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context



SHORT PRESENTATION OF THE CITY

AGEN



SOME DATAé

Å Country = France

Å Region = Nouvelle Aquitaine 

Å Province = Lot et Garonne

Å Area= 11,49 km2

Å Population = 33 569 hab



Agen is situated on the edge of the Garonne river, between
Toulouse and Bordeaux Motropolis .

The name of Agen is associated with the prune : òPruneau
dõAgenóproduced in Lot et Garonne .

Agen is famous for its rugby team SUA Rugby playing in first
league (top 14).

Agen is part of the Occitan culture and Occitan language .

Agen has a rich surrounding terroir that gives the gastronomy,
erected in true lifestyle, all its identity and inspires cooks and
great chefs .

SOME FACTSé



Why did Agen 

decide to work

on participatory

democracy ?

The initiative comes from Jean DIONIS DU SEJOUR,mayor of the

city, who innovated by setting up Neighborhood Councils in his

city without being obliged to do so.

Through this approach, the Agen municipality wanted to

involve the inhabitants in the decision -making process .

Composed of 23 polling stations, the city of Agen has created

23 neighborhood council associations in charge of their

territory . 9 volunteers in each territory were democratically

elected by their neighbors for a period of 6 years . The first

councils were created in 2008 and renewed in 2014 by

deliberation of the municipal council . The role of the

Neighborhood Councils is to define, in conjunction with the

inhabitants, the development actions of the district, to bring up

the requests for daily proximity and to organize animation

actions in the district . To do this, each district council has been

allocated, for the first 6 years of mandate, its own budget

amounting to û375,000 per district . In the 23 districts of the city,

23 district contracts were signed by the mayor and the elected

members of the district councils . It is both to share its

experience and improve its system that the city of Agen

decided to apply for the Urbact program on the theme of

participatory democracy .

The very unique format of Agen's Neighborhood Councils

demonstrates a strong desire to give citizens more power and

space in the city's decision -making . The mandate that was

given to citizens was bold and shows a real ambition to move

towards more participatory processes .

The Neighborhood Councils of Agen have proven to be

effective, but it still can be improved .



What was the situation in Agen

when starting the project in 2019 ?

CITIZENSõ RELATION TO 

GOVERNANCE

In 2008, in order to provide answers

in terms of participatory democracy

and to improve on all questions of

local works, the City of Agen

decided to create Neighborhood

Councils , even though there is no

legal framework for it. compelled to

do so.

The idea was to bring out

representatives in each district,

having for the inhabitants the

legitimacy to act .

Size of Neighborhoods

For the sake of proximity, the City of

Agen has been divided into several

comparable òdistrict-villagesó.

To do this, it was decided to create

small neighborhoods based on the

23 existing polling stations .

The reason for this method is that the

polling stations divide the city into

equal parts of the population :

between 1000 and 1500 people, thus

making it possible to obtain

neighborhoods on a human scale .

Thus, in 2009, the city was divided

into 23 District Councils organized

into associations (Law 1901). The

Neighborhood Councils therefore

administer themselves

independently .

ABOUT AGEN

Å Prefecture of the Lot et Garonne 
Å Area= 11,49 km2
Å Population = 33 569 hab
Å Population density = 2 921 hab /km2
Å Demographic profile : Average age : 
40 years old , 46,4% male , 53,6% 
female , 12,4% of immigrants
Å Employment levels : 8% 
unemployment rate
Å Functional Urban Area : Small urban
area

Å Political situation : Mayor : Jean 
Dionis du Séjour (centre -right ðliberal ) 
for 14 years (3 mandates : 2008 -2014-
2020)

« Finally, those who know their neighborhoods best 

are the people who live there. »

Jean DIONIS DU SEJOUR

Mayor of Agen

üNeighborhood Councils



OPENING UP THE CONVERSATION

WITH CITIZENS ABOUT URBAN

PLANNING CHOICES

District Council elections by

universal suffrage

After various exchanges on the

mode of organization, the

democratic solution was retained,

which is why the District Councils

of Agen are elected by universal

suffrage .

The inhabitants of each district put

together lists made up of 9

inhabitants of their district, then

elections are organized in each

district and the citizens vote in

their respective polling station for

a list of 9 volunteer citizens .

Thus, 207 citizens (9 in each of the

23 districts) are elected by

universal suffrage throughout the

city to òrepresentóthe fellow

citizens of their district .

On average, the participation

rate was about 25% during the first

mandate and 17% for the second

mandate . The last elections

showed a participation rate of

23%, it should be noted that they

were organized, for the first time,

with the possibility for residents to

vote online, by post or at the

polling station . Each mandate of

the District Councilors is 6 years

(identical to the mandate of the

Mayor ).

Website link

https://www.agen.fr/mon-quartier/vos-conseils-de-quartier-489.html
https://www.agen.fr/


Neighborhood Contracts and a

dedicated Municipal budget

As soon as they were set up, the

Agen municipality decided to give

the District Councils a specific area

for their mandate : to define, in

conjunction with the inhabitants,

the development actions for the

district . Thistask, usually carried out

by the road services of the city

administration, was entrusted to

the citizens as well as the budget

provided for this purpose .

This is how each Neighborhood

Council was assigned : the

management of a budget of

û375,000 for the 6-year mandate,

i.e. more than û8 million in total,

and how to spend it on develop

their neighborhood, i.e. which

streets to renovate, which sidewalk

to transform, etc .

In order to formalize this financial

autonomy, each Neighborhood

Council has signed a

Neighborhood Contract with the

City . This Neighborhood Contract

takes the form of a 6-year

agreement with the city whose

commitment made by the Agen

Municipality is that the City of

Agen will not intervene at any time

in the choices made by the

Neighborhood Councils .

Each year an annual physical

meeting is organized during which

an evaluation is made with the

elected officials of the

Municipality . The Neighborhood

Councils decide on the works to

be carried out, the streets they

wish to renovate (and how they

wish), then they give their decisions

to the city administration which

checks the feasibility of their

requests and launches the

construction works .

This form of òpublicservice

delegationóto the citizens was an

internal revolution (within the city

administration) because the

òpowersóof the road service were

suddenly entrusted to the citizens .

The District Councils therefore

have both the power to decide on

the maintenance program as well

as the allocated budget .

The Municipality of Agen supports

the Neighborhood Councils in their

procedures through elected

Neighborhood referents . Initially 1

elected official of the Municipality

was dedicated to each of the

districts, but for reasons of

improving the dialogue between

elected officials and District

Councilors, but also for a better

consideration of the needs, it is

now 4 elected officials of the City

who are in charge of this follow -up

as elected Neighborhood

Referents on all 23 Neighborhood

Councils .



ü Tell my City : Application for 
the citizens of Agen

Å Tell my city is a free citizen

application deployed to the

entire population of Agen since

May 2018.

Å Thanks to this device, citizen

can alert the service in charge

of the neighborhoods about

problems they could be faced

with .

Å The service in charge of the

neighborhoods deals with

every reported case and inform

the competent service related

to the problem reported .

Å The first year (2019), about 2000

reports were processed , with an

average of 45 reports per

week .

Å Today, over 3000 reports are

processed per year, with an

average of 60 reports per

week .

Website link

Distribution of reports
by category

https://www.agen.fr/tellmycity-455.html


Lead
Expert
Analyse



Elements from the Baseline Study

European Lead Expert analyze

The city of Agen has a relative stable political situation since 2008 because the current Mayor has been re-

elected for a 6 years long second mandate in 2014. The last election were won directly in the first round

with 52% of votes . Locally, the Mayor appears to have a relatively good support from citizens however,

citizensõrelation to democracy and governance has to be analyzed, especially in France , through a wider

perspective meaning at national level also. Like in most EU countries, trust in municipal governments is

higher than in national government but in France, this gap is big . French people trust local governments

way more than their national government (France is amongst the EUcountries with the lowest trust level in

their national government) which might be the reason why France is well -known for its regular strikes and

demonstrations movements . Lately , France has been profoundly shocked by the Yellow vests movement

since October 2018 (which initially started with the rise of fuel prices) . The Yellow vests movement targeted

the national government but took place at local level, in every city, every village . Not only this popular

movement showed the growing discontentment of citizens against the French government but also the

way politics were made in general . Therefore, the implementation of Citizensõinitiative referendums for

example were amongst the demands of the Yellow Vest movement asking for more democracy . This

episode of French democracy has literally influenced the politics at all levels who were ôforcedõto realize

that they needed to urgently and better connect with their citizens . Thishas to be taken into account to

understand the citizensõrelation to governance and democracy in France . Locally, however, it is

important to mention that the Mayor of Agen has already, in 2009, implemented citizens neighborhood

councils as a way to give more power to citizens in the city maintenance .

CITIZENSõ RELATION TO GOVERNANCE



Elements from the Baseline Study

European Lead Expert analyze

In 2009, in Agen, the Mayor decided to create Citizens Neighborhood Councils (no legal framework forced

him to do so). In order to divide the city into roughly comparable ôneighborhoodsõ. To do so, he decided

to create the neighborhoods based on the 23 existing polling places (voting bureau) . This method was

used because the polling places divide the city into equal population portions (between 1000-1500

people ). This is how, in 2009, the city was divided into 23 Citizens Neighborhood Councils . Elections were

ran in every single neighborhood and citizens had to vote for a list of 9 volunteer citizens . 207 citizens (9 in

the 23 neighborhoods) were elected all over the city to ôrepresentõtheir fellow citizens . The average voter

turnout was around 25% during the first mandate and 17% for the second mandate (each mandate is 6

years long for both the Mayor and the citizens of the neighborhood councils ). The Mayor decided to give

to the Citizens Neighborhood Councils one key specific mandate : to decide upon the city street

maintenance agenda . This task, usually performed by the Road Department (or Road Maintenance) of

the city administration, was given to the citizens together with the maintenance budget . Each Citizens

Neighborhood Council has to decide upon a given budget of 375 000ûfor the 6 years long mandate (so

over 8 Millions Euros in total) and what to do with it, meaning which street to renovate, which sidewalk to

transform, etc . Each council has an official convention with the city and every year there is an annual face

to face meeting in which there is an assessment done with elected representatives . The councils decide

which street they wish to renovate (and how they want it) then give their decisions to the city

administration who then check the validity of the demand and launch the construction works. Thisform of

ôpublicdelegation contract õto citizens has been an internal revolution (within the city administration ) as

part of the ôpowersõof the road maintenance department were suddenly taken away and given to the

citizens meaning both the power to decide upon the maintenance agenda as well as the construction

budget .

A UNIQUE CASE OF ôPUBLIC SERVICE DELEGATION CONTRACT



Elements from the Baseline Study

European Lead Expert analyze
10 years later, the experience has proven to have at least 3 key positive effects :

1. No neighborhood is forgotten
Before the creation of the Citizens Neighborhood Councils, the Road Maintenance Department was

decided upon what works to do, which street to renovate, etc . ôThisyear, we will renovate the north district

of the cityõ. Thisôarbitraryõway of deciding upon what and where to renovate the streets often meant that

some neighborhoods would not be renovated for years and years because the technical services did not

judge it necessary to renovate them . With this new way of doing, every single neighborhood benefits from

some renovations since each neighborhood as a council to decide what to do and the budget that goes

with it to run the construction works. There is no more ôforgottenõneighborhoods .

2. Citizensõreactivity versus cityõstechnical servicesõreactivity
A city is made of hundreds of streets, from large avenues to small alleys. Of course , the technical services

can hardly keep an eye on every street and before they realize that something need to be repaired in that

small alley behind the shopping street it may take some time . On the other side, when it is up to citizens to

decide (or at least to the Neighborhood Councils), identifying and monitoring problems is way faster

because the citizens actually live there, in those streets. They are, therefore, way more reactive as they can

report every single problem very quickly (and fix it since they have the power to decide to do so).

Unmounted paved stones, a bended street sign, a broken bench ... can therefore be quickly fixed (at least

faster now than it used to ).

3. Building upon citizensõideas and expertise
Agen has several stories to share in which the citizensõinputs have been able to unblock some situations that

the cityõsadministration was not able to fix. As an example , they told the story, of a school entrance which

was quite dangerous at the beginning of the school in the morning and its ending at the end of the day with

all the kids, parents and cars all concentrating on the sidewalk and the street . The technical services of the

city as well as elected officials worked for weeks on the subjet without coming up with a solution until the

concerned Citizen Neighbourhood Council was consulted and got an idea that no one even considered in

the city administration and which ended up being a proposal which solved the problem (the solution

consisted in moving the school entrance location towards a surrounding street and defining a pedestrian -

prior area) . Building upon citizenõsideas and expertise prooved several times to be quite meaningful for the

city administration .



Elements from the Baseline Study

European Lead Expert analyze

However, drawbacks, or at least, things to fix and improve are plethoric . Indeed , we have observed that the

members of the Citizens Neighborhood Councils never received any proper training not only about road

maintenance but also about participatory processes . Therefore, some councils are very pro -active in

collecting the needs, requests and ideas of their fellow neighbors (by having a permanent office opened

once a week to welcome whoever has a concern to share with the neighborhood council) while others do

not gather citizensõopinions beyond informally encountering them in the street . Some councils even admit

taking decisions all by themselves, since they have the ôpowerõto do so. Indeed, the city administration

does not request them to conduct any formal process of consultation or concertation of the other citizens .

Thismeans that, in a way, the members of the councils are like 23 ômini-mayorsõwho can take decisions by

themselves or consult their fellow neighbors if they wish to, but in any case, itõsup to them to decide what

and how they want to do it (one president of council has openly told us that he was happy when he could

take decisions alone by himself ... which of course is a quite questionable remark when we aim at greater

democracy ...). Finally, the process of election is also definitely not satisfactory in terms of democracy as

most neighborhoods had around 20% of voters only , which means that the legitimacy of the citizens councils

is quite fragile and replicating the same limitations that regular elections already have (which is at the

source of the weakness of representative democracy ðmeaning low voter turnout therefore weak

legitimacy of elected representatives) . It is also important to mention that , since this is entirely volunteer work

for the citizens, there is a very weak representation of the population as nearly all of the members of the

councils are around 70 years old .

To conclude, this case of ôpublicservice delegation to citizensõis inspiring on many aspects but need further

improvements and refining . Amongst the possible challenges to be solved, we have :

- the current process of election

- the low diversity of the councilsõmembers (esp . age)

- the absence of any form of training on the topic of road/urban maintenance

- the absence of any formal participatory process requested by the city administration



Elements from the Baseline Study

European Lead Expert analyze

In 2018, the city of Agen has released an app called ôTellmy cityõ. Thisapp is a public system allowing any

citizen to report to the city services all forms of incidents , problems observed within the city such as

potholes, broken streetlamps, illegal dumping of trash, etc . Thisplatform allows citizens to post pictures of

the problem , write a few lines to describe the problem and geo -localize the report . All reports are then

automatically sent to the city administration where one person is in charge of going through all the reports

and forwarding them to the right city departments (road maintenance department, waste department,

etc .) for them to give a response : either the problem can be dealt with right away then a technical team is

sent to remove the trash, to repair the sidewalk, etc ., or the problem is identified but it will take some time

before it can be solved (reasons are then given to the citizens who have done the report ).

Within 10 months, the city has received 1430 reports, showing the growing success of this tool . In order to

inform citizens about this contributive platform, the city administration has developed a dissemination

strategy composed of 3 aspects : first, all over the city, billboards show a campaign against ôincivilitiesõand

below each ad there is an invitation to join and report problems through the Tell my city app, second, the

local press and the website of the city promotes the app , third , every citizen who contacts the city

administration or shows up at the city hall to report a problem is invited to join the Tell my city app . Civil

servants even show citizens how the app works and help installing it on peopleõssmartphones , in order to

enable and train them to use it (increasing this way the number of citizens using it). After one year and a

half of the existence of the app, 70% of reports from citizens are now done through the Tell my City app .

This good result is also to be put in relation to the fact that the city actually answers to the reports and

really solve the problems (they have put in place a real back office system of report management as well

as internal processes allowing good communication in between the different city departments) .

In itself, the Tell my City app is an interesting case of use of a digital tool to support citizensõcontributions

however it is not a ôparticipatorydemocracy õtool per say but rather what we could qualify as a

ôcontributivetoolõ. Indeed, citizens contribute to reporting and maintaining the city infrastructures but they

are not involved in decisions or policies which could change the state of the situation (like the waste

management, etc .). Even if the city identifies recurrent issues (which could reveal management or

monitoring dysfunctions), there are dealt with internally only but citizens are not involved in the long -term

process of solving the cause of the problems .

A DIGITAL CONTRIBUTIVE PLATFORM FOR REPORTING INCIDENTS IN PUBLIC SPACES : TELL MY CITY



Elements from the Baseline Study

European Lead Expert analyze

The situation of Agen demonstrates a clear political ambition of involving citizens in the governance of the

city . Until now, it has mostly been around questions of city making (urban infrastructure) but has proven to

be done at a very impressive level which is no -where -else to be found . The very unique format of the Agen

Neighborhood Councils demonstrates a strong will to give citizens more power and space in city decisions

making, even though it is one very specific topic : street maintenance . The mandate that has been given

to the citizens is bold and show a real ambition of going towards more participatory processes .

The Citizens Neighborhood councils of Agen have proven to be quite effective ðeven though largely

improvable ðand appear as an inspiring case for the other cities of the network and beyond . Outside this

inspiring case, the city of Agen has still a lot of room to experiment further with participatory processes

which would go beyond the only scope of participatory city -maintenance .

Thiscould mean, for example, to involve other citizens in larger or more strategic urban planning projects,

as well as experimenting more participatory processes in policy -making and the design of public -services.

In that regard , Agen can probably build upon an other interesting process done at the Maison

Montesquieu (Agenõscity -center Social Center) in which activities are entirely proposed, carried out and

facilitated by the inhabitants themselves . ôWe are already at a certain level of co -creation, or even co -

decision, where the inhabitants go from the status of consumers of activities to that of actors and

producers of activitiesõcomments the former director of the Social Centre . In 2019, the Social Centre was

visited 5000 times, counts 340 members and 73 volunteer citizens who run both recurring workshops and

one -shot activities . ôThenext step is to rethink the governance body of the social center in order to include

citizens in this decision -taking bodyõcomments Nicolas Castet, Active Citizensõnetwork coordinator and

former social center's director .

CURRENT SITUATION AND FUTURE PERSPECTIVES



Stakeholders



Who are the stakeholders?

Developing participatory urban planning

In order to develop our integrated action plan

within the City, we need to embark as many

stakeholders as possible from the city .

Starting with Elected officials , civil servants from

the administration, but also other

administrations like the agglomeration , the

department or the Region of Nouvelle

Aquitaine and also the state represented by

the prefecture , schools and high schools .

In a democracy process we need to invlove

citizens of every age . Going from young

children , through adolescents, young adults ,

adultes and elderly people .

The city of Agen is composed with

Neighborhood Councils associations, but also a

variety of 600 associations within the city .

The private sector has also to be associated

with local companies within the territory of the

city and the Agglomeration throught the

Chamber of commerce .



Setting up an Urbact Local Group

Each partner city involved in an URBACTnetwork needs to set up what is called an URBACTLocal Group

(ULG). Basically, it's a group of local stakeholders who co -produce the city strategy and action plan together

with the city administration . Its composition is heterogeneous and includes, usually : civil servants, elected
officials, NGOs & associations, private sector (entrepreneurs, shop owners, etc .), academia (researchers,

professors, etc .) and of course, citizens . Each ULG is composed in a unique way . It's up to each city to define

who should be part of it based on the challenge they're trying to tackle . The ULG has to remain opened, as

the project last for a long period, we know that some participants will leave, but others can join the group

even during the progress of the project . In Active Citizens Agen , our city gathered the following people :

ACTIVE CITIZENSõ AGEN ULG

1. GIRARDI Bertrand (Elected official)

2. ZAMBONI Thomas (Elected official)

3. ROBIN Vincent (University lecturer in charge of Erasmus projects)

4. DEROY Julie (Mixed syndicate Manager)

5. LAMOUROUX Olivier (Agglomeration General Manager )

6. LABONNE Alexia (Agglomeration Head of Health department)

7. CHASTAGNOL Manon (Member of RotarAct Club and Youth Economic Chamber)

8. AUDIGIER Ivan (Entrepreneur and writer)

9. TIXIER Jean -Paul (President of an Association against pollution)

10. GOBBINI Daurine (President of Youth Economic Chamber )

11. SOUMIER Pascal (Member of a Neighborhood Council and Accorderie Association)

12. BENNE Jérôme (Sports educator and members of Neighborhood Council)

13. AYAVOU Marie -Anne (Teacher and member of Neighborhood Council)

14. NILSSON Elisabeth (Retired Business Analyst and member of English Club Agen47 )

15. GUILLONNEAU Arthur (Civil Servant working at the Mayorõs Cabinet at the City of Agen)

16. ZAMPARO Aude (Social Center Manager)

17. DELAPLANCHE Patrick (President of a Neighborhood Council)

18. KASSEM Alain (Member of Youth Economic Chamber )

19. BEAUJOUR Sarah (Member of a Neighborhood Council )

https://www.agen.fr/grands-projets/urbact-active-citizens/programme-urbact-reseau-active-citizens-1061.html


In order to involve citizens from Agen in the

project, a specific communication campaign

was made . Every citizen interested were asked

to write a civic cover letter and present a civic

CV with their voluntary experience and

volunteer involvement .

LOCALLY INVOLVING PEOPLE TO THE URBACT 

LOCAL GROUP

Every local group members were given a

Citizen Booklet including :

Á Urbact presentation (What is Urbact and

the the 23 networks of Urbact III)

Á Active Citizens Network Presentation (the

project, the partners, the program)

Á Citizens participation (Ladder of

participation, Co -creation & co -decision)

Á Urbact Local Group (What the group

does, How it works, Phase 2 journey,

Resultsof Baseline study )

Á The 9 Sub-challenges of Active Citizens



Challenges 
for Agen



The challenges chosen for Agen

Developing a culture of participation

Lack of volunteers in the life of the city

Enlarging and diversifying active citizens

Mainly elderly people who participate

Bridging the gap between elected

representatives and citizens

Distrust of elected officials

01

02

03

The Active Citizens' challenges

1. Developing a culture of 

participation

2. Enlarging and diversifying 

active citizens

3. Co -creating solutions city & 

citizens together

4. Building trust

5. Developing participatory urban 

planning

6. Bridging the gap between 

elected representatives and 

citizens

7. Listening to citizens and asking 

their opinions

8. Supporting lively 

neighbourhood

9. Co -deciding upon public 

budget allocation

During the first sixmonths of the network, the lead expert and lead partner of the project went on field visits

in all partners cities in order to build a state of the art as well as draw each city profile . The results were put

together in a document called the Baseline study . In Active Citizens , the baseline study identified 9

challenges regarding participatory democracy :

04
Co -deciding upon public budget allocation

Criticism of the use of public money

Each city partner decided upon these 9 challenges which ones they wanted to tackle for their city .

Video link

https://youtu.be/EeIQmdBMwVY


Problem
Trees



Analyzing the problems

Low culture of participation

In order to develop a culture of participation

within the citizens , it is necessary to start with

young people and associate all age groups of

the population .



Analyzing the problems

Bring some new active citizens in the City

To have newcomers in participatiory process ,

the administration needs to support citizens

more and change its way of working close to

Citizens.



Analyzing the problems

Recreate trust between Citizens and the 

Municiaplity

To build trust, it is necessary fo elected officials to

get closer to citizens especially throught the

neighborhood Councils and take their pointn of

view into account .



Analyzing the problems

Show and explain how public money is used

To ensure a good understanding of the use of

pulic money, it has to be pedagogically

explained and followed with facts close to

Citizens.


