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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic has spurred significant changes in the fields of economic develop-
ment, social issues, everyday life, etc. Activities that used to depend on face-to-face communication
were firstly suspended and then shifted to new forms of communication. This includes the public
participation process in urban and spatial planning. Therefore, this study explores the new domain
developed in urban and spatial planning with regard to public participation and surmises future
realms in the post-pandemic era. On the occasion of the virtual collaboration platform Cyber Agora
organized by the ISOCARP (International Society of City and Regional Planners), chosen participants
got together virtually to share, discuss, and compare their practical knowledge in public participation
before and during COVID-19. In addition, they addressed the potential benefits of shifting from
traditional to virtual participation and potential benefits in the post-COVID-19 era. Considering the
collected data and understanding them in the light of the available literature, this study concludes
that the application of a combined approach (using both traditional and virtual modes of participa-
tion) is recommended because it would enable a larger number and higher diversity of participants.
The study also elaborates particular modes of virtual participation with the pros and cons of their
use in a particular context.

Keywords: collaborative decision making; urbanism; spatial planning; online platforms; lockdown

1. Introduction

Public participation in urban and regional planning increases the chances that deci-
sions correspond to the diverse interests and needs of different stakeholders and citizen
groups [1–5]. It also brings implementation closer to cost-effective investments and builds
the trust and satisfaction of citizens toward the government [5]. However, at the beginning
of its development, participatory planning was reserved solely for the elite [6], which
changed in some countries in the second half of the 20th century [3]. The relevance of
citizen participation has increased and become necessary in planning processes [7].

Since the COVID-19 pandemic prompted a lockdown in almost all countries in the
world [8], governments and planners were forced to improvise or develop a new func-
tionality for public spaces [9] and methods of participation [10–13]. Many techniques
characteristic of the traditional approach to participation, which required face-to-face in-
teraction, have become unviable with the COVID-19 outbreak [14]. Therefore, the use of
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technologies and virtual space has become a focal point in the development of new partici-
pation approaches [12] and conducting studies dealing with the new roles of information
and communication technologies (e.g., [15]).

Although the use of the internet was seen as anarchic at the beginning of its exis-
tence [16], it has significantly evolved, and its use exploded [17]. Together with new
technologies, the internet transformed the possibilities of collaboration [18], network-
ing [19], and participation itself [20,21]. Thus, it has developed into a “democratizing
force” that facilitates in particular the involvement of young people and individuals with
disabilities in participative processes [21–23]. About a decade ago, the use of the internet
and technologies was seen as an opportunity to upgrade participation, but it was also open
to criticism that the same people would always be interested in participation regardless
of the methods used [24]. Some cities have developed efficient virtual systems of data
collection, and [25,26] expressed concern that citizens are being reduced to the role of a
sensor, with no meaningful exchange with planners and government. The point might be,
as [27] notes, that the internet still needs to be improved in order to evolve from a “public
space” into a “public sphere”.

Authors such as [10,28,29] examined the most plausible scenarios in the post-COVID-
19 era regarding participatory planning. All of them noted that a shift of paradigms took
place during the COVID-19 pandemic, inevitably leading toward new shifts in the post-
pandemic era. The authors of [23,30–32] proposed that the introduction of technology in
the participatory process during the COVID-19 pandemic will turn into a “new normal” in
the period to come.

The purpose of participation should not only be voting for the offered solution,
but also debate with a vivid communication exchange through which an idea will be
developed [33,34], especially in the early stages of any planning process. This is one of
the reasons for the skepticism related to certain forms of virtual participation in urban
and regional planning, such as online questionnaires or data collection via mobile phone
applications. Regardless of the compensatory aspects of virtual participation during the
COVID-19 pandemic, [34] noticed that the current legal context needs to be changed
in order to equalize participants’ decisional power to its extent in an institutionalized
traditional approach. According to [34,35], there is no solid evaluation of the e-planning
and virtual approach; therefore, its effectiveness in participation is not clear. The COVID-19
pandemic has created a specific context and rapidly prompted both the ad hoc and planned
development of new virtual approaches. Their challenges and opportunities have yet
to be explored and determined. Therefore, this paper evaluates these aspects of public
participation in urban and regional planning, additionally discussing lessons learned for
the post-COVID-19 era.

This paper first presents short histories and the contexts in which public participation
and virtual public participation have developed in the case study countries. Subsequently, it
presents results from the conducted survey. Lastly, the results are discussed and conclusions
are noted in light of other academic literature.

1.1. The Practice of Public Participation

The idea of public participation in urban planning was born with Jean Jack Rousseau
in the 18th century. However, its application and institutionalization took another two
centuries [36]. The concept was first adopted nationally; however, with the Rio Declaration
on Environment and Development in 1992 [37], which promoted participation at the global
level, it has become a constitutional part of other international documents such as the
Leipzig Charter on Sustainable European Cities (Leipzig Charter 2007) [38], Treaty of
Lisbon [39], and the New Leipzig Charter [40].

The time frame in which public participation was formalized in the planning of ana-
lyzed countries spans a long period and features different evolution threads. Starting in
the 1920s, Canada was the first to introduce the institution of participation in planning,
which has increased significantly since then [41]. Unlike other socialist countries at that
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time, the involvement of the public in planning in Serbia (formerly part of Yugoslavia) was
established in 1949 by the “Basic Decree on the Master Urban Plan” (Osnovna uredba o
generalnom urbanističkom planu) [3]. Unlike the other countries analyzed in this paper,
the development of public participation fluctuated significantly in accordance with socio-
political changes; the highest level of participation was recorded in the 1970s, then subsided
during the 1990s, was quite restricted in 2003, and improved slightly in 2014 compared to
2003, but not compared to the 1970s [3]. The first federal regulations for the participation
of citizens in urban planning in Germany date from 1960 [42], and they were later modi-
fied and improved (e.g., German Building Law of 1976 [43], European Construction Law
Adaptation Act [44,45]). In Belgium, public participation arose in the 1960s from resistance
to decisions and was unregulated, before being formed into a mandatory procedure; since
the 21st century, it involves mandatory dialogue and testing. In Spain, public consultation,
as a first step in the development of urban and territorial planning, was implemented only
with the promulgation of the Planning Regulation for the development and application
of the Law on Land Regime and Urban Planning of 1978, art. 116.1 [46], which is, among
others, a result of the first democratic elections in 1977 after a long dictatorship period.
It was nevertheless an indirect kind of participation, fostered only by those public insti-
tutions that considered it necessary in the preliminary phases of planning to collect all
kinds of stakeholders’ opinions. These ideas were implemented in very few cases [47].
Public consultation in different stages of urban development was regulated only with the
promulgation of the Land Regime and Valorization Law [48,49]. In Peru, mandatory partic-
ipation was introduced by the Rights of Citizen Participation and Control Law-Law No.
26,300 in 1994 [50] to strengthen the process of the country’s democratic acculturation. In
addition, the UNDP and the National Elections Jury published a guide in 2008 to establish
mechanisms for citizen participation that do not generate abuse or chaos [51]. Lastly, public
participation in South Africa was pushed forward by the “Report on the Assessment of
Public Participation Practices in the Public Service” in 2008 [52]. In the report, the Public
Service Commission categorically urges government departments to institutionalize the
practice of public participation by, inter alia, developing their policies, guidelines, and
structures such as dedicated public participation units to drive public participation. Thus,
the introduction of public participation into formal procedures in the analyzed countries
lasted for almost an entire century, mostly expanding the rights and modes of participation,
but also with examples of hindrance and degradation due to political changes (Table 1).

Table 1. Public participation in urban and regional planning.

Country
Formalization of
the Participation

Participation Models

Consulting before a
Plan Is Drafted

Commenting on
the First Draft

Commenting on
the Final Draft

Belgium 1960s Obligatory Obligatory Obligatory
Canada 1920s Obligatory Obligatory Obligatory

Germany 1960s Non-binding but
commonly practiced Obligatory Obligatory

Peru 2010s Obligatory Obligatory Obligatory

Serbia 1940s Non-binding but
occasionally practiced Obligatory Obligatory

South Africa 2000s Non-binding but
occasionally practiced Obligatory Obligatory

Spain 2000s Non-binding but
occasionally practiced Obligatory Obligatory

Except in countries where formalized public participation was established before the
2000s, a combination of formal elements with nonbinding approaches of participation is
common along with obligatory terms of public participation. In Belgium, progressive cities
and companies go beyond formal regulations and open explicit dialogue with residents
and the population with scenarios. Under the repealed Canada’s Environmental Assess-
ment Act (CEAA), a public participation guide for environmental assessments required
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obligatory and meaningful participation, but there was also voluntary and nonbinding
participation in other aspects that required public input in other planning processes. The
Guide to Canada’s Impact Assessment Act, 2020 (formerly the CEAA) introduced sub-
stantive changes that broaden the scope of all federal assessments, and the new Impact
Assessment Act (IAA), which went into effect in August 2019, represents a fundamental
shift in federal environmental assessment in Canada [53]. The IAA [54] has a clear Public
Participation Plan which helps to identify and address the potential impact of a designated
project. Due to Germany’s federal system, there are guidelines in the different German
states (Länder) that derive their basis from federal law and stipulate specific regulations on
citizen participation in addition to regulations at the federal level. Second-level regulations
have been applied in all states except one during the 1990s [45]. As in Germany, urban and
territorial regulations in Spain are delegated to regions (comunidades). “Indirect democ-
racy” intended as the right of neighbors to be informed and to participate in public affairs
has been regulated since 1985 by the Law Regulating the Bases of Local Governments [55]
and was extended to the specific planning framework in the Land Regime and Valoriza-
tion Law [48]. “Direct democracy” or full participation in defining the transformation of
urban models is nonbinding and implemented by planners and several municipalities that
understand the benefits of citizens’ involvement. True participation is only possible when
municipalities or planners foster strategies that include “novel” approaches.

1.2. The Practice of Virtual Public Participation

In contrast to traditional forms of participation, virtual public participation is not
legally binding in all the analyzed countries. In Belgium, Germany, Peru, and Serbia,
the practice of virtual public participation is partially defined by regulations, whereas
nonbinding forms were developed along the way. In other countries, the COVID-19
pandemic was the trigger for the use of virtual participation (Table 2).

Table 2. Virtual public participation in urban and regional planning.

Country When Consideration of the Practice Began Formalization of Virtual Participation

Belgium 2020
due to the COVID-19 pandemic

Nonbinding but intensified due to the
COVID-19 pandemic

Canada The 2010s Obligatory, changes made due to the
COVID-19 pandemic

Germany The late 1990s Obligatory

Peru 2020
due to the COVID-19 pandemic

Nonbinding but intensified due to the
COVID-19 pandemic

Serbia The late 2000s
Obligatory, but only regarding public

information; new nonbinding forms developed
due to the COVID-19 pandemic

South
Africa The 2010s Nonbinding but intensified due to the

COVID-19 pandemic

Spain The 2000s Obligatory, but only regarding
public information

Independent of COVID-19, Germany was the first to consider virtual participation
in planning in the late 1990s and early 2000s. The first large-scale study of E-Citizen
Participation in German Cities was launched in 2004: “Digital Citizens’ Participation in
Germany’s Large Cities 2004” (“Elektronische Bürgerbeteiligung in deutschen Großstädten
2004”) [56]. With the most recent amendment to the Building Code (BauGB), the additional
use of the internet has become mandatory for public participation in building land-use
planning since May 2017 (Section 4a (4) BauGB). The documents must be displayed and
accessed by the public, for example, via the municipality’s internet portal [57].

The Revised Text of the Land and Urban Rehabilitation Law 7/2015 [58] in Spain made
virtual participation obligatory, but only in terms of publishing current urban plans, public
consultation calls, and information on the internet. Due to the delegation of administrative
management, some regions applied similar rules earlier, as well as fostered the presentation
of queries in a digital format (Andalucia since 2013 with the Transparency, Access to
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Public Information and Good Governance Law 9/2013 [59]). By the end of the 2000s, the
municipality of Rivas Vaciamadrid (Spain) fostered real virtual participatory processes
spurred by the ambition to reach all community members [60].

In Serbia, the Law on Planning and Construction adopted in 2009 [61] required the
public display of plans on the internet, thus establishing the first obligatory aspect of
virtual participation, which has not developed further since then. However, nonbinding
forms started to emerge increasingly with the COVID-19 pandemic. COVID-19 realities
also boosted the need for virtual participation in South Africa, although virtual public
participation is not a common feature due to technology constraints and limited infrastruc-
ture. Similarly, the pandemic hastened alternative ways of participation (meaning virtual
participation) in Peru and Belgium.

Pandemic-inspired actions led to official regulation changes in Canada. Canada
Bill 189 [62] was an Act to amend various Acts (including the Planning Act) to address
COVID-19. Moreover, Ontario Regulation 149/20 [63] stipulates special rules related to
the declared emergency. The “Canada Digital Charter in Action” initiative was created
earlier. However, specifically since 2020, virtual public participation and engagement have
become evident due to pandemic measures such as lockdown and social distancing.

In Peru, the Public Participation and Digital Government Law [64] is mandatory, but
work with virtual mechanisms in urban planning began as a result of the pandemic. There is
no specific related law, and it is not mentioned in the new Sustainable Urban Development
Law of 2021 [65]. There was only one Manual of Metropolitan Development Plans in 2020,
where it is recommended to adopt virtual measures for public participation [66]. This
is because the development of two metropolitan plans for Lima and El Callao provinces
began at the end of 2019 and the beginning of 2020, respectively.

The COVID-19 pandemic is the reason why online meetings have become one of the
inevitable tools for public participation in all the analyzed countries. In South Africa, it
even became legally binding. Another means of virtual public participation inspired by
the pandemic is online voting, which was introduced as legally binding in South Africa
and as legally nonbinding in Canada, Germany, Serbia, and Spain. Other forms of virtual
public participation were introduced in only a few countries (Table 3). In Ontario, the
City of Toronto approved virtual public hearings and participation due to COVID-19 via
telephone, tablets, computers, and smartphones.

Table 3. Forms of virtual public participation in urban and regional planning.

Forms of Virtual Participation Belgium Canada Germany Peru Serbia South Africa Spain

Documents available
for public inspection on

a website

Legally nonbinding / / / / / / /
Legally binding Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

COVID-19 inspired / / / / / Yes /

Online voting
Legally nonbinding / Yes Yes Yes Yes / Yes

Legally binding / / / / / Yes /
COVID-19 inspired / Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Online meetings
Legally nonbinding Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes / Yes

Legally binding / / / / / Yes /
COVID-19 inspired No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Mobile phone
applications

Legally nonbinding Yes / Yes / / / /
Legally binding / / / / / / /

COVID-19 inspired Yes / / / / / /

Submission of remarks
and suggestions by

e-mail/digital registry

Legally nonbinding / / / / Yes / /
Legally binding / / / / / / Yes

COVID-19 inspired / / / Yes Yes / /

Simplified procedure to
consult planners by

phone/mail

Legally nonbinding / / / / / / Yes
Legally binding Yes / / / / / /

COVID-19 inspired / / / Yes / / Yes

Regardless of the transition to virtual forms of participation, stakeholders have mainly
remained the same. Virtual meetings, information on web pages, and online voting were
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accessible to all stakeholders—from citizens to nongovernmental organizations, the civil
sector, public institutions, etc. In some cases, the range of stakeholders depends on the
type of project (plan), the governmental body responsible for the plan, and other factors.
For example, in Germany, there is no exact participation procedure or defined tools, but
they could vary depending on the state/local government. In the case of Serbia, alternative
(legally nonbinding) documents such as Green City Action Plan (GCAP) were financed
by the EBRD and the Japanese government; therefore, the documents went through a
different procedure than the Spatial Plan of the Republic of Serbia that was conducted by
the state government (both were created during the pandemic). The action plan procedure
involved a wider range of virtual participation tools (e.g., online voting, online meetings,
and e-mail communication), whereas, for the Spatial Plan, only remarks and suggestions
could be sent via e-mail. However, the Spatial Plan involved all possible stakeholders
willing to participate, whereas GCAP meetings were mainly accessible to invited City
Government representatives.

One of the successful case finalizations of an urban project appears to be the Eu-
ropaplatz in Tübingen (Germany) (open public space), whose renovation was discussed for
25 years before the COVID-19 pandemic. The last public planning workshop was canceled
due to pandemic restrictions tightening in autumn 2020. Instead, a digital format was
developed. The planning was explained by various experts in videos. All the information
was processed textually and graphically on the website and presented by the daily newspa-
pers. Participation was intensively advertised via various social networks and mailing lists.
Valuable suggestions were received such that the planning was modified in parts. The
positive vote with 70% approval and only 10% clear rejection showed that the planning
is based on broad urban society consensus. A comparatively large number of younger
people and families were reached. Overall, the media and public considered this to be a
success, especially regarding the fact that it was one of the first digital formats for citizen
participation in Tübingen and, thus, still in the trial stage [67].

2. Materials and Methods

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic hindered traditional and prompted new forms
of public participation in urban and regional planning. Many activities, including planning,
were relegated to a position of secondary importance compared to the health (and economic)
emergency. This forced shift resulted in a range of ad hoc solutions, simultaneously
showing the drawbacks of previously never-tested tools and new opportunities to join
the participatory process. The virtual experiences produced under the pandemic will be
even more relevant in the future (of planning) than their chance to serve as participation
processes during the lockdown. The objective of this research was to investigate the
problems of and opportunities for virtual public participation tools and evaluate them
with a view to their integration into the official public participation system in urban and
regional planning.

This research is, therefore, based on the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The ad hoc development and application of virtual participatory tools, which
could not be previously tested, highlight problems and obstacles in the public participation process.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Regardless of their ad hoc development and application, virtual participatory
tools show certain advantages that make them worthy of becoming standardized tools in public
participation that can even be implemented beyond the present COVID-19 times.

Concerning research design, this research is based on case-controlled studies evaluated
by the expert assessment method. Seven countries were analyzed as the case-controlled
studies in order to identify the possible predictors of positive outcomes of using virtual
participation tools in public participation in urban and regional planning. Case-controlled
studies are also referred to as observational studies where, in this particular research, seven
experts in urban and/or regional planning (authors of the paper) assessed the problems
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of and opportunities for virtual participation and the prospects of its application in the
post-COVID era.

The experts and, hence, the cases were selected by the convenience method with
reasoning. Specifically, due to the new pandemic circumstances, the ISOCARP (Interna-
tional Society of City and Regional Planners) organized a virtual collaboration platform
(Cyber Agora) for its members. At the point of the COVID-19 outbreak, the gathering of
urban and regional planers from all over the globe was considered the best opportunity
to recruit professionals in this field, all affiliated with the ISOCARP and being interested
and experienced in dealing with participation before and during the COVID-19. On the
occasion of the second meeting devoted to “Virtual Public Planning Participation: Hype
or New Normal?”, the participants were invited to collaborate on the preparation of this
study. The authors of this paper are those who accepted and went through the preparation
processes. In addition to the convenience of the selection, the choice of case studies also
corresponded to the basic reliability criteria: (1) encompassing different sociopolitical back-
grounds, (2) involving cases with different lengths of experience in public participation,
and (3) addressing experts from both academia and practice.

As a result, the subjects of this research are Belgium, Canada, Germany, Peru, Serbia,
South Africa, and Spain. The study is designed as exploratory research in which data
collected for the analysis include expert observations and assessments by the authors of
the paper, as well as assessments reported in the academic literature and media on under-
standing the implications for public participation in urban and regional planning during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Primary data (the authors’ observations and assessments) were
collected by survey, technically supported by the Google Form platform. Survey-based
research is conducted without predetermined notions of the expected responses [68]. Such
surveys are common in social and psychological research and are often used to describe
and explore human behavior [69]. The questionnaire in this study consisted of 42 questions
divided into four major topics: (1) main characteristics of the planning systems, (2) for-
mal/informal occurrence of virtual public participation, (3) public participation challenges
occurring during the COVID-19 pandemic, and (4) public participation opportunities devel-
oped during the COVID-19 pandemic. More than half of the questions were open-ended,
whereas the remaining questions were multiple-choice with the possibility of entering
original answers (“Other: . . . ”). This way, a balance was enabled between new knowledge
and the comparability of the answers.

A qualitative evaluation was made of the collected data. Despite the possibility of
quantifying some of the answers collected by the survey, the fact that the research involves
only seven countries influenced the decision to evaluate the results qualitatively. The
responses were interpreted narratively, with the frequent use of phrases characteristic for
qualitative research (e.g., “predominantly”, “mostly”, “hardly”, “on average”, “majority”).
In addition, the categorization method was used to identify the main groups of challenges
to and opportunities for virtual participation.

3. Results
3.1. Challenges to Virtual Public Participation

The challenges to virtual participation in urban and regional planning are not neces-
sarily related to the shift from traditional to virtual platforms. In general terms, COVID-19
caused timeline, deadline, and process delays; however, despite a certain level of adapta-
tion to the new context, virtual participation also suffered from the insufficiencies inherited
from traditional forms of participation. This included the challenge of reaching all relevant
stakeholders (particularly vulnerable groups), as well as participants’ knowledge and
understanding of planning procedures and aims.

However, experiences from the analysed countries indicate that virtual public partici-
pation during the COVID-19 pandemic has met specific challenges. These challenges can
be categorised as follows: (1) accessibility, (2) reliability, and (3) trustworthiness.
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This section may be divided by subheadings. It should provide a concise and precise
description of the experimental results, their interpretation, as well as the experimental
conclusions that can be drawn.

3.1.1. Accessibility

The accessibility issue refers to inequalities in terms of participation from the moment
when the internet and technical equipment (computers and mobile phones) became an
essential prerequisite for participation in planning. Even though it was not intentional,
experiences from the analyzed countries show that accessibility to virtual participation
was hindered by (a) an urban–rural divide, (b) a wealthy–poor divide, (c) a young–elderly
divide, and (d) a gender divide. According to the survey, Canada, South Africa, and Peru
were challenged the most, while Belgium successfully diminished the problem.

Since the pandemic, it should be noted that rural municipalities have had difficulty
participating because of poor access to the internet. To address this inequity, postcards of
notification and hard copies of documents were sent to be picked up at certain locations
in Canada. The significant difference in infrastructure levels between urban and rural
areas in Serbia includes the road infrastructure, water supply, sewage system, and acces-
sibility to the Internet [70]. As rural areas are usually populated by an older population,
the accessibility problem increases. In Spain, internet access of the elderly population
(65–74 years old) is 69.7%, which is significantly smaller compared to the average of 93.2%
(16–74 years old) [71]. As in many world cities, the COVID-19 pandemic also highlighted
the digital divide and inequalities within Canadian communities. Wi-Fi hotspots and
public spaces, public libraries, and restaurants providing Wi-Fi access became unavail-
able during COVID-19 lockdown periods, whereby a large number of residents were left
without internet access.

In Canada, online inequality and poor access to the internet were problematic not
only for seniors but also for people with disabilities and BIPOC (Black Indigenous People
of Color) in low-income neighborhoods. Limited access to digital platforms is, thus, a
common feature. In most cases, it was the vulnerable and disadvantaged communities
that were most affected by internet access during the lockdown. In rural communities,
there are often fewer internet services and lower internet service speeds compared to urban
centers [72]. In Spain, it was determined that 91.4% of Spanish households have access
to the internet, but the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted that low-income families in this
country have access mostly through mobile devices. Although this might seem adequate,
it was found that this situation leads to a wider divide.

The inclusiveness of marginalized groups in some societies remains a global challenge.
There are cultures where not all community members can speak up during public meetings
or have access to mobile phones or the internet. Therefore, their attempts to reach out to
these groups digitally are more challenging.

Inequality in terms of accessibility is further magnified by uneven digital literacy,
where elderly and rural populations in particular show lower levels of computer literacy. In
this sense, digital infrastructure, access, and literacy became very relevant for virtual public
participation during the COVID-19 lockdown. In Serbia, for example, more than half of
the population (51.0%) over 15 years of age is computer-illiterate, with substantial regional
differences [73]. The Government of Ontario (Canada), therefore, allocated 150 million
CAD to expand broadband internet across the province, as part of a previous 315 million
CAD plan developed to improve digital connectivity in rural communities, emphasizing
the high costs associated with technology advances, but also the importance of leadership
and political will in addressing inequality in technology accessibility.

3.1.2. Reliability

Due to its ad hoc development and considerable improvisation, virtual participation
still has not had the opportunity to solve technical and methodological issues. Therefore,
a range of challenges were recognized, starting with (a) the gap between traditional and
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virtual participation, (b) the lack of virtual participation methodologies, (c) poorly targeted
participants, (d) the rigid discussion structure, (e) anonymity, (f) the lack of informal
discussion, (g) “self-service”, and (h) the lack of reliance on body language. Some countries,
such as Belgium, found a new efficient way to involve citizens, which works well despite
the initial skepticism. In contrast, South Africa and Peru reported the greatest difficulties.

There is limited knowledge of virtual participation methodologies. Virtual engage-
ment can be negatively and automatically characterized as being inequitable. Judging by
the experience in South Africa, virtual communication is emphasized more than virtual
participation. Large Zoom meetings are possible but expensive; therefore, not all interested
parties can participate at once. This diminishes the value and the purpose of the discussion.
This is often viewed as a lesser investment of resources and is, thus, equated with a lesser
effort to engage diverse and representative participants within a community. In Serbia,
citizens were deprived of the public presentation of the Spatial Plan of the Republic of
Serbia. This and similar deficiencies in supportive documentation and data are a barrier to
proper presentation of the plans and, hence, meaningful participation.

Due to the sudden shift from traditional and well-known methods of participation
materials and participation itself, some stakeholder groups and citizens were left out. The
narrower scope of participants was risky in terms of the involvement of all target groups,
which led to the provision of false information.

Online voting (survey) on a specific aspect of a plan provides easy access, but it is also
usually anonymous. Thus, it is a safe place to express opinions, but the accountability of
the contributors should be carefully considered, since the outcomes of “self-service” further
guide public spending and affect others. The City of Belgrade (Serbia) also tested the
possibilities of such virtual participation through the Green City Action Plan for the City of
Belgrade, which was envisioned as a participatory procedure to define a vision, mission,
and main objectives. The primary idea was to gather various parties in a workshop, which
was dismissed after the COVID-19 crisis accelerated. To enable the timely completion of
the project, the consultant and the City decided to provide public online voting where
citizens could suggest various proposals. The submitted proposals showed a lack of
understanding of the term “vision”. This example pointed out the great relevance of
well-trained moderators in leading the participation process, since they are excluded by
default in forms of virtual participation such as online voting (survey).

Similar findings were recorded in Spain with a preliminary participatory process
conducted in Santander in July 2020 during the lockdown period. The process constituted
in-person and online activities, but the latter lacked explanations. Moreover, limited space
was provided for participants to include personal opinions and suggestions, thus limiting
participation and failing the objective of being citizen-driven.

Furthermore, the apathetic nature of virtual participation means that it is not possible
(in most cases) to read body language, further limiting meaningful conversation and the re-
liability of the participation results. Virtual discussions tend to have more rigidly structured
questions compared to in-person discussions; thus, they do not lead to discussions outside
their realm that may be important depending on the sociocultural circumstances. In digital
media, there may be a degree of abstraction and social isolation that can reduce the joy
associated with a group effort, which discourages potential participants from taking part.

In Lima, different results were achieved when the participatory processes of the
Metropolitan Development Plan (which started in late 2019) were taken online. There
were very limited discussions, and this created further uncertainty for the stakeholders. In
Serbia, especially in rural areas, it was also found that stakeholders were bewildered by the
unexpected transition to virtual means of discussion. In Munich (Germany), on the other
hand, strict planning regulations and formal processes lacked the freedom of participatory
and cocreation formats. As mentioned in the ongoing Smart Together program “not all
local problems can be solved with the smart city project, which can lead to frustrations of
residents” [74]. Other cities, however, do embrace the benefits of participatory planning.
For example, in Antwerp (Belgium), the enormous resistance to finishing the city ring grew
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into a collaboration with Ringland authorities, which resulted in the ring being covered in
strategic places, such that the city is connected to its spacious surroundings by parks.

3.1.3. Trustworthiness

Remote communication and “self-service” participation only accentuate the issue of
trust between governments and experts, on the one hand, and participants, on the other.
In the survey conducted for this analysis, the experts identified the following aspects
that harm trustworthiness in virtual public participation: (a) depersonalized participation,
(b) give-up rate, (c) mistrust in the corrupted system, (d) fear of misuse of personal data,
(e) interference of hackers, and (f) appearance of fewer efforts. The most concern regarding
these aspects was shown in South Africa, whereas it was very little in Serbia and Spain,
and completely insignificantly in Belgium.

Even when public administration offers online services, some citizens might still prefer
to use traditional (in-person) ways to communicate with the local administration, arguing
that it might provide an opportunity for more interaction and clarification regarding
intentions and attitudes. There is often the lack of a “human touch” when face-to-face
engagements are replaced by virtual encounters. Members of some communities feel more
confident sharing details with people of the same gender or ethnicity. Virtual participation
does not seem as inviting as face-to-face collaborations, and a preference for tête-à-tête
communication deters some participants from involvement in virtual participation. Video
call meetings might make it easier to be present, but they do not necessarily enhance
participation, especially since some participants tend to keep their microphone muted
and video off, thus depersonalizing their participation to the maximum. A facilitator
would tend to skip such participants during the discussion and would, thus, limit the
meaningfulness of the participation.

Inclusive virtual participation could face more challenges in cities where there is poor
trust in governance. For example, in Lima (Peru), significant omissions are evident in city
planning due to corruption, weak coordination mechanisms by the Metropolitan Gover-
nance, and the lack of an official term for planning in the Peruvian legislation. Research
on the biosphere reserve in Serbia has shown that trustworthiness and overall willingness
to participate in planning processes highly depend on the implementation success of pre-
vious projects based on a participatory approach. The perception that a complex matter
is difficult to do online, along with mistrust in the use of personal data on the internet,
plays an important role when attracting people to take part in virtual participation. When
it comes to the use of technologies, especially applications, citizens showed skepticism
regarding personal data manipulation, while participation hosts encountered problems
caused by hackers.

3.2. Opportunities for Virtual Public Participation

Virtual participatory planning approaches do, however, provide various opportunities
to improve public participation. Some of the opportunities are even universally applicable
to all three groups of challenges—accessibility, reliability, and trustworthiness. The case
of the town of Hildesheim (Germany) has shown that online participation in times of a
pandemic can certainly work and also lead to good and usable results. The number of
clicks and participants proved that a high number of people could be reached [75].

Virtual platforms were also found to make it easier to engage with larger audiences.
In Lima, for example, given the COVID-19 pandemic, citizens’ and architects’ participation
in virtual conferences, seminars, and forums developed by the College of Architects of
Peru greatly increased. This was seemingly due to the elimination of commuting to the
venue, as well as growing interest in topics about the city’s future.

In 2019, in Rivas Vaciamadrid, a small city in Spain with 88,150 inhabitants, a digital
platform for participatory budgeting attracted approximately 200 proposals, followed
by 3000 votes. The platform enabled an easy evaluation process, resulting in 14 actions
being duly selected for funding, worth 300,000 EUR. In Munich, it became evident that



Land 2021, 10, 1379 11 of 19

a combination of working offline and online can lead to better results, for example, opti-
mizing workshops using the MunichApp in combination with existing events and local
bottom-up initiatives. However, the overall impression in Spain is to be cautious, since
the opportunities for virtual participation during COVID-19 could lose their relevance in
post-COVID times. After all, the lockdown unencumbered many people who had more
time to participate in online meetings. This does not necessarily mean that, in the future,
virtual activities will not have the same number of participants.

Therefore, Spain is the only example that does not see shifts during the COVID-
19 pandemic as a sound opportunity to improve accessibility to participation through
lower costs in organizing (no expenses for the venue and catering) and participating (no
need to travel), as well as a significantly smaller time requirement when participating
from a personal computer/mobile phone. Even though the reduced costs and lower time
requirement were identified as opportunities in the majority of the analyzed countries, they
did not significantly influence the number of participants in Serbia and Spain. However, if
a virtual meeting had taken place in the case of Serbia’s National Spatial Plan, the results
would have been different, because an opportunity would have been provided for citizens
outside of the capital city to participate, thus having a much better inclusion of rural and
remote areas.

Similarly, it was noticed that young people are more comfortable using new technolo-
gies than older people. Therefore, virtual participation balanced out young people with
experienced citizens in Canada, Germany, Peru, and South Africa, but not in Belgium,
Serbia, and Spain. In the latter three countries, a misconception was noted about the
digital knowledge of the elderly who are eager to learn, especially since COVID-19, and
who wish to improve their information and gain inspiration. In addition, the youngest
generations were not included, since having technological skills without experience does
not necessarily mean an improvement in participation. The target group of participants
was aged 30–50 years.

Representatives of all the analyzed cases were nevertheless unified on the matter
that some applications (e.g., Zoom) are an opportunity to improve trustworthiness by
running polls and presenting the results during meetings. Virtual participation processes
assist with the facilitation of meetings, as the platform ensures that all voices are equal,
rather than the frequent scenario where the “loudest person is heard”. Six out of seven
experts estimated that user-friendly interface applications could enhance participatory
approaches and quality control, as well as present information effectively and transparently
via virtual platforms, thus contributing to accessibility, reliability, and trustworthiness.
Virtual platforms could ensure that reachability is extended even further, especially through
asynchronous processes and by providing the option to view the recording of events at a
convenient time and day. Virtual platforms make it possible to extend inclusiveness and
overcome many of the traditional barriers to participatory processes.

The research identified that virtual platforms often lead to promptly obtained results.
Voting for scenarios can be done virtually (graphically, with videos telling the story and
explaining the scenarios). Virtual participatory platforms enable measurable results from
the input of all participants, and these inputs are formally acknowledged through the
digital structures. The city of Munich, for example, has created a smart data platform for
the project Smarter Together known as the Transparency Dashboard, which gives interested
people a clear and comprehensive overview of what kind of data are being collected in the
project, how they are processed, and the measures taken to protect data and privacy, among
others [74]. These digital advances improve transparency and, as a direct result, enhance
trustworthiness. Two experts agreed that virtual platforms provide an opportunity to
build trust in their countries, four of them thought that virtual platforms help to overcome
language barriers, and three of them thought that COVID-19 is an opportunity to rethink
“business as usual”.
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3.3. Legacy for Post-Pandemic Times

The pandemic has forced many municipalities to move toward digital participatory
methods to continue developing their ongoing urban projects. Some of them have had
the opportunity to try different digital tools and assess them on the basis of their own
experience. There have been some difficulties given the novelty of these methods, but a
considerable number of municipalities are satisfied with implementing online methods.
They were able to reach more people with good levels of participation. At the same time,
they have seen the multiple possibilities offered by online tools and how to combine them
with well-known offline participatory methods.

They have become more aware of the importance and need for virtual participation,
as experienced in Belgium, Germany, Peru, South Africa, and Serbia. The advantages,
such as the easier organization of online discussions, as well as data collection (opinions)
via websites, e-mails, and digital registries, have made governments realize that methods
developed to deal with the specific conditions of the pandemic are also practical for
post-pandemic times. For example, in Germany, public participation, which used to be
primarily analog, is now inevitably becoming largely digital. All over Germany, cities
such as Hildesheim, Duisburg, Dortmund, Munich, Frankfurt, and Lindau are calling for
digital participation formats for the development of planning areas [76]. Numerous cities
have developed online participation formats such as online meetings, online voting, and
increasing communication on social media.

Governmental actions in Canada went beyond awareness and the idea of new possi-
bilities, since amendments were made to the legislation. For example, Ontario’s Bill 197
(Chapter 18 of the Statutes of Ontario) [77] is an Act to amend various statutes in response
to COVID-19 and to enact, amend, and repeal various statutes, Bill 189–Chapter 6 [64] is an
Act to amend various Acts to address COVID-19, and Ontario Regulation 149/20 Special
Rules Relating to Declared Emergency [65] is the provincial legislation that sets the rules
for land-use planning in Ontario.

In any case, there is still a long way to go in most other countries when it comes to
the implementation of these new tools for urban planning purposes. In South Africa, for
example, the issue is limited funds and willingness to invest in such infrastructure, whereas,
in Serbia, there is a fear that the government will use the inclusion of online meetings as
justification for the exclusion of in-person dialogue between experts and citizens in public
inspections. In Spain, a different understanding of the value of public participation in the
whole process of planning (empowerment of neighbors) would be the first step toward the
later implementation of all kinds of virtual participatory processes. Several experiences,
such as in the cities of Rivas Vaciamadrid, Santander, Oviedo, or Albacete, despite the
focus on smaller city areas, show the worthiness of the participatory approach.

All experts nevertheless agreed that the most successful aspects of public participation
created during the COVID-19 pandemic should remain part of regular planning practice.
The main arguments in favor of this were as follows: they do not contravene the applica-
tion of a traditional approach; online meetings are an opportunity for those who cannot
participate due to time constraints to see the recorded video; new virtual participation and
public discussion can reach a greater number of citizens along with a different target of
stakeholders; digital submissions of remarks and suggestions might be easier for citizens,
governments, and consultants; a digital record of entries is easier to sort and integrate into
public reports. The development of a hybrid model of public participation is seen as a
win–win situation for all.

Out of 13 opportunities recognized in the analysis, experts from Canada, Germany, and
South Africa estimated that more than 10 of these would be suitable as part of traditional
planning in the future, and experts from the other countries chose between six and 10.
There are two opportunities that all experts considered relevant to keep as part of regular
practice: (1) recorded online meetings because they enable their content to be seen by
groups of interested stakeholders that could not participate in the meeting, and (2) the
use of applications that allow the creation of polls during the meetings so that results
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can be shared with participants immediately. The majority of the experts also considered
that virtual participation is an excellent opportunity to enlarge the number of participants
willing to get involved due to (1) lower costs for the participants (no need to travel),
(2) smaller time demands (no traveling to the venue and back), and (3) an easier evaluation
process enabled by the use of online platforms.

Less popular, but still chosen by the majority of experts, were opportunities to
(1) balance out young people with experienced citizens because they are more comfortable
using new technologies, (2) reduce costs for the organizers (no venue, catering, etc.), (3) en-
hance participatory approaches and quality control with the help of user-friendly interface
applications, (4) rethink “business as usual”, and (5) be more transparent by effectively
presenting information via virtual platforms. Only a few experts considered that virtual
platforms help to overcome language barriers and build trust between participants and
government/consultants.

4. Discussion and Conclusions

This study showed that virtual participation in urban and regional planning faces
similar drawbacks to those in traditional planning participation, such as the participants’
knowledge of planning principles and goals, as well as the involvement of a large number
of stakeholders from diverse sectors and spheres. As [78,79] noted, the majority of the
population is not interested in active participation in decision making, but they often get
involved in order to protect their private interests. They do not realize the benefits or
the important contribution of citizen participation [80]. Compared to traditional ways
of participation, participants’ knowledge must include how to use the technology (com-
puter/mobile phone) and applications installed on electronic devices. Although [81] stated
that technological possibilities and skills no longer represent an obstacle, [82] noted that
technological literacy is developing gradually, and that part of the population is still not
familiar with or comfortable using ICT.

On the one hand, the use of technologies in the participation process opens the possibil-
ity of involving a larger number of people and, hence, a broader scope of stakeholders. This
issue has also been broadly addressed in other sources. The authors of [2,11,15,19–21,83]
considered that virtual participation enables more flexible involvement of stakeholders
and saves time and money for both organizers and attendees. If these are the reasons why
participants should take part in the processes, technology and accompanying software
make it possible. Forms of participation that do not require discussion also help; potential
participants can share their opinions at a time that suits them best via e-mail, online ques-
tionnaire, survey, online platform, etc. [15]. Virtual participation eliminates the dimension
of physical distance [84] and reduces the CO2 footprint due to reduced travel [83,85].

On the other hand, it has been noted by other researchers that using a solely virtual ap-
proach eliminates some participation from the public participation process [82], especially
in the case of the elderly [7]. Those who are used to traditional participation forms, do not
have a computer/mobile phone, or are not sufficiently familiar with the use of technology
could choose or be forced to stay out of the participation process. Additionally, part of the
population does not have internet access, which implies a digital divide when combined
with the lack of technical equipment and knowledge [13,21].

Technical knowledge and internet access are closely related to the local context: in-
dividual and group access to the infrastructure and their social status. Thus, the digital
divide results from the urban–rural [86], wealthy–poor [12,13], young–elderly [21,87], and
gender divides [12,82,87–89], as recognized in this study and by other authors. It was also
noted, as confirmed by [11], that the divide based on social status is the foundation for
the divide based on skin color. The authors of [90] also registered the problem of disabled
persons who might be included in the participation more easily with the introduction of
technological means, but only if the interface is adapted to their requirements.

Therefore, overcoming technical obstacles is relevant to improving the possibility of
marginalized groups’ participation and overcoming difficulties in communication and
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understanding between participants from different milieux and social groups [2,7,19,33].
A serious level of improvement is also expected in the sphere of data protection, anonymity,
and transparency on the technical side of the processes [21,91,92]. New and more visually
attractive forms of plan presentation also increase responsiveness in the participation pro-
cess and, to a certain extent, eliminate the absence of face-to-face communication between
plan creators and other stakeholders [15,87]. This is crucial for target groups reluctant to
enter virtual (nonpersonal) exchange without informal social interactions [7,19,82]. Since
virtual exchange reduces the ability to ask questions [19], it leaves the virtual participants
(if the meetings are mixed) on the margin of the conversation [93,94].

Other studies stated that some participants might withdraw from participation be-
cause they do not feel competent enough to share their opinion with professionals [95].
In contrast, some forms of virtual participation (e.g., voting, mobile applications) do not
require a public display, thereby easing participation for those who feel embarrassed [96].
A simplification of planned design and its outcomes might be clearer to a wider range of
participants through virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR). As technology is an
essential part of a smart city, it is natural that it plays a significant role in planning itself.
The authors of [97,98] emphasized that VR and AR greatly assist in good quality planning
because they enable authentic simulation and visualization of planned interventions in
space, thus allowing participants to make the right decision when deciding to either accept
or decline the offered design. VR and AR are, nevertheless, new tools in planning; therefore,
they require further improvements to present the scenario more realistically and engage
a wider range of stakeholders by improving easy access, simple understanding, level of
amusement, etc. [99,100].

Some authors (e.g., [3,101–103]) argued that public participation suffers from formality,
which does not fulfil its purpose of the true inclusion of stakeholders and citizens in the
process. As noted by this study and confirmed by [12], this might significantly hinder
participants’ trust in the process and their motivation to get involved. New and virtual
forms of presenting public discussion results (e.g., graphs, polls) increase transparency
and, hence, trust [7]. In addition to the use of presentation forms, the technology enables
video and audio recording [82], which greatly increases the dissemination, transparency,
understanding of the discussed document, and the quality of the stakeholders’ response in
the ensuing participation rounds.

In conclusion, the COVID-19 pandemic has served as a change initiator in public
participation, including participation in urban and regional planning. The changes were
mainly directed toward the introduction of technology, with improvised and planned new
forms of online participation. According to the results of this and other studies that dealt
with the consequences of COVID-19 (e.g., [23,30,104]), new approaches and a shift toward
virtual participation have already been considered the “new normal”. In this sense, it is
underlined that face-to-face communication and traditional forms of participation cannot
be simply replaced by virtual forms of participation [2], but virtual participation offers
new opportunities that were not possible in the traditional approach. Therefore, other
studies (e.g., [9,12,13,17,81]) advocate a combined approach as the best solution for future
participative processes, which is emphasized by the authors of this study, particularly for
the field of urban and regional planning.

The shift toward a combined approach should flow in parallel with technological
advances and their application in participation, along with the awareness-raising and
education of all potential participants in the use of technology and the purpose of ur-
ban and regional planning in order to maximize the meaningfulness of the shift [4,15,87].
A combined approach in the post-COVID-19 era would spur a larger number of stakehold-
ers and their diversity, which is considered the ultimate precondition for a successful and
meaningful participatory process [2,3,7,12,82,95,105]. Before COVID-19, [2] explored tech-
nical and methodologically detailed solutions to improve virtual participation, which [81]
conducted in the specific COVID-19 context. Their results can be used as a starting point
when adjusting to a combined approach. Additionally, [7] noted that the practice of at
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least one face-to-face meeting should be kept, following the recommendations by [15] to
hold the participation process in several rounds and by [87] to involve participation in the
earliest stage of planning and keep it through the entire process.
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