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SUMMARY

This is a note folowing a roundtable discussion hosted
by Lecals and Votivation locking into how the internst
and technolegy can be uthsed to impreve local
accountabdity and 1o invalve cibzens in deasion making.
David Hunter, Chairman of Volivation, introduced and
concluded the session, with a wide ranging discussion in
between The parlicipants were:

Participant Organisation
David Hunter Votivation
James Marris Locaks

Havard Hughes Electoral Relorm Society

Shane McCracken Galomanor
lan Apgleby Gavurin
Thea Shalvokh nvelve

Keawvin O'Malley Bristol City Council

Madeline Russell East of England Develepment

Agency
Barret Stanbeoulian PublicSquare
Mixe Morgan-Gies Localis
Tom Shakespeare Localis
Sugana Farjan Localis
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Using technology to improve local
accountability

THE IMPORTANCE OF
TRANSPARENCY AND
FREEDOM OF INFORMATION

Accessibility

e Two commented that transparency is key — but this
only exists #f there is accessibility. Another agreed.
saying the way infermation i put together s vital.
Simplcity in nformation provision is impartant.

e Internél  can  enhance lransparency,
interactive outlels such as blogs and wikis.

through

Local power and accountability

e A number said that central government diclal and
cantrol makes transparency very diflicult.  Information
is not enough, without the power behind it to make
change.

e One said that people were keen lor grassrools
represantation and thal taxaton allocation and
decision making should become mare transparent.

e Another mentioned the impernance of stronger local
accountabiity.

UNDERSTANDING PEOPLES
PRIORITIES AND INFORMATION

NEEDS

Right to information

o People need 1o understand their rights  over
information and what thay can have. Allendee cited
example of Sweaden Fol model as a way lorward to
enhancing engagement.
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Extent of involvement

Are  people laoking for change? Cammunity
ownership? Improved senices  stemming  from
leedback?

Most people don't care - unless samething goes bady
wrang. Another said it was rational for people not 1o
get invelved.

Another said people basically wanted good services,
bul that certain issues may alse anger them (&.g. bins.
patholes ele.).

One attendee said that they wanted to have a say on
anything and everything aflectng them. More
democracy breaks down barriers.  Brings with it big
QuUEesBians aver sovereignty elc.

I's not always aboul what maost people want — often it's
about those who need help maost (e.g. with leaming
dfficulties).

OUTLETS FOR ENGAGEMENT

Hansard

Hansard is an example of something which exigts, but
people dont use. Need something meore appealing to
the public. Couple of others agreed with this paint.

Newspapers

One atlendee commentad thal seme issues are very
complex, and oullels such as lecal newspapers are not
enough alone to disseminate thaese to the puble.

So you need other methads. Anather agreed — saying
that you need maore than one oullel, prelerably
compeating autlets,

Forums
e New outlets such as MumsNel — these people are nol Votivation

exparts — but itis & good way of 1argeting peaple.

Blogging

A couple of atlendees believed bloggers can actually
hinder the process ol opemness within councils.
Others guestioned whether blogs offer truth, and
another quaestioned their legilimacy.

However, another altendee was unequivecal that they
had legitimacy. and anather said that any lies would be
identified and therafore nullified.

Open Source

With Open Source — sensible approach engage — is to
provide people with a buy in. Making the information
‘craowd  scurced’, whereby they olfer ralings.
Entreprenews are impoetant to ths,

Many agreead this was a good approach, although one
atlendees mentioned difficulties over the process for
developing this lurther,

What are examples of this — crime mapging, floed map
{Envirenment Agency). recession map (Gavurnn), Lecal
authority  engagement ({Involve are  currently
developing).

Active citizenship and direct democracy

Enabling people to become involved in the process.
Attendee ciled example of elected Mayors as a way to
achieving this.  Another questioned this approach,
saying there was an issue of expertise when people
are making the “appaintment”.

Another gquesticned the warthiness of direct democracy

Incentives

Incentives could help engage and nwive pecple.
Although people should want to be nvalved in heu of
cash benelits.

Alternatives to cash ceuld include ‘pledge bank’.

Online citizen engagement teols
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MEASURES OF ENGAGEMENT

* Potential ones ceuld include the following activities by
coundls — surveys, consullations, feedback, impact
asgessments, evaluations, number of citizen
engagement activities ete. Therelore no ane measure
of engagement.

¢ Another contributer mentioned thal using measures
can be dangerous, as often it won't tell the entire story
and might get misrepresented leadng 1o
digsatisfaction or pressure ta change something which
works fine.

BARRIERS TO ENGAGEMENT

Political malaise

* One commented on the issues associaled with the age
and demographic of counallors.

¢ Another said that ‘one party boroughs' had led 1o a
dacline in political participation.

Expertise

e Lots of people den't have expertise — this s the
problem  even with providing transparency and
statistics — and therelare this leads 1o limitations.

Fairness

e Ability 1o choose impartant — issue if people unable 1o
move or use dilferent senices (Hirschman).

o |ssue of fairmess if things are only online — exclsion.
Therelore exlensive cosls have o be met 1o provide
equal effline provision.

Privacy of data

e |ssues with total infermation provigion — canfidential
information held by coundils about other peaple (e.g.
salaries, children elc.).
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e How do you gan everyone's apperoval for data
sharing? Not possible — so will result in data at times
not being previded — which looks bad lor councils.

FOR MORE INFORMATION

Lecaks is an independant think tank dedicated 1o issues
redating 1o local government and localism. We carry out
inmavative research, hald a calendar of events and
laclitate an ever growing netwerk ol members to
stimufate and challenge current orthedoxy of the
gevemnance ol the UK.

For more information about Localis, please visit the
Loecals website at waw.localis.arg.uk or phone 0207 340
2660. For more infarmation on this wark please contact
Tom Shakespeare on tom@localis.org.uk.

Veolivation provides [ree onkne citizen engagement teols
that help twm communily apinicns into  collective
influence. For mere information an Volivation, please visit
wowwvalivatan.com or phane 0B45 0564448.

Al content in this discussion note is intended to rellect
the broad nature of the discussion, and do2s not
necessarily reflect the views of indviduals, arganisations
of Lecahs.
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