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Abstract
The article examines the results of a “citizen consultation” organised by local public officials through a questionnaire‐based
consultation approach to the management of urban and peri‐urban forests. The study shows how forests are at the same
time strong, complex, and ambivalent policy levers in a public consultation process. The article, first of all, specifies the
economic context of the case study, namely that of a metropolis in the north of France with a population of 500,000
people. It then presents the methods and the occasionally divergent results of the metropolitan “dialogue” survey (dated
2020, n = 375) on the one hand, and a university survey (dated 2020, n = 774) on the other. The results obtained reveal
the challenges, difficulties, and limits of a participatory approach, given the high degree of ambivalence and contrast in
the way population groups relate to woodland and the representative/participatory systems. The article highlights the
complexity involved in the management of woodlands and their use as part of a political process that is both participatory
and sustainable.
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1. Introduction

Citizen participation in environmental decision‐making
in France began to develop in the 1990s. For social scien‐
tists, it revives three existing debates (Claeys‐Mekdade,
2006). The first one re‐examines the place of citizen
participation in environmental policy‐making, consider‐
ing that the socially biased view of elected officials and
experts requires the use of a broader system of repre‐
sentation. The second one questions the role of the soci‐
ologist in relation to the public authorities and the con‐
ditions of objectivity and involvement. The third debate
questions the growing permeability between politics and
science in decision‐making (for example, the risk of tech‐
nocratic treatment of social issues, questioning of scien‐
tific legitimacy within public environmental decisions by

the voluntary community). In line with these questions,
this article shows how forests are ambivalent resources
for “establishing territory” in a public dialogue process.
On the one hand, elected officials and local agents can‐
not ignore the opinion of the residents on the manage‐
ment of a public “asset” in the form of a forest which is
part of their living environment and, on the other hand,
they must take into account the different levels of knowl‐
edge and involvement of the population.

Recently, the depoliticisation of climate issues has
been pointed out in case study format (Comby, 2015).
This phenomenon describes how the public authorities
tend to take charge of an ecological challenge (politi‐
cisation) while removing the possibility of their being
called into question so as not to jeopardize their exis‐
tence and relegating the ecological problem to individual
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responsibility, or technical or economic considerations
(Comby, 2019). The local consultation process studied in
this article effectively shows how the population groups
consulted are invited to express their views on forestry
problems that do not fall within the competence of
the Metropolis (in the economic or security spheres,
for example). It also shows how the institution wishes
to strengthen its environmental actions in the name of
good governance of a local political community.

The Rouen Normandy Metropolis (RNM), Normandy,
France, presents an interesting case of an inter‐municipal
grouping (71 municipalities for a population of 492,681;
INSEE, 2018). It is a port and industrial area undergo‐
ing a transition in social and ecological terms and boasts
a green belt comprising 25,600 hectares of woodland.
The analysis concerns the consultation process carried
out in the context of the drafting of the 4th Forest
Management Charter and the associated action plan.
It examines the meaning and results of two quantitative
surveys designed to inform the drafting of these docu‐
ments. The first survey was conducted in 2020 “for the
purpose of initiating dialogue” with the residents of the
region by the RNM (n = 375). The second survey, also
carried out in 2020 (n = 774), was set up by a university
team to produce knowledge about the tensions between
private uses and perceptions of woodland as “public
property.” The results obtained by the RNM’ participa‐
tory approach reveal strong involvement and desires
for change, but also create many blind spots. The data
from the university survey show more ambivalent and
contrasting relationships with forest areas, which reflect
highly differentiated concerns, knowledge, and levels of
appropriation, depending on the practices and social
characteristics of the respondents. These two surveys
are also part of a social and political context that should
be described to gain a better understanding of the issues
at stake in the approaches being implemented.While the
reception of the public and political participation change
the reference points of foresters on the one hand, and of
elected officials on the other, the results reveal popula‐
tion groups that do not fit into the same frames of refer‐
ence, nor into the same “public problems,” nor into the
same desire for participation or “delegation.”

The position adopted here is determined to remain
outside the classic dichotomy, which consists of either
facile criticism of opinion polls (Dobré & Caraire, 2000,
p. 11) or defense of the ideas the lay population seeks
to put forward in a public debate (Callon et al., 2001).
This article is intended to help identify the limits inher‐
ent in a citizen participation mechanism, which is as nec‐
essary as it is difficult to implement, and to foster and
support hybrid exchanges, combining lay and scholarly
knowledge (Claeys‐Mekdade, 2006, p. 8; Geddes, 1904),
to encourage the emergence of relevant public problems
(Dewey, 2010) and fine‐tuned public actions (Lascoumes
& Le Galès, 2018).

2. Method and Context

2.1. Scale of Analysis: Rouen, a Norman Metropolis

In France, since the law on the reform of territorial
authorities in 2010, the MAPTAM law in 2014, and
the NOTRe law in 2015, some twenty metropolises
have been created, constituting groupings of municipal‐
ities with more than 400,000 inhabitants. Among the
areas of competence exercised as of right within their
perimeter (economy, housing, water, sanitation, etc.),
the metropolises also exercise their competence in the
field of spatial and environmental planning in connection
with the enhancement of the living environment, the
fight against pollution, and energy management. Of the
ten urban areas in France that have major woodlands,
the RNM has the largest population. As Figure 1 shows,
with three state forests and large areas of forest freely
available to the public, woodland accounts for a third of
the surface area of the region, producing oxygen and act‐
ing as a “green lung.”

The RNM has been announcing since 2020 that it
has the ambition of turning this region into “the epicen‐
tre of the social‐ecological transition” and the “capital
of the World After” (RNM, 2020). The “after” emerges
in unusual socio‐historical conditions, against a back‐
ground of elections, around which revolves a protest
against the government’s social policy (the Yellow Vests
of 2018–2019), a major industrial accident (Lubrizol
in 2019), and a health emergency (Covid‐19, as of
2020–2021). These three elements refer to multidimen‐
sional crises (ecological, social, and representation in
a democracy) that have increased rapidly over the last
three years, and which have taken on particular impor‐
tance locally regarding the subject under study.

The Yellow Vests movement (GJ after the original
gilets jaunes) was important in the Rouen region and
left its mark on the people. This movement—named
after the jackets worn by the protesters—emerged in
October 2018 outside of the intermediate bodies, from
the protest at the increase in fuel prices, and its fram‐
ing in the protest register of independent liberals (Spire,
2018). Very quickly, as the protest grew (Sebbah et al.,
2018), the collective subject that made itself evident
defined itself, above all, as people from the working
poor (Guerra et al., 2019), people in employment, “pre‐
vented” from earning a real living from their work, com‐
ing from the working class (Collectif d’enquête sur les
Gilets jaunes, 2019) and the middle classes (Dormagen
et al., 2021; Hoibian et al., 2019). Despite the violence
and repeated violent clashes with the police, the move‐
ment enjoyed a majority and significant support among
the French population for several months (six to seven
months), according to the polling institutes. The move‐
ment is a statement of a crisis of political representation
and calls for institutional reforms while making visible
an unprecedented level of mistrust of the principles of
representative democracy, the consequence of a feeling
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Figure 1. Forests of the RNM and its 71 municipalities. Source: Map by the Deputy Environment Directorate, taken from
the RNM (n.d.) website and adapted by the authors.

that demands are not being heard or of contempt for
the material living conditions of citizens (Rosanvallon,
2021). The GJ movement gives visibility to the advent of
a “democracy of the public” (Manin, 1996; Noiriel, 2018),
which is competing with party democracy, given that the
visibility and voice of citizens, relayedby socialmedia and
the mass media, does not need intermediate bodies.

The city of Rouen was also marked by an indus‐
trial accident: the fire of the lubricant additive stocks of
the Lubrizol company, which occurred in Rouen starting
on 26 September 2019. A cloud several tens of kilome‐
ters wide formed and spread soot over residential areas
and agricultural land. Management of the accident trig‐
gered various measures to protect the population (con‐
finement, closure of schools, suspension of certain agri‐
cultural activities, etc.). Communication from the state
authorities was reassuring but had difficulty publicising
measurements of air and water quality that were precise
and complete. The opinions given contradicted local per‐
ceptions, insofar as testimonies of nausea, headaches,
vomiting (etc.) were abundant. The publication of the
list of products involved in the fire was not made known
immediately, which raised suspicion. Once the list had
been published, questions remained about what might
not have been measured. The consequences of the acci‐
dent for public health, the environment, and the econ‐
omy, led, on a symbolic level, to legal proceedings and
the launch of a parliamentary fact‐finding commission.
Groups formed rapidly, expressing various dissatisfac‐
tions, addressing elected officials, and calling on candi‐

dates in the campaign for the upcoming municipal elec‐
tions, forcing them to take a stand. At the same time, the
candidates and parties expressed their opinions about
the place of industry in the city, the risks involved, how it
contributes to employment, and promoted the question
of the living environment and the place of nature in the
city. The local context accentuates the “local” agenda of
the ecological transition, what is at stake industrially, and
the region’s economic path.

From mid‐March 2020, the Covid‐19 epidemic lead
to a “state of health emergency” being declared and
lockdown measures being imposed. For the people liv‐
ing in the urbanised RNM, the areas of nature, espe‐
cially the public state forests, are seen as prime recre‐
ational resources. At the same time, the health crisis is
increasing the attention paid to the living environment
and shakes up the agendas of candidates and the cal‐
endar for the municipal elections, the second round of
which was postponed from March to June 2020.

It is against this background of a global crisis that
the municipal elections took place in France. After the
two rounds of voting, the candidate elected as mayor
of Rouen, the leader of a plural majority (socialist‐
ecologist), also became president of the RNM. As soon
as he took office in September 2020, the RNMundertook
to “design the city of tomorrow” through a series of lec‐
tures, debates, and citizen dialogue mechanisms. In the
spirit of their electoral campaign, based on a project for
social and ecological transition, the elected representa‐
tive proposes to make Rouen the “capital of the World
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After,” and to rely on a concerted approach to action,
across subjects (Nicodème, 2020).

The idea, for the elected representatives, is to lead
the ecological transition in a port and industrial city,
which is reflecting on what its appealing features are,
what its strategic positioning is (and its relative decline
among other French and European metropolises), on its
industry and its economy, its image, and its living envi‐
ronment. Poorly identified by the population since it was
created, and despite the boost it was given in 2015, the
metropolitan political‐administrative layers make use of
the forests to produce an attractive brand image.

In Rouen, this mobilising strategy relies on a forestry
resource that is unusual in terms of extensive area
(25,000 ha) and composition. Seventy percent of Rouen’s
metropolitan forest is public, whereas the proportion of
forest that is public in France as a whole is only 28.4%
(Lepillé, 2017, p. 98). Three of the woodlands in the
Rouen area have been awarded the Forêt d’Exception®
label, which was created by the French National Forests
Office in 2007 and now recognises 14 forests throughout
France. There have been numerous actions in favour of
the protection of biodiversity that have rallied stakehold‐
ers to endeavour to preserve the future of these three
forest areas: the creation of a biological reserve, sites
in the Natura 2000 network of nature protection areas,
a sensitive natural area, a territorial forest charter, and
urban planning documents. In an effort to reduce land
pressure, part of the state forest of La Londe‐Rouvray and
the forest of Roumare have been classified as “forests
to be protected.” For the community, the forest, and
by extension the environment, become a means, that
is, at first sight, rather consensual, to “create a regional
identity.” The Forêt d’Exception® label, obtained on the
basis of an application file, is an integral part of a mar‐
keting strategy that aims to strengthen the attraction
of the town and allow political actors to show every‐
one that the forest environment has been successfully
protected and run (if the criteria of the label are to be
believed) by theOfficeNational des Forêts, the RNM, and
their partners.

2.2. Two Separate Surveys

In order to show the limits of the citizen participation
process, we can compare two surveys conducted in 2020.
The firstwas producedby theRNM in aprocess described
as a “public dialogue,” with a view to drawing up the
next forestry charter. Emanating from the 2001 Forestry
Orientation Law, the charters are initiated by local play‐
ers such as local authorities. They aim to carry out a
multi‐annual programmeof forestry actions on a number
of themes—economic, social, environmental, tourism,
etc. Consultation and dialogue with elected represen‐
tatives and local players are the preliminary stages to
the final drafting of the charter which, in this case for
the RNM, has been established for the period 2021 to
2026. As part of the procedure, the metropolis issued

invitations to answer an online questionnaire, which was
made freely available on their website. The second sur‐
vey was carried out by the authors of this article in a uni‐
versity setting and examines the uses and forms of man‐
agement Normandy combines in its forestry policies.

The overall university survey (n = 1526) was carried
out among people visiting all the forests in the Boucles
de la Seine Normande nature reserve. The sampling
strategy implemented in the university survey seeks
above all to collect data on the different sports activities
practised in the woodlands of Normandy. Face‐to‐face
interviews allowed us to go into the woodland to
meet those present, i.e., essentially individuals with
non‐institutionalised practices (not affiliated to clubs).
This was combined with the same questionnaire dis‐
tributed online by email or face‐to‐face via 32 sports
clubs and groups (including hunters) institutionally‐
structured (university clubs but also professional, com‐
petitive ones), via a forum of associations and the
Boucles de la Seine Normande Regional Nature Park (at
the reception, online, and during events). Using targeted
and controlled networks for the survey made it possi‐
ble to interview individuals who would have been dif‐
ficult to approach in the woods to answer a question‐
naire, such as horse riders, mountain bikers, and runners.
The random face‐to‐face survey carried out in the forest,
for its part, presented the advantage of reaching peo‐
ple who did not necessarily consider themselves to have
legitimacy for responding and, consequently, tended to
exclude themselves from spontaneous online participa‐
tion (as for the public “consultation”). Spreading the
survey over eight months made it possible to collect
responses from individuals who use the forest during
off‐peak periods (winter and weekdays), and peak peri‐
ods (summer, weekends, and events), as well as during
and outside of health lockdowns. To compare the results
of this global survey (n = 1526) with those of the public
consultation (n = 375), we extracted from the university
survey 774 questionnaires filled in only by inhabitants of
the RNM (cf. third column of Table 1).

The university survey also includes a series of semi‐
structured interviews (n = 21). They are not at the heart
of the analysis, but they have allowed us to gain a deeper
knowledge of the points of view of the actors involved,
either closely or at a distance, in opening up the forest
to the general public: foresters, public and private own‐
ers, organisers of forest competitions, etc.

The factor analysis (see Figure 3) is based on the
1,526 questionnaires collected within the scope of the
global university survey and was created with the soft‐
ware Modalisa. After checking the reliability of the cor‐
relations (Chi² test) within cross‐referencing, we carried
out a factor analysis based on the intersection of the fol‐
lowing four variables: respondent’s gender (in blue; two
possible answers); place of residence in town or country
(in purple; recoding of the declared place of residence
into two answers); most common sporting activity prac‐
tised in the forest (in red; 25 possible answers recoded
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Table 1. Characteristics of the two surveys.

University survey targeting the population of the
RNM public dialogue RNM (n = 774) extracted from the global survey carried
(n = 375) out among users of the Seine Normande forests (n = 1526)

Purpose Public “consultation” Scientific

Survey technique and Online, open to all on the Hybrid and controlled: limited distribution to users of the
sampling Metropolitan area’s website Seine Normande forests

Duration March 2020—November 2020 June 2020—January 2021 (8 months)
(9 months)

Number of questions 45 51

Organisers RNM’s Environment and Lecturers and researchers at the University of Rouen
Participation and Citizenship
departments and the Office
National des Forêts

Additional collections Two other online Interviews (n = 21)
questionnaires

Participatory workshops in
the forest

Time spent drafting About 15 hours for the Approximately 20 hours for 51 questions
the questionnaire three questionnaires

(92 questions)

Testing of the Only when put online to Yes
questionnaire during check how it works
the preparation

into nine answers); and perception of the forest as public
property (in green; four possible answers).

3. Results

3.1. Two Surveys, Two Samples

While giving voice to some residents inevitably means
silencing others (Callon et al., 2001, p. 190), the RNM
survey offers very little information on the characteris‐
tics of the respondents who expressed their opinions.
The only data available is limited to the age and gen‐
der of the respondents. Very little information is avail‐
able on this active minority of 357 people (out of a total
population of 492,000), who considered themselves enti‐
tled to legitimately take part in the public debate on
forests. It is therefore impossible to know how to relate
this sample to the resident population in all its diversity
and to claim to have overcome the possibly biased point
of view of elected officials and professionals through
this method of consultation. The aims of this survey
did not include the identification of the respondents’
levels of education, their social status, their housing
conditions, their commitment in terms of ecology (see

Table 2), or, quite simply, whether or not they actu‐
ally frequent the woodlands. Women are slightly over‐
represented in this survey (58% of respondents), which
may explain why the results show a demand for more
monitoring and policing of the forest. Indeed, we know
that men frequent forests more than women, and that
women report being more “worried about their safety”
in forests than men (Cordellier & Dobré, 2015; Lepillé,
2017; Lewis, 2007).

By comparison, with 52% men, the university survey
sample is true to the gender of the people who most fre‐
quent French forests (Cordellier & Dobré, 2015; Kalaora,
1993; Lepillé, 2017). The educational levels and profes‐
sional positions of people who frequent forests are often
higher than those of the general population (Cordellier &
Dobré, 2015; Kalaora, 1993; Lepillé, 2017), which is also
the case in the university survey sample but to a greater
extent. The university survey also shows that the most
popular sports activities, namely walking, jogging, moun‐
tain biking, and hiking, correspond to those described in
other comparable works of research (Cordellier & Dobré,
2015; Lepillé, 2017). The over‐representation of respon‐
dents under 34 years of age in the university survey
can be explained by a survey method focused on sports
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Table 2. Characteristics of the samples compared to the 2018 Metropolitan Population Census.

Criteria RNM public dialogue (n = 375) University survey (n = 774)
Gender Over‐representation of women (+5 pts) Over‐representation of men (+3 pts)

Age Under‐representation of under 34s
(−11 pts) and over 65s (−8 pts)

Over‐representation of
35–49‐year‐olds (+19 pts)

Over‐representation of under 34s (+10 pts)

Under‐representation of over 65s (−10 pts)

Resident in the RNM 93% of respondents 100% of respondents

Occupation or Not surveyed Under‐representation of workers (−17 pts) and
intermediate occupations (−19 pts)

Over‐representation of executives and higher
intellectual professions (+35 pts)

socio‐professional
category

Diplomas Not surveyed Under‐representation of people with no qualifications
(−22 pts) and people with a vocational qualification
(CAP, BEP or equivalent; −15 pts)

Over‐representation of people with a baccalaureate
(+14pts) and higher education (+26pts)

Sports activity Not surveyed Walking, jogging, mountain biking, hiking, etc.

Grey areas Who responded to the survey No data on people who do not frequent the woodlands
(occupations, credentials, uses of
the forest, etc.)?

Limits Method that emphasises the Methods that accentuate the “sports,” “family outings
“engaged” or “concerned” prism with children,” and “northern plateau” aspects of

the Metropolis
Note: Over‐ or under‐representation is only indicated when there is a difference of three points or more compared to the census.

activities during which a large number of young people
were interviewed during their sports competitions in the
forest or during orienteering, running, and mountain bik‐
ing training as part of their academic curriculum (bach‐
elor’s degree in science and techniques of physical and
sports activities [licence de sciences et techniques des
activités physiques et sportives]).

3.2. Metropolitan Area “Dialogue”: The Manufacture
of Opinions

Surveys often reveal more about the political subcon‐
scious of the interviewers than about the respondents
(Champagne, 2015, p. 36.). The RNM’s “digital dialogue”
is no exception to this observation. While the local
authority wishes to develop, target and prioritise its
action in the forest, the tool built by the agents of the
“environment” and “dialogue” departments reveals mul‐
tiple ambiguities, which we can reveal and examine.

Many of the questions are presented as follows:
“In your opinion, which areas should be given priority for
action to improve the social role of the forest?” Theword‐

ing introduces two presuppositions, which guide the
respondent: on the one hand, “action” is required and,
on the other hand, it is necessary to “improve the social
role of the forest,” without defining said “social role.”
Similarly, the survey asks: “What action would you pro‐
pose to encourage people who never go to the forest
to go there?” This question is based on the premise
that people “should” necessarily go to the forest more
and that it is appropriate to take action in this direction.
Formulating the questions in this way shows underlying
interpretations of the missions of public service (duty
to “take action” and “animate” the forests) and fails to
take into account, for example, the consequences on the
environment that certain forms of frequentation some‐
times cause (trampling, erosion, noise, disturbance of
the fauna, withdrawal or imbalance of plant coverage,
etc.). Onemight consider that these formulations explain
why aminority of respondents answer “Other” when this
typeof response is offered.Nine respondents (out of 375)
replied in a similar way: “More animated: definitely not!”,
“The forest comes alive on its own,” “A forest is not a
city…”, “The woodland is not an amusement park.’’
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Other forms of “prompting” or “guiding” responses
can be identified, such as the “actions” that are proposed
andonwhich respondents are invited to “vote” on a scale
from 0 to 5. The “actions” are expressed in the infinitive
as follows: “Prohibit access to certain areas to protect
them.” This proposal is given as an assertion, which evac‐
uates or ignores any prior questioning such as: “Should
there be prohibitions?” Sixty‐eight percent of respon‐
dents ticked 4 to 5 “stars” for “prohibiting access” to “cer‐
tain areas” of the forest. Starting from a similar formula‐
tion, 46% of respondents “voted” 4 to 5 stars in favour of
“boosting monitoring and policing.” What “results” like
this mean can only be a subject for speculation. We shall
see that they do not converge with those obtained as
part of the university survey, which are expanded on in
the next section.

The “results” constructed in this way show differ‐
ences in the preferences of the respondents and sug‐
gest a very wide disparity in the levels of knowledge of
the environment. Deadwood in forests fulfils many use‐
ful ecosystem functions, serving as a crucial refuge and
food source for many species, allowing for the decom‐
position of organic matter, etc. The action worded as
“keep more deadwood in exploited forests” was liked by
38% of respondents, who voted 4 to 5 stars, and seemed
to repel 33% of respondents, who voted 0 to 1 star.
With no knowledge of the reasons behind these pref‐
erences, we assume that 33% of respondents were not
aware of all the uses of deadwood. These results show
the gaps in knowledge within the population groups con‐
sulted (Dobré & Caraire, 2000, p. 33). The respondents
in the RNM survey were also “against” the exploitation
of wood for energy production (59% were 4‐ and 5‐star
responses) and “in favour” of the conservation of old
trees (62%were 4‐ and 5‐star responses). Themajority of
respondents were interested in taking part in public dis‐
cussions, and 59% would like to be informed of the next
stages of citizen dialogue on forests. To sum up, the par‐
ticipatory approach reveals that there are more women
involved and people of intermediate ages (35 to 49 years
old), who are against the exploitation of wood for fuel,
but a third of whom know relatively little about how a
forest ecosystemworks. On the one hand, there emerges
the image of a heritage forest (mature trees) to be pre‐
served and, on the other, a landscape forest to be main‐
tained and animated.

3.3. The University Survey: Results That Are Less
Clear‐Cut

The university survey yielded results that are in some
respects quite similar to those of the RNM survey.
For example, the university survey also reveals a wide
disparity in levels of knowledge of the forest ecosys‐
tem among forest users. One thing that is remarkable
above all is that 91% of respondents to the university
survey consider forest management to be a public mat‐
ter, involving elected representatives, experts, and users.

Only 5% of respondents feel that management should
be exclusively left to the owner. And so even with large
differences in the levels of knowledge of the ecosystem,
60% of the respondents to the university survey believe
that the management of the forest (flora, fauna, pub‐
lic) concerns everyone and implies participation on their
part. This “desire for participation” echoes the results of
the RNM’s “dialogue” procedure. In both cases, the geo‐
graphical context of Rouenmust be taken into considera‐
tion, that is to say, a life setting consisting of 70% public
forests and exceptional woodlands rendered even more
precious by the health crisis.

There are numerous differences between the
surveys, however, and the university survey cross‐
references questions on both fact and opinion. On the
issue of forest guards and security, the university sur‐
vey asked whether people had ever been troubled “by
the presence of other users.” While 34% of respondents
stated that they had already been inconvenienced, the
problems encountered had multiple causes (occupation
of space, noise pollution, degradation of the place, etc.).
Only 15% of respondents said that they had come across
“security” problems (118 out of 774 respondents, includ‐
ing non‐responses). As a reminder, the RNM survey indi‐
cates that 46% of its respondents are in favour of boost‐
ingmonitoring and policingmissions. Similarly, when the
university survey asks respondents whether they would
like the forest to be better equipped, moremanaged and
monitored, only 15% agree with the suggestion and 78%
would prefer the forest remain as it is.

In other words, the layout of the RNM’s citizen dia‐
logue methods and the way they are organised seems
to bring out “needs” that a non‐action‐oriented survey
does not identify in the same way. The university sur‐
vey shows actors who believe that this is neither a need
nor a realistic action, both in the quantitative part and
in the use made of interviews. “We’re not going to put a
guard behind every tree,” is expressed in the same way
(in separate interviews) by a mayor in charge of a munic‐
ipal forest (also chair of the Regional Natural Park) and
the private owner of a 315‐hectare forest (also vice‐chair
of the Regional Centre of Forest Property). Beyond the
cost of surveillance, which would be too high, the actors
prefer to encourage mediation and awareness‐raising
rather than repressive measures and say they would pre‐
fer to create more spaces (within or outside the wood‐
lands) that are adapted to channelling the troublesome
activities (motorbikes, quad bikes, paintballs, rave par‐
ties) rather than having to exclude categories of users
deemed unwelcome.

The RNM survey highlighted the desire, which was
apparently widely shared (68%), to prohibit access to
certain areas of the forest to protect it, although it was
not clear from whom or from what. The university sur‐
vey poses the question in a different way, asking respon‐
dents to give their opinion on the way ownership relates
to accessibility regarding woodland areas. The results
are different—in fact, quite opposite. In Figure 2, the
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A public property 44%

34%

15%

6%

1%

A space of freedom for everyone, which does not belong to anyone

An environment that should be protected from human uses

A territory governed by special interests

No answer

Figure 2. Possible answers to complete the sentence: “For me the forest is….”

following results appear when respondents are asked to
choose from among a selection of possible answers to
complete the sentence: “For me the forest is…”:

Themajority response (44% of respondents) sees the
forest as “public property.” Thirty‐four percent of respon‐
dents see it as “a space of freedom for all that does not
belong to anyone.” If we add up these two results, it
appears that for 78% of the respondents the accessibility
of the forest for all seems to be a priority or fundamental.
Only 6% of respondents perceive the forest as a territory
governed by specific interests—this compares with the
5% of respondents who believe that forest management
is the business of the forest owner. While 15% of respon‐
dents are in favour of protecting all or part of the forest
from human use, this figure is considerably lower than
the 68% of respondents in the RNM survey.

The contrasting results of the two surveys are not
only due to the way the questions were formulated, nor

only to the way they were carried out. Sampling (or the
lack of it in the case of the RNM survey) is again impor‐
tant. The factor analysis to follow (Figure 3), conducted
this time using data from the same university survey
but on a global scale (metropolis n = 1526), shows that
women are more likely to feel that the forest is an envi‐
ronment that should be protected from human users.
However, women are over‐represented in the RNM sur‐
vey, which also partly explains why the ban on cer‐
tain areas in the forest gains all the more approval in
this survey.

It should be noted that the position of the forest
considered “public property,” located near the centre of
the factorial design, shows that this conception is rela‐
tively independent of gender and the type of sport prac‐
tised in the forest. On the other hand, the other two con‐
ceptions of the forest (“a territory governed by specific
interests” and “a space of freedom for all”) are related

More rural and “priva�zed”
percep�on of the forest

Factor 2 — 10,71%

Factor 1 — 19,65%

More “feminine” percep�on of the forest by
women who tend to stay on official maintained
public footpaths

“Urban” percep�on of the forest as a
space of freedom (in the same way
as the street)

Hiking

Horseriding

Male

Female

Walking, strolling

Mountain bike

Hun ng, shoo ng

A territory governed by specific interests

In the country (rural)

Jogging

Take the dog for a runPublic property

In town (urban)

An environment that should be protected from human uses

A space of freedom for every one, which does not belong to anyone

Nordic walking

Orienteering

Figure 3. Factor analysis of forest design by gender and type of activity, based on the scope of the global university survey
(n = 1,526).
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to sports practices and the location of the respondent’s
main residence (in the country/town): Hunters have a
better perception of the property relations that govern
forest areas, whereas urban dwellers see woodland as a
kind of “extended” public garden.

Allowing the population to express their opinions in
a public debate assumes the sharing of references and
a common language (Desrosières, 2010, p. 407). What
can we say about the knowledge of the people about
the bans on access in certain areas of the forest? Are
those who take part in the discussions aware of the con‐
sequences of their use of the forest environment?When
asked about the regulations in force (knowledge of the
forestry code), the participants in the university survey
gave their opinion on what they could do when walking
their dog in the forest.

The results presented in Figure 4 show that only 16%
of respondents knew the forestry code (answer “yes, in
the vicinity of his master during the authorised period”).
However, this does not mean that those individuals who
know there are regulations are really aware of their
meaning and implications. Not everyone understands,
for example, the way pets disturb the fauna and flora
along the sides of paths (stress during the birthing of
mammals, abandoning of breeding sites, etc.). We can
see clearly, here, that “one of themost pernicious effects
of the opinion poll consists precisely in making peo‐
ple give answers to questions they did not ask them‐
selves” (Bourdieu, 2002, p. 226). In the case in point, peo‐
ple were asked about protection and prohibiting access
to certain areas in the forest, whereas the majority of
them do not seem to be aware of the consequences
of their presence or that of their dogs on the edges of
the paths.

4. Discussion

While the environment is a global issue, on a local level,
the two surveys deployed showed members of the pop‐
ulation who wish to express themselves and “partici‐
pate” in the political decisions that concern their living
environment. Collecting and taking into account these
individual situations seems legitimate, but implicitly one
expects responses that come from a citizen’s position,
which take into account the general interest (Desjardins,
2020). This can be seen as a source of misunderstanding.
The analyses also showedwide disparities in the levels of

knowledge of the respondents, which makes it more dif‐
ficult to take their answers into consideration. However,
it would be absurd to compare lay knowledge and schol‐
arly knowledge (Callon et al., 2001, p. 135) insofar as,
over and above the fact that each person has specific
knowledge that can be enriched and complement each
other (Callon et al., 2001, p. 62), what remains at stake
for all policy decisions remains, fundamentally, the need
to bring about the emergence of a world that is both
diverse and shared (Latour, 2005). For all that, organ‐
ising a participatory approach implies control over the
meaning and importance of the instruments used to gov‐
ern (Lascoumes & Le Galès, 2005). It also requires that a
distinction be made between consultation and dialogue,
and that public speaking/communication is organised in
terms of meaning and place.

When an online questionnaire is presented as a tool
for “digital dialogue” this tends, on the one hand, to con‐
fuse the instrument and the approach, and, on the other
hand, to make an implicit promise that may be difficult
to keep if we are not able to obtain a minimum amount
of information on the people expressing their opinions,
because we have no visibility over the sample of respon‐
dents and, at the same time, over the extent to which
they are out of step or in line with the overall population.
The othermajor problemwith the approach analysed lies
in the nature of the suggested answers, which provide
little information on the intentions or motives behind
the “likes” or “approvals/disapprovals.” This gives the
impression that planned actions are being submitted for
popular approval rather than discussion and deliberation.
The way actions are expressed and the respondents then
invited to “vote” heavily influences the answers, at the
risk of distorting the results but, at the same time, this
has the merit of setting up a sort of trial for testing con‐
crete proposals. In the end, with these results, it is diffi‐
cult to gain an understanding of what is being expressed,
beyond the actual subject of the question‐response. This
article does not claim to find a solution to these clas‐
sic difficulties, which are inherent to the mechanisms
of democratic participation; we are merely pointing out
that there is a fairly systematic use of the term “dialogue”
when in fact the process is more akin to a “consulta‐
tion.” We also identify the risk inherent in this method,
which may tend to produce clear‐cut and fixed “opin‐
ions” somewhat artificially, when it should be fuelling
contradictory expressions, with a concern to enter into

No answer 2%

11%

43%

16%

27%

Yes, anyone can let their dog go for a walk

Yes, in the vicinity of their master

Yes, in the vicinity of their master during the authorised period

No

Figure 4. Possible answers to the sentence: “In the forest that I frequent, people can allow their dogs to walk around
freely?”
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an ethical consideration of discussion and deliberation
(Habermas, 1983, 1991). Over and above any issues
regarding the sampling and how the questions are for‐
mulated, it appears that the cross‐referencing of factual
questions and opinion questions makes it possible to
relate uses andopinions, and to nuance the expression of
the latter. For example, the perception of howwoodland
is threatened varies with the social origin of the respon‐
dent, but also according to the frequency of their visits
(Dobré & Caraire, pp. 141–142).

5. Conclusion

The planning pioneer Patrick Geddes affirmed the cen‐
tral role of sociological enquiry (de Biase et al., 2016).
In his opinion, the “science of cities” is based on the abil‐
ity to observe them, because they cannot be built with‐
out the knowledge of their inhabitants, nor without the
latter feeling concerned and being involved in the future
of their city. By looking at the participation process imple‐
mented in the framework of the drafting of the 4th Forest
Management Charter, our study shows how ametropolis
explores, or even “creates” its own courses of action, its
responsibilities, and ultimately “politicises” forest man‐
agement. While the literature points to a progressive de‐
politicisation of ecological issues (Comby, 2015), we have
shown how, in the case of urban forest management, a
community with a high budgetary capacity, when seek‐
ing to vitalise and create an identity for a region, can
on the contrary endeavour to become involved in the
problem issues of woodland management. This even
sometimes means “overplaying” divergences or require‐
ments, as shown by the comparison of the consulta‐
tion questionnaires and the university survey. If the for‐
mulation of questions and answers plays a part in the
politicisation‐de politicisation of social issues into “pub‐
lic issues,” the question remains of how to carry out this
work of formatting/contenting, which is potentially ped‐
agogical or educational for the participants.

At the risk of having to change its internal organ‐
isation and its relationship with the National Forestry
Organisation, the local authority wanted to know if the
respondents thought it was necessary “to adapt forest
management so that it takes greater account of eco‐
logical issues” as a priority field of action “to improve
the environmental role of the forest.” Fifty‐five percent
of the respondents answered “yes.” Remarkably, 91%
of respondents to the university survey consider for‐
est management to be a public matter, which concerns
elected representatives, experts and users. Only 5% of
respondents feel thatmanagement should be exclusively
left to the owner. Sixty percent of respondents to the
university survey believe that forest management (flora,
fauna, and the public) is everyone’s business and implies
their participation; 21% believe that it is the business
of elected officials and experts and 11% that it is the
business of elected officials and that they should consult
users. All of these indicators seem to converge, arguing

not only for “greener” policies but also for more “partic‐
ipatory” approaches.

Having come thus far, it should be remembered that
the participatorymanagement of forest areas in our case,
as in the case of natural parks, is often driven by the
technical managers who are not, we insist, elected repre‐
sentatives. One might think that they do not necessarily
have their “dialogue” protocols validated by their elected
representatives, and wonder what would happen to the
“results” of these digital dialogues if the people surveyed
showed a concern to have their opinions transformed
into concrete action. While consultation allows for dia‐
logue, there is no guarantee that it will be taken into
account, nor does it allow residents to give advice or
make proposals. To overcome this state of “symbolic
cooperation,” it is undoubtedly possible to envisage—on
the model of what is done in town planning (Donzelot
& Epstein, 2006)—forms of delegation of power and citi‐
zen control at the level of the drafting of the forest man‐
agement charter as well as the implementation of the
action plan.

In the RNM, as in other areas, some residents do
not hesitate to intervene directly in the management
of forest areas by demolishing hunting lodges, setting
up (sometimes dangerous) roadblocks on paths used
by mountain bikers, or by contesting clear‐cuts. These
direct interventions are an invitation to rethink institu‐
tionalised participation at all stages of planning andman‐
agement and beyond mandatory participation instru‐
ments. These interventions are not insignificant and, as
the comparison between our two surveys shows, encour‐
age wider participation. In this way, we will seek to
increase our level of mutual knowledge to define a com‐
mon order made up of shared references and futures
(Desjardins, 2020). To strengthen local society, we can
only lean in favour of the proposal of setting up par‐
ticipatory committees that are more open, as close to
the ground as possible, that cannot be reduced to their
“spokespersons.” Theirmembership should be not frozen
but open to individuals interested in the management
of their living environment—the region lived in (Rech &
Mounet, 2011). Increasing the level of participation obvi‐
ously implies questioning the conditions for greater dele‐
gation of power and the exercise of control by residents
(Donzelot & Epstein, 2006).
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