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Abstract
Literature argues that there is a relationship between citizen knowledge concerning laws and legal instruments and the level of
public participation related to environmental and spatial planning policies, referring that the normative ignorance prevents citizens
to fully exercise their rights. In this paper, the authors characterize the knowledge of the citizen´s about the laws and the legal
instruments of public participation in the Portuguese democracy. Regarding the mechanisms of citizen participation on
environment and spatial planning policies, the authors observed that half of the participants know that the law account for citizen
participation (50.4%), while 56% knows what the laws provides. Moreover, almost 87% have heard about the legal instruments for
planning and territorial management and about 53% knows what they are. Among the individuals that reported not knowing that
the laws predict their possibility to participate, ¾ do not get involved in participative actions. Most of the participants stated that
they were aware of the existence of public participatory components (laws and legal instruments) for spatial planning, and a
significant relationship between the knowledge and citizen´s participation concerning to local policies was achieved (P = 0.023).
Keywords: Public participation, Citizen’s, Laws, Legal instruments, Spatial planning

1. Introduction
Although it has positive connotations, public participation in
different spheres of government does not have a unique
meaning, and it emerges as a difficult concept to
operationalize. Its main goal is to encourage citizens to
contribute to influence the process in the final decision making
process, thereby establishing a bridge of communication
between citizens and political centres to ensure that they
address the collective interests and the exercise of citizenship
[1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6]
. According to the role citizens assume in solving
local, regional or national problems, citizens can be classified
into active and passive populations. Active citizens are
considered essential to a health of democracy, since they instil
high educational value due to the promotion of debates
between opposing elements in the political and civil spheres.
They become indispensable in imprinting a good awareness to
the role that citizen must assume in society, given the context
of the management of the common good [7, 8, 9]. In contrast,
passive citizens are frequently preferred by the authorities, as
they are indifferent to the way in which the management of the
common good is carried out. There is a relationship between
the lack of citizens’ concern about their rights being expressed
in laws and the non-use of mechanisms that allow them to
realise their rights through participation in public policies,
such as those of the territory in which they live [10,11].
Sustainable development has proven to be related to
citizenship and public participation levels [12]. As citizens,
individuals have a preference for a particular governing
political system, which varies with the degree of satisfaction
experienced by them in each experiences in a direct
relationship [4, 13, 14, 15, 16]. Montesquieu [17] argues that people
have a ‘natural ability’ to choose their representatives. This
choice should result from multiple factors, such as the public

access to knowledge concerning the laws and legal
instruments available for citizens to assert their rights [18, 19].
Considering the political context of democracy and civic
participation in Portugal, the present study included a sample
of 250 subjects (N=250) and aimed to 1) evaluate the
relationship between citizens’ knowledge concerning laws and
legal instruments and to 2) assess the public participation level
in relation to environmental and spatial planning policies.
2. Methods and materials
The study used a sample of 250 subjects (N = 250) of both
gender, and living in Lisbon and the surrounding counties. All
subjects enrolled in the study were over 18 years of age and all
eligible voters in Portugal. The individuals participated in
completing a survey on environmental and spatial planning
developed for proper effect, allowing us to characterize the
knowledge of the citizen´s about the laws and the legal
instruments of public participation. The fieldwork was
conducted on basis of face-to-face interviews. The
investigation was previously tested with a pilot survey, using a
group of 10% of the final sample with the aim to assess for the
presence of questions with difficult answers [20, 21, 22, 23, 24]. The
results were validated and a database was created to statistical
analysis using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences
(SPSS v.21.0). For testing data normality, we used the
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test (KS), followed by the nonparametric test independence Chi-square test. The type of
public participation presented by the individuals in the
environment and spatial planning policies was considered as
the dependent variable, i.e., studying thus the influence of the
knowledge that citizens´ have about the laws and legal
instruments for their participation in those policies.
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For P values <0.05 results were considered statistically
significant [25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31].
3. Results
The sample was composed of 48% men and 52% women, with
a mean age of 42.3 years old (Table 1). Most of the variables
under study did not show normality using the KS, so the
inferential statistics were obtained by using the independent
non-parametric Chi-square. Regarding the mechanisms of
citizen participation on environment and spatial planning
policies, it was observed that half of the participants know that
the law provides for the citizen’s participation (50.4%), while
56% knows what the laws provides, 86.8% have heard about
the legal instruments for planning and territorial management
and 52.8% knows what they are (Figure 1). The legal
instruments reported by the individuals of the sample were: 1)
the Municipal Master Plan (63.1%), 2) the Urbanization Plan
(21.5%) and 3) Detailed Plan (15.4 %). Majority of the sample
answered that their participation in these public processes was
carried out by filling out surveys (57%), and only 43% by
direct presence at the meetings. Most individuals (55.7%) that
know about the laws of public participation do not participate,
and a minority who know these laws, use them to participate
in decision making (44.3%) (Figure 2). According to the Chisquare test, the two variables have proved to be dependent (P
= 0.023), at which it is observed that citizens' participation is
conditioned by the knowledge that they have about the laws
that regulate their public participation. Among the individuals
that reported not knowing that the laws predict their possibility
to participate, 75% do not get involved in participative actions.
The statistical relationship between citizen participation and
the two variables under consideration, the knowledge of what
the laws provide for (P = 0.106), and the knowledge of the
legal instruments (P = 0.334), proved to be independent for
both variables (Table 2).
4. Discussion
The sample was representative of the general Portuguese
population regarding gender and age [32]. Citizens exhibited
complex and reveal attitudes, wishes and opinions resulting
from different experiences with those responsible for creating
democratic rules and standards [33]. Two large groups of
citizens were identified, namely those who lead or govern and
those who are led or governed [6, 34, 35]. Support for democracy
depends on citizens’ knowledge of and confidence in the laws,
legal instruments and institutions derived from both ethical
and normative justifications; compatibility of government’s
performance with the principles ascribed to them; and
citizens’ satisfaction with this performance, which leads to a
rational evaluation resulting from their political experience
[14,33,36,37,38,39,40,41,42,43]
. This satisfaction will result in greater
trust amongst citizens that whoever comes to power will
consider their choices and interests44. Institutions have a very
important role in democracy, as they represent the means by
which citizens can make their goals and interests known with
the help of the available laws and legal instruments, thereby
translating their common interests into public policy [40, 45, 46,
47]
. Moreover, they theoretically ensure citizen participation in
the evaluation and judgment of the decision-making process.
Portugal has wide-reaching, up-to-date legislation that seeks to
ensure the right to participation, although this is not always
properly implemented by the government, which has been

accused of poor preparation when it comes to promoting and
encouraging the continued practice of active public
participation. The idea that citizens participate only to fulfil a
legal and constitutional requirement [47, 48, 49, 50, 51, 52]; is the
source of the current need to increase the functionality of the
forms of public participation, which requires political
opportunity, greater involvement of the community and the
creation of information and training strategies that are
supported at all levels of the political system [53, 54, 55]. The
question that arises is as follows: How can citizens be
motivated to engage in greater participation in local placebased policies? [56, 57, 58, 59, 60] The Basic Law (the Portuguese
Constitution) guarantees in paragraph 5 of Article 65 that
citizens have the right to participate ‘in the drawing up of
urban planning instruments and any other physical instruments
of territorial planning’. In the wake of this constitutional
mandate, the Law of the Soil Policy Bases, Spatial Planning
and Urban Development (Law No. 31/2014 of 30 May) and
the new Legal Regime of Land Management Instruments
(Decree-Law No 80/2015 of 14 May) identified public
participation as a legal principle, claiming that individuals
must have access to information to effectively exercise their
citizenship. Knowledgeable individuals will be better able to
understand and access their rights. The need to inform citizens
is presented as a fundamental requirement for the effective
exercise of better public participation [61, 62]. Also it is
necessary, that information to be subject to a set of rules to
ensure its accuracy, context, interpretation and security; this
will allow citizens to access and interpret it in a complete,
relevant and reliable manner [63, 64] that promotes the creation
of knowledge [65, 66, 67, 68, 69]. Information and knowledge are
not synonymous. Knowledge is achieved through a so-called
learning process and follows how and when the information is
used [70, 71]. In this study, most of the participants stated that
they were aware of the existence of participatory components
in the legal tools that govern the development policy of the
territory knowing how it there is expected to be accessible;
they also expressed that they know there are legal instruments
of territorial planning and management. There was a
statistically significant relationship between the knowledge
and participation of citizens concerning locally based public
policies in this context (P = 0.023). In this case, a negative
ratio was found, because that amongst the respondents who
knew that the laws provide for the participation of citizens and
those who said to know what can be used to predict what
decisions will be made (50.4%), 58.7% said that they did not
participate in public policy. Moreover, 65.7% reported only
knowing about urban planning but were not engaged with it.
This circumstance cannot but be attributed to the lack of
clarity and ambiguity of legislation; when added to the lack of
knowledge of the law, this factor results in more limited levels
of participation. This is evidenced by the results obtained from
the sample, which also revealed that amongst the percentage
of respondents who said they had never heard that the law
providing for the participation of citizens, individually and
collectively considered, 71% said that they do not participate
in public politics in the areas of planning and land
management; meanwhile, 75% of respondents had not heard
about urban plans. Public participation levels are low in
Portugal because the political power does not know how or
does not want to encourage citizens to participate [72].
Encouraging participation cannot only involve the primary
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requirement of access to information, which is largely
guaranteed by national legislation. At the same time, this
requirement cannot be dismissed, since information is a
prerequisite for participation. For information to be clear and
transparent, special precautions related to the way it is
transmitted must be put in place. The transfer of information

and the way it is ensured to citizens is now a major instrument
in the dissemination, control and manipulation of ideas;
individuals are influenced through the use of various types of
technology to actively or passively accept the message to be
transmitted [73, 74].

5. Tables and Figures
Table 1: Sample characterization for the age, gender, marital state and education level parameters
Parameter

Age

N

250

Gender

250

Marital state

250

Education level

250

Category

x

42.30

SD
min.

13.24
14

max.

71

< 20 years
[20-30] years
[30-40] years
[40-50] years
[50-60] years
[60-70] years
>= 70 years

Male
Female
Single
Maried
Divorcied
Widower
Without education
1st cycle
2nd cycle
3th cycle
12 th Year
Bachelor
Integrated Master
Master of Science
Doctoral

Fr
4
38
78
58
44
20
8
120
130
88
92
68
2
14
12
50
30
18
18
88
10
6

Pv (%)
1.6
15.2
31.2
23.2
17.6
8.0
3.2
48.0
52.0
35.2
36.8
27.2
0.8
5.7
4.9
20.3
12.2
7.3
7.3
35.8
4.1
2.4

Table 2: Influence of the information helded by citizen´s over the public participation process. Statistically significant results for P <0.05.

Common parameter

Parameters

Public participation level

Knows the laws about public participation
Knows how the laws provide for public participation
Knows the legal instruments of spatial planning
Aware about what will going to be discussed / analyzed
Understand the information that had been transmitted

Chi-square test
P -value
0.013*
0.106
0.334
0.079
0.050*

*Statistical significant result

Fig 1: Knowledge of the individuals in relation to the laws and legal instruments for public participation in spatial planning
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Fig 2: Information level of individuals in the sample as the law of participation and land management, considering the possibility of
participation and non-participation in the resolution of problems concept

6. Conclusions
Although the majority of citizens have heard about the legal
instruments and mechanisms for spatial planning and
territorial management and knows what they are, they do not
get involved in participative actions regarding the
environmental and spatial planning public policies.
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