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Before COVID 19 2020/21: during COVID 19 In the near future

On-line public consultation 
becoming systematic

Combined face-to-face and on 
line 

Choice A: 
The « blank page» 

Choice B: 
Structured survey tool

Choice C: 
Combined on-line tools

« Poll » questionnaire: to avoid

?

Public participation in the digital age: 
what is on-going?  Example: France



Choice A: The “blank page”

On-line tool Types of consultation

Background 
information = 
whole reports

An anonymous
answer is often
not possible 

Public hearings on EIAs
(on-line addition to traditional
public register)

National consultations, e.g. by 
Ministry of environment on 
environmental regulations

Consultation by local 
authoritiesExample: www.var.gouv.fr



Why choose the “blank page”? 
Not so much because of  COVID!

Blank page option: 
some advantages for managers

Blank page option:
Some comments from the public

• Replication of well-known « public 
hearing » register

• A questionnaire might be perceived as 
trying to influence answers

• « We do not know what to ask in a 
questionnaire »

• « We use this option because others
are doing the same »

• « The reports provided as background 
information are difficult to 
understand ».

• « It looks like public consultation, 
but it is not ».

• « Let me copy and paste existing
comments to make my voice heard »

Sources: 2 
on-going
consultations, public 
comments and 
interviews with
organizers



Choice B: Structured survey tool, 
used in consultations on public policy & plans

Why is typical of  surveys in 
public policy evaluation?

• Participants are invited to contribute to 
the design of the project, plan, policy

• Does not require reading background 
documentation, quick to complete

• Often fully anonymous.

On-line consultation on National Biodiversity Strategy. 
Thanks to Laurent Barbut, Epices, France, for sharing this case.



Structured surveys are appropriate 
for both impact assessments 
and public policy evaluations 

Using public policy evaluation surveys in impact assessments

• Scoring questions, including a « does not wish to answer » option

• Some open questions

• A logical structure 

- Public policies: goal, outcome, activities, resources, obstacles, solutions

- Impact assessment: values, impacts and risks, benefits and opportunities



Choice C: Combined on-line tools

On-line tools Types of consultation

High profile consultations

- Investment size
- Magnitude of impacts
- Challenge for social 

acceptability

Sustantial budget for 
participation

Platform for 
public questions

Questionnaire

Platform for 
public comments

Institutional
stakeholders’ 
contributions

Whole reports provide
background information  

A non-technical summary
of choices is provided



Today Tomorrow

Choice A: 
The « blank page» 

Choice B: 
Structured survey tool

Choice C: 
Combined on-line tools

« Poll » questionnaire: to avoid

Our choices, 
in each country 

context

The way forward in public consultation?



Additional resources

Choice B: Structured surveys

Public consultation on the national nitrate program – completed – questionnaire available in 
consultation report - https://programme-nitrate.gouv.fr/participer/telecharger-bilan-concertation

Consultation on the national biodiversity strategy: questionnaire for communities (public consultation 
questionnaire coming up soon):  https://propositions-territoires.biodiversite.gouv.fr/activate/1

Choice C: Combined on-line tools

French National Commission on Public Debate - on-going and recent projects under public 
consultation: https://www.debatpublic.fr/projets-en-debat 

These resources are in French – Open and translate on line: this is the digital age!

https://programme-nitrate.gouv.fr/participer/telecharger-bilan-concertation
https://propositions-territoires.biodiversite.gouv.fr/activate/1
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