information (FOIPP) application in 2012, included three environmental
organizations: Alberta Environmental Network, The Canadian Wind
Energy Association, and Alberta Environmentally Sustainable Agriculture.
Government interviewees explained that the Ministry was particularly
interested in feedback from ‘directly’ affected ‘economic sectors’ (intervie-
wee 3). Results from the online survey (2600 responses) were provided to
roundtable participants. Stakeholders undertook their deliberations aware
that over 80% of respondents wanted action on climate change to include a
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regulatory framework of incentives and penalties aimed at achieving abso-
lute emission targets. The least popular option was research into nuclear
power (only 30% supported this), followed by research into CCS (54%
supported this) (McMillan 2007).

A subsequent 1-day symposium with invited experts was designed to
enhance the ‘credibility’ of policy outcomes, according to one interviewee
(4). This event focused on technologies to reduce GHG emissions and on
market-based regulatory frameworks. One summary of the session indi-
cated there was agreement among the experts on two points: ‘a value on
carbon needs to be established’ and the government needs a comprehensive
strategic plan, ‘complete with strategies for technology development, finan-
cing, influencing investment flows, outreach and public education’
(Drexhage 2007).

Following the 2007 consultations the government released its Climate
Change Strategy: Responsibility/Leadership/Action Plan. This updated plan
made it clear that government had chosen to reject both the popular will as
expressed in the online survey and the advice of the expert panel. After
introducing a separate policy initiative that modestly altered the structure of
energy royalties and taxes, the government had been shaken by industry
threats to reduce investment in oil and gas extraction. Government seemed
unwilling to consider any deviation from the policy framework developed
in 2002, regardless of the results of public and expert consultations. In 2007,
the Alberta Government established its Specified Gas Emitters Regulation,
which required facilities emitting more than 100,000 tonnes of GHGs per
year to reduce their emissions intensity by 12% per year or pay $15 per
additional tonne into an emissions reduction technology fund (with the
goal of reducing emissions relative to gross domestic product (GDP) to 50%
of 1990 levels by 2020). The government also set a longer-term goal of
reducing GHG emissions to 14% below 2005 levels by 2050. The principal
mechanism for achieving this reduction was to be CCS technologies, and
the government subsequently committed $2 billion to their development.

As in 2002, the public consultation process appeared to have little
impact on the established trajectory of the province’s climate change
strategy. Why, then, did the government commit to these processes of
public engagement? It seems the government was attempting to get out
ahead of increasing pressures at the federal and international levels. One
Ministry official speculated that government knew it was ‘important,
politically, to keep the public on side’ and consultation exercises were
effective for ‘getting the government’s messaging out’ and managing
expectations (interviewee 3). It also seems that consultations with industry
stakeholders allowed large emitters input on matters like how to measure
emissions intensity, where to set abatement requirements, and how to use
the technology fund (interviewees 1, 5).
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The 2007 public consultations were an improvement over 2002: there
was more public involvement and an effort was made to communicate
public input to participants in stakeholder roundtables. But public and
expert input that did not conform to government goals was generally
ignored in 2007, and the formal influence of stakeholder processes was
limited to narrow technical input and options analysis. Neither govern-
ment nor industry wanted new policies that might slow the growth of the
energy sector. Moreover, in the parallel informal meetings in which
Ministry of Environment staff obtained feedback on policy options
from select stakeholders, industrial emitters maintained a privileged
influence on policymaking. Their influence outweighed that of demo-
cratic consultative processes involving the public, ENGOs, and non-
industry experts.

Land use planning in the Lower Athabasca region

In 2008, the Government of Alberta introduced a new Land-Use
Framework to guide the development of regional land use plans that
‘manage public and private lands and natural resources to achieve
Alberta’s long-term economic, environmental and social goals’
(Government of Alberta 2008, p. 7). This framework institutionalized a
new process that followed a long history of large-scale reforms in the
province’s approach to planning, including the creation of the
Environmental Conservation Authority in 1972 (Stefanick and Wells
2000), the formation of the Alberta Integrated Planning Advisory
Committee in 1982 (Parkins 2006), and more recent regionally focused
efforts at managing cumulative effects of oil sands development (Hoberg
and Phillips 2011).1 The new Land-Use Framework was introduced at a
pivotal time for Alberta’s expanding energy sector. Increased international
attention to Canada’s environmental track record, concerns regarding the
specific environmental impact of oil sands developments, and a high-profile
visit to Canada by newly elected President Obama were drawing unwanted
negative attention to the oil sands, and the Alberta Government was
actively working to counter this.

The Lower Athabasca Region (home to Alberta’s oil sands) was the first
of seven regions to develop a regional plan within the new Land-Use
Framework. When announcing the Framework, the government indicated
a desire to see regional plans that were ‘informed by science, evidence and
experience, including traditional knowledge of aboriginal peoples.’ But
these plans also needed to respond to input from and collaboration between
‘government, the private sector and the community at large’ (Government
of Alberta 2008, p. 16). The Lower Athabasca Regional Plan (LARP) was
developed between 2008 and 2012. The planning process included multiple
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consultations: first, intensive stakeholder engagement through a Regional
Advisory Council (RAC); and second, extensive public engagement through
online surveys and 13 open houses held during 2009, when the RAC was in
the early stages of developing its recommendations for the LARP.

The Lower Athabasca Region’s RAC was composed of 17 key stake-
holders from the region. It was chaired by the Assistant Deputy Minister
responsible for the Alberta Government’s Oil Sands Secretariat. This chair’s
immediately previous position was as Vice President responsible for stake-
holder relations at Suncor Energy, a leading oil sands development firm.
Other members of the Council included elected municipal representatives,
industry representatives, independent consultants, Indigenous representa-
tives, and representatives from several environment-oriented groups. The
RAC’s stated purpose was to ‘provide advice on what the region should
look like over the long-term and how activities in the region should be
planned’ (Government of Alberta 2009, p. 6).

Although the process included extensive public and stakeholder engage-
ment during the development of LARP, our research suggests that govern-
ment and industry worked closely together to control the planning and
decision processes, including setting the agenda (Pratt 2007). Several RAC
participants interviewed for this study noted the emphasis placed on land
use planning that protected oil sands interests. One interviewee reported
that from the outset, the government ensured ‘the whole process was
stacked in favour of, you know, particular interests; they needed a certain
outcome and they orchestrated the process to get that’ (interviewee 6).
Indeed, while the terms of reference for developing the LARP noted that
bitumen production in the oil sands was at that time 1.3 million barrels per
day (mbd), it instructed the RAC to consider only the following three
development scenarios: current state at 1.5 to 2.0 mbd; mid range at 4.0
to 4.5 mbd; and high-end at 6.0 mbd or more. All other aspects of land use
planning in the region would be in response to this set of metrics on oil
production (Government of Alberta 2009, p. 12). Ostensibly, Alberta’s
Land-Use Framework gave the RAC and public engagement a higher
profile. But the Oil Sands Secretariat, headed by a former Suncor executive,
nevertheless played a central role in developing the final plan before it was
sent to the provincial cabinet for approval.

Although industry and government influence over the work of the RAC
constrained the ability of environmental and social interests to make
effective use of the public engagement processes, some non-industry RAC
members reported positive experiences. A representative from an environ-
mental organization indicated that ENGOs with resources, information,
and evidence to bring to the table were in a solid position to influence
the planning process: ‘I have a lot more information than the people that
were presenting,’ which could be used, for example, in questioning the

10 L. E. ADKIN ET AL.



location of future utility corridors (interviewee 7). Although the agenda and
terms of reference were oriented to protecting or expanding oil sands
production, a number of RAC participants expressed appreciation for the
opportunity to participate in what they considered to be a balanced and
thorough planning process; this was particularly true of those representing
groups with substantial organizational support.

Wider public engagement through open houses and online surveys were
meant to involve the broader public, inform the stakeholder consultations
within RAC, and influence the land use development plan. But in response
to questions about how and when the RAC reviewed input from these
sources, one member noted: ‘we hardly get any comments on that . . . I
don’t even know if they read it to be perfectly honest’ (interviewee 8).
Reports from the open houses and online survey may have been reviewed
by government officials or select members of RAC, but there is little
evidence of meaningful interaction between citizen and stakeholder pro-
cesses, and our research team was unable to find information to clarify the
role of public consultation in developing the land use plan. This lack of
interaction suggests that public engagement was meant to establish the
democratic legitimacy of the process rather than to make a substantive
contribution to land use planning.

Ultimately, the tight relationship between the provincial government and
the energy sector constrained prospects for the RAC and citizen consulta-
tions to democratize land use planning. Stakeholder processes did allow
well-resourced environmental groups to participate in policymaking, but
only within boundaries not of their making. Additional voices were
excluded by the approach to defining stakeholders. The design of the
parallel but separate stakeholder and public consultation processes did
not allow for direct and meaningful citizen input. The LARP designated
new protected areas that several industry officials complained meant a loss
of oil sands resources (Canadian Press 2014). However, overall oil sands
production would not be constrained, consistent with government’s stated
intention to devise a pro-development plan. The government characterized
LARP as reconciling robust economic growth with a healthy environment
(Government of Alberta 2012), but it is clear that environmental protection
was not allowed to impede the energy sector’s growth agenda.

Water resource management

In 2001, the Alberta Government began publicly discussing developing a
new water management strategy that would navigate trade-offs associated
with constrained freshwater resources. Over the preceding decade, the
government responded to concerns about excessive industry use of water
by tweaking existing policies and regulations. But high profile news stories
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such as the death of seven residents due to water contamination in
Walkerton, Ontario (interviewee 9), several years of drought, population
growth, and increased industrial and agricultural activity increased public
concern about water (Government of Alberta 2003). As one observer noted,
‘over-allocation’ had put the province’s freshwater resources ‘near death’
(Danylchuk 1995). The then Environment Minister Lorne Taylor agreed:
‘without a plan in place and subsequent action, we will face growing water
supply and quality problems’ (Thompson 2002).

The government adopted an Integrated Water Resource Management
(IWRM) framework founded on a cross-sectoral policy approach. IWRM
is an internationally recognized set of best practices that emphasizes the
‘coordinated development and management of water, land and related
resources in order to maximize economic and social welfare in an
equitable manner without compromising the sustainability of vital eco-
systems’ (Global Water Partnership 2012). There were two challenges in
using IWRM in Alberta: first, to establish a new water system with
policies and regulations that allowed new entrants, honoured existing
licenses, supported diverse users, and maintained ecosystem health and
ecosystem services; and second, to change the Province’s cultural under-
standing and approach to water (interviewee 9). The allocation of water
in Alberta largely relates to surface water sources (97%) with the three
largest purposes being irrigation (42.5%), commercial cooling, (24.2%)
and municipal (11.3%) (Government of Alberta 2010). The participatory
approach adopted by the Environment Minister in developing Alberta’s
Water for Life strategy emphasized Albertans providing input to help
navigate anticipated trade-offs (Edmonton Journal 2003; interviewee 9).
Public consultations have had two phases: development of the strategy
and extended, ongoing engagement of stakeholders and citizens in mana-
ging water resources.

The Water for Life strategy was developed between November 2001 and
June 2002 in three stages: ideas generation; public outreach and consulta-
tion; and a water forum (Government of Alberta 2003). In the fall of 2001,
Minister Taylor brought together a small, handpicked group of Albertans
that ‘included rural, urban, north, south, Aboriginal, female, male, old, and
young’ stakeholders (interviewee 9) to advise the government on watershed
management (Government of Alberta 2003). Early the following year, ‘key
stakeholders and Albertans’ (Government of Alberta 2003, p. 5) reviewed
the ideas generated in 2001 and offered advice and ideas. The initial ideas
and stakeholder feedback were then reviewed at a Minister’s Forum on
Water to which 108 experts, stakeholders, and other Albertans were invited.
A cross-government working group used the ideas and feedback collected
during the three consultation phases to produce a draft strategy composed
of recommendations and a policy framework. These were reviewed by

12 L. E. ADKIN ET AL.



participants from the Minister’s Forum on Water and placed online for
public feedback (Government of Alberta 2003).

The resulting Water for Life governance structure produced by the
government in November 2003 involves a diverse cross section of stake-
holders and citizens who work with public agencies in the context of
individual watersheds; the structure allows for ongoing public engagement
(Nowlan and Bakker 2010). The government receives input about water
issues and management from three groups: first, a 25-member provincial
Water Council (industry, government, non-government, and Métis settle-
ments stakeholders that monitor the implementation of the strategy, report
on emerging issues, and provide policy advice to the government); second,
11 Watershed Planning and Advisory Councils (water basin specific multi-
stakeholder groups that undertake regional assessments and planning); and
third, 140 local Watershed Stewardship Groups (volunteer citizens who
protect local water resources) (Government of Alberta 2003). Many parti-
cipants as well as some of the government’s harshest critics have praised the
watershed-focus and cross-sectoral input associated with Water for Life.
Some even see it as a ‘blueprint for a comprehensive and long-term vision
for managing Alberta’s water resources’ (Malterre 2012). The collaborative
structure mirrors other provincial water strategies ‘designed to capitalize on
the advantages of shared governance: focusing on local conditions and
using local knowledge, involving a greater range of people in the decisions,
and building a common frame of understanding of the issues at stake’
(Nowlan and Bakker 2010, p. 20). There is wide agreement that Water for
Life’s greatest strength is the cross-sectoral, geographically specific, and
‘open and honest’ (interviewee 10) engagement processes that have pro-
vided most stakeholders, not only the biggest users, with opportunities to
discuss water issues (Rosenberg International 2007). The process broadens
input and supports innovative recommendations but is advisory only, as the
Alberta Government retains regulatory authority (Schmidt 2014).

In spite of the fanfare, when Water for Life was renewed in 2008 many
were uncertain about the sustainability of ongoing collaborative engage-
ment processes. Unlike the consultative processes that developed the initial
strategy and watershed plans, ongoing watershed management depends on
financial resources that are uncertain and precarious (interviewees 11, 12,
13). As one interviewee explained, tasks such as cumulative effects manage-
ment require data and ‘we don’t have the information, or it’s sketchy. All of
this costs money’ (interviewee 10). Watershed Councils were given broad
mandates yet only small start-up funds, and were expected to use their
NGO status to raise money ‘through grants and corporate sponsorship’ to
finance their ongoing work (Rosenberg International 2007). To be effective,
planning processes that rely on stakeholder partnerships require ‘the neces-
sary powers, expertise and financial resources to carry out their
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responsibilities’ (Bruno 2014, p. 8) as well as knowledge of how to effec-
tively formulate their recommendations to fit with the political mechanisms
of government. Additionally, Water for Life relies heavily on volunteers
whose roles are not clearly defined (Malterre 2012). For example, member-
ship of the Watershed Councils depends on self-selection in communities –
though Watershed Councils often search out key regional stakeholders as
well (interviewee 12) – and the Water Act and Water for Life strategy
provide no parameters around who should participate (Nowlan and
Bakker 2010; interviewee 12). The open door policy for participation
maintained by many Watershed Councils allows for inclusivity but makes
group learning and negotiation difficult (interviewees 10, 12). A glaring gap
is participation by First Nations: representatives have been invited as
stakeholders but have declined because such a role does not adequately
address their concerns and realities (interviewee 9).

While the overall Water for Life initiative creatively blends expert,
stakeholder, and public input, it lacks the authority, capacity and tools to
address ‘difficult trade-offs that would inevitably have to be made’
(Brownsey and Rayner 2009). There is an ‘uneasy fit’ between multiple
water users who have differing perspectives, understandings, and desired
outcomes regarding water management (Urquhart 2005). Moreover, local
processes lack the resources, tools, and leadership to deal effectively with
such conflicts. In addition, there are conflicts among the strategy’s goals of
safe drinking water, aquatic health, and a growing economy. The govern-
ment relies on Watershed Councils to work towards consensus without
providing the overarching leadership required to achieve it. The process
also suffers from insufficient local capacity to coordinate integration across
watersheds and water-related sectors, create clear water use and manage-
ment priorities, and delineate the roles of the various players in planning
and management activities related to water (including those associated with
regional processes under the province’s Land-Use Framework) (Alberta
Wilderness Association et al. 2007, Bruno 2014). The democratic engage-
ment processes that developed and underlie the Water for Life strategy have
been applauded. However, without the resources and leadership required
for successful local and regional engagement exercises, Water for Life could
fail to produce results that allow democratic engagement to feed into
longer-term policymaking.

Analysis and conclusions

Our aim is to use these cases to explore principal factors influencing the
democratic quality of public engagement in environmental policymaking.
Opportunities for democratization depend to some extent on the politics of
the moment, specifically the state’s motivations and its goals and purposes
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for using engagement, as well as the nature of the issues at hand and their
relevance to the overarching political economy. Overall, the power
dynamics of the political economic context significantly shape the demo-
cratic potential of public and stakeholder consultations. Such potential was
clearly constrained in this context, with a high degree of mutual depen-
dence tying a government deeply protective of provincial sovereignty over
resource and environmental governance to a politically privileged and
powerful energy sector.

The importance of the policy context is particularly evident when con-
trasting the climate change policy consultations of 2002 and 2007 with the
consultative processes that developed Alberta’s Water for Life strategy. In
2002, the government perceived a crisis and used public consultation as a
tool to shift public opinion on the Kyoto Protocol, while ensuring that the
consultations themselves were weakly democratic. When the same Minister
of Environment launched the engagement exercises associated with Water
for Life there was a growing sense of urgency to improve water resources
management; without immediate political or economic threats to the oil
and gas industry, the Minister of Environment could provide leadership in
support of a more open-ended consultation process that included a wide
range of conflicting social and economic interests – arguably, a more
strongly democratic process.

The Alberta Government was never wholly averse to more strongly
democratic environmental policy consultations and engagement exercises.
True, our research revealed how the government’s privileging of oil sands
development led to serious flaws in the public and stakeholder consulta-
tions associated with climate change policy and the development of the
LARP. But the province’s Land-Use Framework, which mandates public
engagement in such land use planning, allows some opportunities for
democratization through the RAC and public consultation with citizens
in affected regions. Similarly, Alberta’s Water for Life strategy is compara-
tively more democratic, with processes for working through conflicting
interests. It is clear that the potential strength or weakness of public
engagement in democratic terms varies with context. In particular, public
engagement was tightly constrained when an environmental policy area was
perceived to affect the interests of resource extractive industries.

Democratic public engagement requires political commitment and leader-
ship. It is essential that key state actors respect engagement processes, work
to connect consultative processes to policymaking, and ensure there are
opportunities for a full range of voices to be heard. What determines support
from political leaders? Our cases suggest political support for democratic
processes diminishes where there are immediate threats to dominant eco-
nomic interests, government revenues, and the state’s sovereign control over
coveted policy fields, particularly in a single-commodity resource economy
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like Alberta. This was most clearly on display with the climate change
consultations. It was also evident when the government’s terms of reference
for the consultations on the LARP established continued growth in oil sands
production as a non-negotiable starting point for planning.

Finally, when it comes to the democratization of liberal political institu-
tions, it does not appear that there was any substantial shift of decision-
making authority from the Ministry of Environment to institutionalized
citizen and stakeholder deliberations. Even in the case of the Water for Life
strategy, the role of decentralized watershed advisory bodies in relation to
policymaking has remained ambiguous, and their resourcing too ad hoc
and limited to allow them to take strong leadership roles in building
citizenship capacity on water policy issues.

Notwithstanding the variations in political commitment noted above,
our case studies confirm the importance of process design elements that
shape the democratic strength or weakness of public and stakeholder
consultation processes, and their capacity to democratize environmental
governance. The framing of problems and goals, and the openness of this
framing to influence by participants, clearly are key: the climate change
consultations took place in the context of aggressive messaging by govern-
ment on the questions ostensibly being considered by citizens and stake-
holders; the LARP process was constrained by terms of reference that
stipulated three levels of bitumen production that participants could con-
sider; and the Water for Life process left more open the range of issues to be
taken up by participants, and seemed to respect a mix of economic,
environmental, and social depictions of the issues at hand.

The definition of stakeholders and their formal and informal roles within
consultations and policy decision-making are crucial. For decades, Alberta
PC governments viewed oil and gas production as the engine of the economy
and saw calls to reduce GHGs as a threat to such production. This view
reinforced the privileged role of large industrial emitters and their claims
about the foreseeable economic impacts of competing policy options. This
explains the government’s desire to hear, in particular, from stakeholders
who were perceived to have ‘economic skin in the game.’ This was also true
of consultations on the LARP, but less so with watershed consultations,
which included a broader range of publics, interests, and experts.

Also important – and less often remarked upon by researchers – is how
process design links different stakeholder and citizen groups and processes.
In the climate change consultations, stakeholder processes were separate
from more token citizen engagement exercises, and sectoral representatives
were dealt with, for the most part, in siloes. In the LARP process, stakeholder
groups interacted extensively in the RAC, but wider public engagement does
not seem to have filtered into RAC processes. In the watershed case, citizens
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and stakeholder representatives interact more dynamically, though the ‘open
door’ approach may also create obstacles to mutual learning.

Linkages between consultation and actual policymaking varied across
our cases. With the Water for Life process, findings and feedback were
shared between stages in the process, and the process fed directly into the
policy decisions that produced the strategy. On the other hand, the LARP
public consultation process appeared to have limited impact on policy-
making within the province’s Oil Sands Secretariat. This failure to tie
engagement exercises to policymaking was most evident with the 2002
climate change consultations. But even with the more robust consultations
of 2007, there was little evidence that views expressed during public and
expert consultations were taken seriously.

Political economic and policy contexts and political leadership are cru-
cial to the potential for public engagement to democratize environmental
governance, and so our findings are not directly generalizable. But there are
important lessons to be learned from these cases. First, civil society actors
should not be naïve about the democratic potential of public consultations:
systemic biases are built into the politics of liberal capitalist democracies,
privileging powerful economic interests, and producing relations of mutual
dependence between the state and core industries. Yet, political leaders –
even those predisposed to defend resource interests – may support demo-
cratically meaningful engagement that recognizes the legitimacy of a range
of stakeholders and the value of public input. When it is not perceived as
too risky, leaders may support processes that link public engagement,
expert input, and stakeholder consultations to shared learning and influ-
ence over policymaking. Moreover, to the extent that well-designed con-
sultation exercises are institutionalized, public engagement can make a
positive contribution to the quality of democracy.

The core lesson of our research speaks to the relationship between struc-
ture and agency: liberal capitalist democracies are systemically resistant to the
thoroughgoing democratization of environmental governance. Nevertheless,
democratically inclined political leaders, engaged citizens, and mobilized
ENGO communities can – in circumstances where dominant business or
industrial actors are not directly threatened – make use of public and
stakeholder engagement to advance environmental goals, and can embrace
elements of process design that democratize engagement processes.

Note

1. In the licensing process for industrial projects in Alberta, The Alberta Energy
Regulator (2014) ensures that new projects are compliant with regional plans
under the Alberta Land Stewardship Act.
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Appendix 1. List of Interviewees.
Interview
number Constituency/Social location

1 Senior civil servant (Ministry of Environment)
2 Environmental organization
3 Former senior civil servant (Ministry of Environment)
4 Consultant for the 2007 CC consultation
5 Senior civil servant (Ministry of Environment)
6 Council of regional Indigenous communities
7 Environmental organization
8 Regional municipality
9 Civil servant (Ministry of the Environment)
10 Former senior civil servant (Ministry of the Environment)/environmental

organization
11 Environmental organization
12 Educator/environmental organization
13 Small business/environmental organization
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