Public Participation and TODSS
It is envisioned that the Tourism Online Decision Support System planning process make good use of the tool of public participation. The TODSS process ought to be congruent with identified best planning practices which include public participation. Public participation is a method to capture and disseminate information and to create trust with the community through transparency and the ethical inclusion of actors in the planning process.   
In 1992 the World Tourism Organization adopted Agenda 21 for the Travel and Tourism Industry: Towards Environmentally Sustainable Development. One of the guiding principles of that document is that tourism development issues should be handled with the participation of concerned citizens, with planning decisions being adopted at local level.

Community based planning for sustainable tourism development have resulted in greater concern for, and awareness of, the role local actors holders play in determining their own fate. This role is enabled through public participation processes.
Historically, citizens and representatives of urban groups (such as neighborhood

 Associations or civic committees) are asked to give their opinions at the beginning of the planning process and participate in the public consultation and review process. However these actors are seldom directly involved in final decisions.  Evolving over the past 30 years, public participation has been in the forefront of management and policy-making. Now a broad array of processes that emphasize face-to-face deliberation, problem-solving and consensus-building has joined traditional public hearings.
Public participation is best understood as a challenge to the traditional management of government policy by experts in administrative positions, sometimes referred to as the civil service Mandarins. In the past, some civil administrators had the appearance of operating outside the influence of elected officials, and were viewed as secretive, arbitrary and unfair.  The managerial approach to decision-making must be reconciled with the transparency and participation demanded by a democratic system. Participation makes people aware of the linkages between public and private interests, helps actors develop a sense of justice, and is a critical part of the process of developing a sense of community (Laird, 1993).

Actors in the tourism and urban planning process are wisdom keepers, holding valuable information that has, for the most part, gone untapped: vernacular knowledge. Actors, as part of the day-to-day experience of living within a territory, record in their memories the results of actions taken on their behalf by public and private sector ventures. When confronted with a problem and asked to help determine the best solution, actors may produce common knowledge, functional knowledge, practical knowledge of the problem, and the solution state of the problem as feedback in vernacular terms. As society tends to value theoretical knowledge more highly than practical workman’s wisdom, it often ignores vernacular knowledge. History is rife with stories of disasters that could have been avoided had a little common sense or vernacular knowledge been applied. Those critical of the public participation process, often point out that the ideas and opinions of an uneducated public is often given the same  weight in the decision making process as that of highly educated experts with many years of planning related experience. This reveals a thinly veiled contempt for and great distrust of both proponents of vernacular and expert knowledge. However, both are needed to make decisions for sustainable tourism. 
The Oxford dictionary defines an expert as someone who is practiced and skillful. An expert is an actor who has much instruction, wisdom, and capability in a special field of knowledge, able to be relied upon to give the correct answer.  Experts in the urban planning and tourism planning process tend to be adjunct problem-solving resource providers who may be staff working in urban planning agencies, in engineering services of political entities, computer programmers or as consultants in the urban or tourism planning process.

The danger perceived by actors about “Experts” who develop such knowledge management tools as the Tourism Online Public Support System is that they are desirous of the power and locus of control that the TODSS could offer. “Experts” who create software that may influence social policy will face resistance by actors for a number of reasons, which may include the following: science is regarded by some as motivated not by the desire to know, a scientific motive, but by a scientific desire for power. Social scientists have been perceived as too attached to the power and comfort of science to reject it (Mansfield, 2001). Experts use computers, to support decision-makers who represent the interests of public and private sector institutions and not the interests of the “common good” or the environment Actors regard this relationship with well-founded suspicion. Public participation can be presented as a check and balance mechanism to ensure fair dealing.
Community based planning using information technology and public participation aids in the development of transparency for the planning process and synergy for sustainable tourism. The use of Internet, GIS, and DSS are currently changing the nature of the public participation. Planning education for actors can be delivered online through topical webpage’s, power point presentations, scenario building software, argumentation mapping and other information technology, that transfer knowledge. Much public input can be gathered online, through the use of groupware, knowledge capture techniques and data mining, however, not everyone is connected to the internet and some processes are best done in a public arena as evidence to an open and transparent process. And so although the TODSS toolbox will make use of groupware and GIS based mapping, the TODSS process will require face to face public participation in large public meetings, committees and focus groups. This ambidextrous approach appears to have the attributes of “common sense”
In order to deliver this ambidextrous approach required by the TODSS process, planners and other experts may not require greater analytical skills or more efficient information management techniques, but may be required to develop greater “people skills” to guide planning processes.
Experts and planners of all ilks may be required to become educated in the skill of interpretation, the same skill as used by park services and experiential educator’s world wide. Interpretation is “an educational activity which aims to bring meaning and relationships through use of original objects, by firsthand experience and by illustrative media, rather than simply to communicate factual information” (Tilden, 1957) Interpretation is the craft of communication, an educational activity, where by first hand experience, an audience is presented with what science knows about the world around them. In “Interpreting our Heritage” Tilden offers six principles for the interpretation of natural history, these principles aid the interpreter  to explain the place of man in his environment and increase public awareness of their importance of this relationship and to awaken a desire to contribute to conservation of natural resources, historic resources  and cultural resources. Tilden’s principles can be applied seamlessly to the sustainable tourism planning process. In the role of educators, planners can transfer expert knowledge to the public and then act as problem solving resource people who guide the public through the planning process. Planners, in effect act as decision support for the public participation process.
With the development of DSS, artificial intelligence, and expert systems to analyze the mundane calculation of demographics, economics, and the like, Planners may have to provide leadership through negotiation, conflict resolution, strategic planning, and consensus building through communications, motivation, and empowerment through the use of Information Technology. There is a growing body of literature that addresses leadership, ethics, and strategic planning (Bryson, 1995; Galpin, 1997) which are relevant to the future skill set of the urban planner, and tourism planner and therefore the content and format of the TODSS.  

Actors can interact with the TODSS process in many ways; by themselves or with other stakeholders, sharing vernacular knowledge to create a vision or mental map. Mental maps have been called “the environmental image, the generalized mental picture of the exterior physical world that is held by an individual” (Lynch 1960). The mental model that an actor has of the tourism resource assets or the vacationscape contributes to the collective mental model that the stakeholders have of the vacationscape. This image, by and large, is a specific vision of the vacationscape: past, present, and future. This collective mental model helps define the vacationscape, and each proceeding adds knowledge to this model in order to design a comprehensive tourism plan.  An information system must amalgamate those different mental models in order to be helpful (Laurini, 2001). 
Failure to share a mental model or collective vision of the vacationscape or how things work is not uncommon. When stakeholders do not share a common vision or the same goals, have different priorities, or possess different values, they lose any hope of predictability for their tactical decisions, and the other side looks irrational. In these situations, both sides must find a mutually acceptable vision of how things work (Longstaff, 2002).
Relationships between actors can be in cooperation or synergy, in conflict or in negotiation. Some actors are more important than others are, wielding power by virtue of wealth, political position, expert knowledge, ownership, and so on. Faced with a number of problems, some actors can cooperate for a single problem but are in conflict for another problem. Politics and power make tourism planning a complex system. Complex systems are complex because they have intricate interdependences among the parts and many variables operating at the same time. Complex systems are subject to eternal boiling; when new forces are constantly added to the system it can never settle down long enough to take advantage of new concepts it has learned. The actors in an eternal boiling system expend a lot of energy adjusting to change, leaving less energy for the actual exploiting of beneficial change (Longstaff, 2002). 

Cooperation and synergy calm a constantly boiling system and have been the hallmarks of progress and have value in solving tourism planning problems. However, one must consider that some stakeholders can be partially or temporarily in conflict.  The role of information systems and planners in this process is to facilitate concessions, create bridges, and build consensus.

Given that there is the potential for conflict due to the use of public participation, one wonders why it should be attempted at all. The answer to this question lies within the understanding of three principles which underlie public participation. 
The first principle is that the public as taxpayers are economic partners in any tourism development and as such have a right to participate in the decision making process. Taxpayers pay for infrastructure vital to the operation of the tourism industry such as highways, health care, emergency services, airports, utilities etc. and also provide direct funding such activities as marketing and special events.

The second principle is that of environmental justice, the moral obligation to consult those who have traditionally utilized the resources available in the environment to be developed and who may suffer the consequences of lack of access, resource deprivation or resource degradation. Identifying sociocultural effects of tourism development promotes nondiscrimination through proactive involvement and inclusion of the community. By identifying the sociocultural effects of tourism through public participation it ensures that community issues are identified and adverse effects are avoided, minimized or mitigated where feasible while promoting livable communities.

The final principle has already been stated in part, to ignore stakeholders in an eternal boiling system leaves the planning process vulnerable to the political conflicts with stakeholders, which can deplete energy and exhaust money needed for actual development. Public consultation and participation in the early stages of the project can prevent the dissemination of rumors and the rise of negative perceptions which are very difficult to change once they take root. It is important to avoid the emergence of an "us versus them" mentality which can manifest itself in various negative ways.
There are many views of how public participation should be presented. The government of Australia has proposed ten principles for public participation (Environment Australia 1997) which would appear to have a good “degree of fit” with the TODSS process
· Public participation processes will have a clearly stated purpose and clearly identified boundaries. 

· Public participation will be based on a shared understanding (with stakeholders) of principles, objectives, responsibilities, behavior, assessment criteria and expected outcomes. 

· Participation will provide opportunities for input, representation and joint learning from all relevant stakeholders. 

· The participatory process will be objective, open, fair and carried out in a responsible and accountable manner. 

· Public participation processes will emphasize the sharing of information, joint learning and understanding. 

· Data and information used in the decision making process will be available to stakeholders. 

· Consensus will be emphasized with the provision for dissenting views to be documented. 

· Appropriate staff, information and time will be allocated to ensure that the participatory process can be undertaken in a comprehensive manner. 

· The outcomes of public participation will form part of the decision making process. 

· Participants will be informed as to how their involvement affected the Department's or Government's decisions. 

The success of tourism development is often determined by the degree of acceptance which the local communities bestow on it. Success is likely to be positive if stakeholders share a mental map or collective vision for the future. If a tourism development fits in with the community's perceived identity of the local region it is more likely to be successful. Community support for the proposal will depend on the extent to which it disturbs or enhances the lifestyle of local residents and the cultural heritage value of the environment (Environment Australia 1997). Although, the public participation process can bring with it disadvantages such as uncertainty about the outcome of the process and potential project delay (and increased costs) but if the participation is planned correctly and is timely then these problems can usually be overcome. Certainly the benefits of public participation for sustainable development outweigh the costs.

The move to sustainable tourism requires a holistic approach to the planning and design of tourism developments. Beyond the afore mentioned three principles for conducting public participation, the practical aspects of  the collection and verification of data, information, knowledge and vision make public participation a good concept.  With appropriate feedback mechanisms the public can provide useful information to the planners and designers. Increased data on the physical and biological characteristics of the site, which may be critical in siting and design, and may not have been detected by technicians. For example, an area may be prone to flooding under particular circumstances; this phenomenon may not be detected by a team doing research during an extended drought. Local actors who have been living in the territory for generations, however, could provide this knowledge, which the tourism planner could then use to their advantage. Members of the public will often ask questions that have not occurred to those involved in the project as they are not local residents. With input to the process, public confidence in the project will also be strengthened.

 

 Canter (1977) identified five basic objectives of public participation: 

• providing information and education for and liaison with the public; 
• identifying alternatives which may not have previously been considered; 
• gauging reaction and accepting feedback on the proposal; 
• evaluating alternatives and providing feedback to the public; 
• resolving conflicts before they become entrenched positions. 
It is envisioned that public participation process for TODSS be an active part of each of the four phases (Observation, Orientation, Decision, and Action) in the TODSS process. 
· In the Observation Phase, public participation will be used to create purpose and need statements for future direction, verify the information that has been gathered in GIS databases, to conduct field trips and workshops to capture vernacular knowledge and to develop or update a community characteristics inventory
· In the Orientation phase, the public will be invited to conduct community visioning workshops aimed at long range community objectives and mission statements. To create  mental maps and community visions, and to determine issues and concerns to identify significant environmental and social issues
· In the Decision Phase the public will be invited to design charettes, roundtables, consensus building activities to create community pacts, consortiums, joint ventures, strategic alliances, cooperative marketing, value-chain networks and business networks. 
· In the Action phase the community may be invited to participate in public hearings environmental cleanups, community construction projects, festivals and events.  

In addition to these public participation actions the TODSS process will draw upon key actors to participate in committee work. The creation of a contact network of key community members is a vital first step so that appropriate representatives from community are informed of the process. Community groups, government representatives, environmental groups and local residents are all potential stakeholders for consultation with or inclusion in committees. Some of the committees will include a citizen’s advisory committee, a tourism technical advisory committee, and a tourism development committee.

In conclusion, the TODSS’s process is in congruent with a guiding principle of the World Tourism Organization’s Agenda 21, public participation. As part of a sustainable tourism planning process, public participation is an enabling action for actors and communities. Public participation is a process for capturing vernacular information, community visions and community values. With regard to their involvement in public participation, a paradigm shift may be changing the role of experts from “Mandarins” dictating tourism decisions to the public to that of facilitators, educators and problem solving resource persons immersed in the planning process. 
Actors as taxpayers have a right to input into tourism actions requiring tax money, they have a right to environmental justice, and they have the right to obstruct, by every legal means, tourism planning actions which affects their quality of life.

Instead of reinventing the process, there are currently principles and objectives for public participation that ought to be adopted into the TODSS process and public participation is envisioned at each stage of the Observation, Orientation, Decision and Action continuum. 
