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In 1999, the Local Government Association

(LGA) and the Society of IT Management

(Socitm) Insight programme (formerly MAPIT)

collaborated in the production of the guide

Modernising local government — moving towards 

e-democracy. This gave an overview of some of the

opportunities of the e-enabled democratic process, and

offered detailed help for policy planners and ICT advisers. 
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Since then, Internet access has
doubled and now three out of four
people in the UK own a mobile
phone. Renewing local democracy is
one of the key themes of the national
strategy for local e-government,
published in 2002 and e-voting has
already been piloted in local elections.
At the same time, local democracy
has seen major upheaval — including
fundamental changes in political
management and decision making
and continuing debate about
accountability and governance for
local public services. The time is right
to get an up-to-date picture of how
councils are using new
communications media to facilitate,
broaden and deepen participation in
the local democratic process. 

To coincide with Local Democracy
Week 2003 (an annual LGA event to
encourage councils to showcase their
work and promote local democracy
and public involvement), this

executive briefing provides examples
of e-participation initiatives that
reflect the wide range of activity in
councils across the UK: it does not
cover e-voting.

Casting the net wider
Local government gains from the local
community being active and engaged
in the democratic process. With a
high level of public involvement,
policy can be developed and decisions
made with the help of a wide range
of views from local people. 

There is currently much debate about
the governance of local public services,
with views from across the political
spectrum. At the heart of this debate
is the issue of greater accountability to
local people as citizens. This implies
devolution of real power to allow
them to make choices about local
public services, objectives and
priorities, and the resources allocated
to them. The aim is to strengthen 

Project team
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the engagement between local
councils and the communities they
serve, to build trust and to reinvigorate
local politics. And all this is being done
in the face of unprecedented social
and technological change. 

Participation 
In a relatively short period of time, 
life for many people has changed
significantly. New media such as the
Internet and mobile phones are
immediate, interactive and global. 
We live in an ‘always-on’ world where
multi-tasking has become the norm,
and people appear busier than ever. In
July 2002, the Government published
In the service of democracy, a
consultation paper on a policy for
electronic democracy, which separated
the policy into two tracks: electronic
participation (e-participation) and
electronic voting (e-voting). 

The consultation paper argues that 
e-participation is the more complex of
the two, as it requires the creation of
new relationships between
government, citizens and politicians.
The main focus of the paper is the
relationship between central
government and the electorate, but
the issues are equally important for
local government. Indeed, central
government has since gone rather
quiet on the subject, while councils
are getting on and showing what can
be done with an innovative approach
to e-participation and to e-voting.

Networked society
Local government is operating in a
changing political climate. Although
turnout in elections continues to fall,
there is growing interest in alternative
ways of engaging in political issues.
Many people, and particularly the
young, are turning away from
traditional institutions and looking to
a growing, informal networked
environment of single-issue groups,
pundits and activists. 

Street protests, boycotts and other
seemingly spontaneous activity using
dynamically updated websites and
mobile phone messaging have
generated ‘Smartmobs’ — a term
coined by Howard Rheingold and the
title of his book published in 2002,
that analysed this growing trend
enabled by online communications.

This trend may well pose a challenge
to governments at all levels, but it
also provides an opportunity for a
positive response through developing
new ways of engaging people in local
government, so that new
communications media become an
integral part of the democratic
process. This is not simply about
putting existing democratic processes
online, but suggests use of different
approaches to encourage participation
and to gather information for
informing policy making. These new
approaches may well help to tackle
disaffection with local politics.

Cover picture: Accessing the Internet at Peckham
Library in the London Borough of Southwark.

Cover picture credit: Third Avenue
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Challenges
Dr Lawrence Pratchett of De Montfort
University, who is co-ordinating the
national project on local e-democracy,
suggests that one of the biggest
challenges facing local government is
linking the day-to-day operations of
the authority with its democratic
ambitions. In a paper presented to a
workshop, attended by local and
national experts and organised to
scope the possibilities for our
research, and to begin the search for
examples, he said:

‘There is no specific distinction
between service interaction on the
one hand and democratic
engagement on the other. Citizens
are, at once, both consumers of
services and participants in local
democracy. A democratically
responsive and accountable council is
likely to offer its citizens a variety of
ways of voicing their preferences and
to have a wide range of methods for
learning from, and responding to,
citizens’ needs.’

He suggests that the ultimate aim of
local democracy is to offer all citizens
the opportunity to influence all
policies that have a local impact —
not just those of the local council. In
reaching for this aim, he identifies a
number of contemporary challenges
faced by local democracy. These
challenges highlight the wider context
in which authorities are developing
their policies for e-participation.

Challenges of local democracy

Dilemmas and difficulties
Democracy has to evolve and adapt,
and e-participation will not be
without its own dilemmas and
difficulties. For example:

● how to manage and support
greater participation so that the
volume of e-mail — or text
messages — does not overwhelm
councillors 

● how to get back to people to
explain decisions — and get them
to participate again if they do not
like the outcome

Dr Lawrence Pratchett

● Political management —
supporting the new environment
of political management,
democratic decision-making and
executive in reaching decisions,
whether through directly elected
mayors, indirectly appointed
cabinets or streamlined committee
systems.

● Representation and scrutiny —
supporting the scrutiny role by
enhancing information and
communications across the council,
or between councils and officers,
or by supporting the community
work of councillors in their ward
surgeries and other activities.

● Partnership and governance —
supporting both accountability and
co-ordination of policy challenges,
including community-led scrutiny
of partner agencies, common
presentation of policy initiatives,

demonstrating coherence, and
encouraging wider public
understanding.

● Community leadership —
supporting community ownership
of ideas and ensuring links with
decision-makers so that a rounded
debate underpins decisions, using
conflict resolution as a way of
strengthening a sense of political
efficacy.

● Social inclusion — supporting the
engagement of groups such as
young people, or overcoming
language or cultural barriers that
inhibit participation.

● Neighbourhoods and
communities — encouraging
cross-community engagement or 
a greater understanding of
neighbourhoods, reinforcing
community identity.

● how to reach the really ‘hard to
reach’ with new communications
media

● whether a growing electronic
citizenry is a welcome form of
democratic renewal or a threat to
the democratic process.

Actions and outcomes
Taking some of these possible
dilemmas and difficulties as a starting
point, this executive briefing looks at
the way councils are responding to
the challenges of e-enabling those
interactions that support the
democratic process, and of creating
innovative new ways of engaging
with the public.
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We invited local authorities to let us
know about their e-participation
initiatives. The theme of Local
Democracy Week this year is
‘Listening to Tomorrow’s Voters
Today’, focusing on councils being
more in step with young people aged
13 to 19, but our search for case
studies was not confined to initiatives
with young people. 

We have identified good examples
from councils in England, Scotland and
Wales. We also drew on the
experience of English councils that
referred to e-democracy work in their
Implementing e-government statement
for 2002 (IEG2). For this executive
briefing we have chosen 18 case
studies that reflect the wide range of
activity in councils across the UK.

What are they doing?
The most common area of activity we
found was aimed at strengthening the
public understanding of the
democratic processes of the council
— everything from online provision of
searchable databases of agendas and
minutes to webcasting of council
meetings. Some councils offer local
people the chance to voice opinions
online during live webcasts of council
meetings, or enable citizens to find
out what happened, perhaps whether
their ward councillor was present and
how they voted. Some ward

councillors also run their own
individual websites, designed for or 
by them; some are based on the
model of ‘Councillor.info’, the LGA’s
pilot project.

Many councils use the Internet for
consultations on a fairly regular basis,
say with their local citizens’ panels,
and some councils carry out full public
consultations on local issues, including
local planning decisions.

New technology has also offered
solutions to particular situations, such
as connecting parish councils to the
district and county and allowing
remote citizens to have equal access
to services. Both of these initiatives
have allowed citizens greater access to
information and more opportunities to
have their say on issues.

Citizen focus
Previous reviews of local 
e-government, not least the Local 
e-government now series from IDeA
and Socitm Insight, have shown that
it is crucial to understand the
preferences of the citizens that
councils are trying to reach. When we
look at ways of supporting
participatory democracy, it comes as
no surprise to find that councils
recognise that young people are most
likely to be interested in using new
technology and new media. 

New media, including SMS text
messaging, interactive digital TV and
instant opinion polls can be found in
many of our examples. In some cases,
these are being used specifically with
young people. In others, the excitement
that can be generated by innovative
and imaginative use of the technologies
is having a much wider impact. 

Ideas and inspiration
Connecting with citizens is crucial to
the future of local government, to
restore public trust, confidence and
interest in local democratic decision-
making. The Audit Commission paper
Connecting with users and citizens,
published in January 2003, said:

‘As more and more interesting and
effective approaches are tried and
tested by various service providers, it
makes sense to share their experience
and lessons with others. Even those
service providers with a good track
record in consulting service users need
to continue to develop new and
innovative methods of communicating
with people and involving hard-to-
reach groups.’

We hope that the examples included
here will provide inspiration for other
councils that are still considering how
to use new communications media to
give local people a real say in what
happens in their locality.
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connecting councillors

Members gain direct access to information

Chelmsford Borough Council has risen to the

challenge of keeping its elected members informed

about what’s going on by providing them with a

specially-designed portal, the ‘Members Zone’.

The local elections in May 2003 gave
the democratic services team at
Chelmsford BC quite a challenge. The
result was a change of administration,
with nearly half of the incoming
councillors new to the role. Added to
that, they had decided to equip all 57
incoming members with new laptops
and fast connections from home. To
their credit, with the help of their ICT
colleagues, they managed to get
everyone connected and online within
eight weeks — despite problems with
the commercial supply of some of the
high-speed connections.

Members’ portal
By the end of June, connections were
in place and the Chelmsford Members
Zone portal was launched. Accessed
from the council’s intranet home
page, the portal links to all service
areas and useful external websites.
Since its launch, many officers have
also used it, because it offers quick,

short-cut routes to useful information
on their intranet. 

‘We’re growing up in our use of
technology, thinking about what’s
useful, not just doing things because
we have the technology available,’
says Alistair Simpson, the head of
democratic services. ‘The Members
Zone was designed after talking to a
number of elected members about
what they actually wanted.’ 

In the short time since the portal was
launched, suggestions from
councillors have resulted in a number
of changes. Alistair is conscious that
the needs of councillors will change
as they start using the site more and
getting used to it. ‘We’ve a number
of areas to develop. The newsroom is
only there in outline and we’re
currently still using our established 
e-mail bulletin service. We’re working
on a protocol to make the newsroom

the focus of all information going out
to councillors.’

Analysing usage
Usage of the various elements of the
Members Zone is recorded. Although
it is too early to draw any conclusions
from these measures, there will be a
review after a year, and the
information will be used to plan
changes and to issue bulletins that
promote the potential of the
information that is there. 

Managing expectations
Alistair Simpson acknowledges that
it’s a monumental task to ensure that
every member of an incoming council
is offered the right infrastructure and
training in time to allow them to hit
the ground running. ‘Planning the
change properly is crucial,’ he says,
‘as is regular information to members
about what’s happening. We have
learned about the importance of
managing expectations and dealing
with disappointments, like the wrong
sort of equipment being installed in
members’ homes by our commercial
supplier. It’s also critical to ensure
what you do is an integral part of
your overall internal communications
strategy.’ 

It has taken a lot of resources and
commitment from the staff, but all
councillors now have access to a
wealth of information through this
specially designed gateway.

Home page 
of members’
portal
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council meetings live

Webcasting gives new insights to citizens

For citizens in the London

Borough of Camden,

watching and listening to

councillors in council

meetings is now possible

from the comfort of their

own home with live

webcasting from the

council chamber.

Camden is one of an increasing
number of UK councils that is using
Internet technology and video
streaming, or webcasting, of the
council and other regular meetings.
The council provides live webcasts of
its monthly council and three-weekly
executive meetings and development
control and licensing sub-committees.
An archive is available so that people
can view meetings, or particular items
they have missed, through the
website.

Transparency and accessibility
One of Camden’s e-government
objectives is to ensure that the
decision-making process is more
transparent and accessible.
Webcasting is one way it is delivering
on this objective. Over 71 meetings
have been webcast since the
equipment was installed, and there
are plans to increase the number of
regular meetings that can be viewed
from the website.

Members agenda are published in
advance on the website so that

able to use the archive to view
meetings they have missed, or to
remind themselves of the discussion,
which can sometimes be of as much
interest as the decision.’

Training uses
The webcasting equipment has also
been used to produce training
materials for newly-elected members
following the May 2002 elections.
Videos were made available to
members who had been unable to
attend the training events in person. 
It is also a continuing training
resource that allows councillors to see
how their speech went or to check
their chairing techniques.

The equipment is available for use only
in the council chamber at present,
which restricts the recording of events.
However, members are keen to extend
the webcast to meetings of the
overview and scrutiny committee, and
the overall aim is to use it for other
events such as a ‘Question Time’
session of the council’s executive and
more general training.

people can plan their viewing. Once
the meeting has been transmitted,
the video is archived with jump 
points inserted to allow direct
navigation to specific items. There 
is also an interactive comments box
for user feedback. 

Measuring outcomes
Viewing figures were high when the
project was first launched and then
dipped slightly but there is now a
consistent, upward trend. The most
popular meeting is the full council,
but the trends suggest that, soon,
more people on a regular basis will
view the development control and
licensing sub-committees. 

The statistics and the feedback show
that Camden citizens are realising the
possibilities of being able to watch
the webcast of meetings, some of
which include quite contentious local
matters. Asha Paul, head of
democratic services, evaluates the
feedback from the public and from
the councillors. ‘Most of it has been
very positive,’ she says. ‘People are

Webcast with
Camden leader,

Jane Roberts
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online area forums

Information about the London Borough of Islington’s

four area committees is now available through the

‘Areas On Line’ section of the borough’s website, which

features discussion boards that are helping to gather

opinions on local issues.

The democracy pages on Islington’s
website are like those on many other
authority sites. They allow people to
look up information on meetings; to
see a plan setting out all the decisions
that are expected to be taken by the
executive over the next few months;
to view a diary; and to have details of
all councillors and committee
membership lists. 

However, Islington’s website is
different because it includes Areas On
Line which focuses on the four area
committees that were set up in
response to the Local Government
Act 2000 to engage more people
with local democracy. Membership of
each committee consists of the 12
ward councillors for that part of the
borough who look at local service
delivery issues and decide on local
planning and licensing applications.

Online citizen forum
The whole point of the Areas On Line
service is to take the decision-making
process closer to the people affected
by the decisions. However, Islington
recognises that not everyone is able

to attend meetings in person, even
for discussions that directly affect
them. Its solution is to offer an online
area forum.

The forum includes discussion boards
on local issues. These are mediated,
and all posted comments and
opinions are collated for the area
committee meetings. Details of all the
meetings are provided, and anyone
who wants to speak at the meeting
can book a slot by e-mail. 

Colin Stubbs looks after the Areas On
Line service and was the driving force
behind the development of the web
pages. ‘Many people feel intimidated
by the prospect of speaking in public,
so the forum gives them a place to
speak their mind without having to
come to the meeting or to stand up
in front of other people if they don’t
want to. We wanted to offer people
another way of getting involved at a
time and place that suits them.’ 

Publicising the service
The service is very new, but has been
through a period of testing and

limited live use to iron out any
glitches in the process. Some residents
have just happened across the pages
and the reaction of those who have is
very positive. Now that the system is
working, a full publicity campaign is
under way to encourage more people
to use the website. 

The aim of the publicity is not just to
tell people about the website, but to
encourage them to tell the council
about litter, street lights that are not
working, pollution and parking
problems. The web address is simply
the way they are encouraged to
report these things. The hope is that,
when residents visit the site, they will
discover how easy it is to air their
views, and will start to use the site on
a regular basis.

Colin and his colleagues also hope
that providing this information on a
website will attract more young
people to get involved. The drop-in
centres in all of Islington’s libraries
offer free public web access, so
everyone has the chance to get in
touch and participate.

Online information gets decision-making closer to the people

Adverts publicising Areas On Line
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rural links

Technology is enabling

some of the remote island

communities of Argyll

and Bute Council to

express opinions, to lobby

government at local,

regional, national and

international level, and to

access services on their

doorstep.

Argyll and Bute Council is the second
largest authority in Scotland, with a
coastline longer than that of France
and a third of the population living in
settlements of less than 1,000. With
the remoteness of islands, it has not
been easy for the council to ensure
that its communities have the same
access to opportunities as those on
the mainland. However, for residents
of three islands, Islay, Jura and
Colonsay, the council’s Three Islands
Partnership has brought all public
services under the roof of an island
‘Servicepoint’. 

The services on offer 
Servicepoints are the first port of call
for any queries, and provide individual
islanders with PCs and Internet
access. There are videoconferencing
facilities available that have enabled a
diverse range of uses, from private
medical consultations to lobbying of
the European Parliament.

Using the Servicepoints, people can
gain access to services, participate in

meetings and offer opinions without
travelling to the mainland. Young
people can use the facilities to
comment on local facilities, through
the Young Scot website and Argyll
and Bute Council’s ‘Ur’say’
consultation chatroom.

The Internet facility has proved
popular with local farmers who can
not only look up information on
environmental and rural development
issues but also join online discussions
about farming policy. For these
remote farmers, to have this sort of
information at the touch of a button
is more than sufficient reason for
them to take the time to learn how to
use the facilities. 

Videoconferencing for all
The videoconferencing link has been
used by the Islay National Farmers
Union Branch to allow a direct lobby
to the European Union while, on
Colonsay, the crofters have been in
discussion with the Crofters
Commission about a scheme to
encourage people to take up crofting.
Councillors and members of the
Scottish Parliament also use the
facilities to consult directly with
constituents.

Videoconferencing on the islands is
only one end of the story. The council

Remote citizens have equal access to services

and its partners have the same
facilities on the mainland. In
Lochgilphead, the headquarters of
Argyll and Bute Council and the Argyll
and the Islands Enterprise, the
videoconferencing suite can bridge
three remote locations. There are
suites that can link up to ten remote
locations in Helensburgh, only 30
minutes away from Glasgow,
extending still further the catchment
area for communication with the
islands. 

Inclusion and geography
On Jura, every resident has used the
services and, on Colonsay, the
statistics show an upward trend in
usage. Deirdre Forsythe, the project

leader of the Three Islands
Partnership, says the project has been
warmly accepted by the islanders:
‘The feedback has been very good,
with many people saying how much
they appreciate having the services,
especially during the winter months.’

This technology overcomes the
problems of geography so that island
residents can maintain contacts that
would otherwise involve at least three
days away from home and ferry
crossings that are often cancelled due
to weather and sea conditions.

The remote
island of
Colonsay
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connecting parishes

For South Norfolk District Council, getting closer to

the people means connecting parish councils to the

district and the county. Connecting them to the

worldwide web has provided a community resource in

over 100 separate parishes.

One of the objectives of South
Norfolk’s community plan is to include
the whole community in consultations
at a stage when people can still
influence the decisions. Improving
communication between the district
council, parish councils and local
community is essential to this aim.
Many of the parishes are very small,
with the smallest serving populations
of only 100, and consultations
showed that parish clerks themselves
felt isolated and uninformed. 

External funding
The district council decided that
providing parish councils with ICT
facilities, including e-mail, Internet
connections, access to the district
intranet and their own web pages
could help. However, parish councils
receive very little money or assistance
to carry out their role.

The answer was to find extra funding
to make it possible to provide
equipment to all 118 parish councils
across South Norfolk. The district
council, therefore, led on a bid for
Invest to Save budget funds,
supplemented by the council and a
private sector partner, and the project
moved forward. The private sector
partner has been involved in
supplying and supporting the
equipment, but training and support
of the parish clerks have been
provided by the district council.

Available facilities 
A pilot group of parishes was
originally supplied with equipment,
and the installation proved successful,
so the majority of the rest have
followed suit. The project has
provided equipment, software and
training, and is enabling parish clerks
to stay in touch with the district
council and other local public services
and to manage their local affairs more
effectively.

One important aspect of this is that
information about local issues can be
produced more effectively, distributed
more easily, and targeted more
effectively. ‘It has made such a
difference to the way I work’,
confirms one parish clerk. ‘I can
produce a quality newsletter, use 

e-mail, surf the web and get
information for my council, and
produce posters. I am now producing
a website for my council.’ 

Citizen involvement 
Different parishes use the facilities in
different ways. Some involve citizens
directly and others use the facilities to
support the parish council members.
Each parish has total ownership of the
facilities and, although South Norfolk
can offer advice and support, the
decisions about their use are made
locally. One point that is general,
however, is the publication of parish
clerks e-mail addresses on the district
council website.

The parish clerks are a diverse group,
ranging from some in their 80s who
have never used technology to others
who are computer consultants and
use it extensively in their work. Janet
Norman-Philips, the head of 
e-government at the district council,
realises that each parish clerk uses the
facilities differently. ‘To an extent, that
reflects the way each parish council
was operating before,’ she says, ‘but
they are gradually finding out new
ways of doing things, and coming up
with new ideas. The project has
already improved communication, 
and we plan to develop this a great
deal further.’

Parish clerks receive and offer community support online

Cringleford parish clerk Anne Barnes 
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online consultations

Consultation is a way of life for councils. Bristol City

Council has made it easy for residents to find out what

consultations are happening, and how they influence

council decisions.

Bristol City Council has carried out
some innovative and high-profile
consultation exercises, ranging from a
citizens’ jury on the fate of the city’s
ageing network of swimming pools to
a full, city-wide referendum looking at
the future level of council tax. The
lessons the council learned were
brought together in a public
consultation strategy.

While the strategy was being drafted,
the council found that 28 separate,
public consultations were going on at
once; so one pledge it made was not
to ask the same people the same
questions over and over again. Details
of every public consultation are now
together in one place to make it easy
for people to access and update the
information. That place is the
‘Consultation Finder’, an online
service on its website.

Consultation Finder
The easy-to-use, browser-based
interface at www.bristol-city.gov.uk/
consultation offers a simple search

through past, current and future
consultations. You can find out which
part of the council is consulting about
what and why, using cross-cutting
themes as search headings. Searches
can locate all consultations that affect
particular wards, and there is a look-
up facility for people to check their
own ward councillors and find out
about local schools and events. 

The council believes that consultation
cannot be successful unless citizens
have access to sufficient background
information about the issues they are
being consulted on. As a result,
Consultation Finder gives online
access to relevant background papers.

Registering and retaining interests
If a citizen has a particular interest,
the council wants to know about, and
respond to, that interest. Citizens can
register their ‘stake’ in consultations
that have yet to start, and are sent an
electronic reminder when the
consultation begins. 

Retaining and sustaining public
interest are critical to successful
consultation over time and to the
council’s strategic aim of increasing
public interest in local governance.
Consultation Finder responds to this
by offering real feedback with brief
summaries of consultation results and

links to pages, showing how
consultation is being used to inform
and improve council decision-taking.

Future plans
The council’s consultation manager,
Stephen Hilton, knows that this is
only the start of the process. ‘We
don’t expect to suddenly find we are
reaching a whole new set of people
who were not involved before,’ he
says, ‘but we are now able to
publicise campaigns offering a wider
range of channels for people to use.
Our aim is to make participation
easier and more convenient and the
hope is that this will draw in new
people over time.’ 

Bristol intends to make the software
available to interested councils as
shareware via the Local Authority
Software Consortium (LASC), and
there are plans to integrate new
features such as forum software, a
text response facility and a new
feature called ‘edecide’. There may
also be extensions to local partners,
including voluntary and community
sector agencies. 

The council is confident that it will
avoid ‘consultation fatigue’ and
increase engagement with local
people.

Public consultation is made easy

Consultation Finder
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mobile messages

The new medium of SMS

text messaging is being

used by Lancashire

County Council in a

ground-breaking scheme

that asks citizens for their

views on key issues facing

the authority.

SMS (short message service) text
messages are becoming one of the
most popular methods of
communication between young (and
not so young) people. An estimated
half a billion text messages are sent in
the UK every month — and the
number is growing daily. Lancashire
County Council is making use of this
new medium for communication and
consultation. The council has a new
SMS scheme for citizens to receive
services and information on their
mobile phones. One part of this
service allows subscribers to give their
views in response to a message
received on their mobile phone.

The registration process
Anyone who wants to join this new
service must first subscribe through
the council’s website. All they have to
do is: enter their name and mobile
phone number; check the boxes to
say that they wish to be involved in
consultation; and agree to answer an
authentication enquiry. One question
each month is then sent to their
phone, with results published on the
website.

Debbie Bonser runs the service for 
the council, which now has 300
registrations. The council, she says, is
fully committed to consultation, and
wants to reach people in the younger
age group. ‘Text messaging is a way
of life for them, and that means it’s
comfortable, it’s in their hand, and
they just reply when we send out the
question each month.’

Sample questions
The sort of questions that have been
asked in this way include: ‘Would you
like a one-stop shop/contact centre

for all Lancashire public services?’;
‘What one thing do you think we
could do to improve Lancashire
County Council services?’; and ‘Do
you know the name of your county
councillor and what their
responsibilities are?’.

Responses have run into thousands.
The same questions are on the
website, and all the responses are fed
back into the county council’s policy-
making processes. For Debbie, the
benefits are clear: ‘It’s just a brilliant
way of testing out people’s response
to policies. We don’t just get a yes/no
reply, we get comments and
suggestions that run into quite a few
lines of text.’

Other uses
Text messaging is also being used to
provide local transport information,
including the time of the next bus,
and a safer travel service where
children on buses can text in
confidence if they feel threatened or
if they see buses that are being
vandalised. The council received one
message from a young person who
was being bullied, and had no idea
where to turn. After hearing about
the service on the radio, they decided
to try it and, as a result, the right
people were alerted to provide help.

Part of the consultation is asking
people to suggest other services they
would like to receive in this way. The
council is sure that there is a future
for text messaging as another channel
for councils and community to use,
and is learning not to make
assumptions about how people want
to receive local information.

Text messaging offers new ways of consulting

Young person texting response to consultation
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mail messages

The Borough of Poole’s News Direct service e-mails 

up-to-the minute council news as it happens to citizens

who can respond using the council’s online discussion

board.

Once Poole citizens have subscribed
to the council’s News Direct service,
they are kept completely up-to-date
with the latest news and happenings.
The service is currently providing
regular information by e-mail to 2,000
people across the borough, covering
all aspects of the council’s services
and operations, and developments in
particular subject areas, as specified
when people subscribe.

The news is formatted as a press
release, and includes links to other
information and background papers.
It also links directly to ‘DiscussIt’, the
council’s online discussion board,
where subscribers can add their
comments and opinions to discussion
threads that are active or start their
own thread.

‘The idea is to provide people with
the chance to get involved with things
as soon as they happen,’ says
Christine Banfield who looks after
Poole’s website. ‘For example, the
Leader’s annual statement of council
priorities was pre-recorded as an
audio track as part of the service. 
We sent out a News Direct update
alerting people to the event and the
time so they could hear the statement
as it happened.’

Subscribers’ needs
Subscribers to News Direct are local
people who are interested in what is

happening with local issues, and who
value receiving their news at the same
time as the local media — eliminating
the wait for news to be covered. The
news alerts also cover consultations
that are taking place, so that people
can find out about, and contribute to,
items that interest them.

Some subscribers have joined because
they have a particular interest in a
current hot topic, like Poole’s major
regeneration project ‘Full Sail Ahead’,
but it is expected that some people
will stay in touch once they have
found the services, and get involved
in other discussions and consultations.

Member involvement
Councillors have already seen the
possibilities of this service: news items
that relate to particular portfolio areas
include links to relevant web
information and to members with
direct involvement. The discussion
boards also give feedback to
councillors about the subjects that
matter to local people.

The council sees this as an important
additional channel. The discussion
board is being used as a more
informal channel to get people
involved with their local area. Coupled
with web access to all council
agendas and minutes, it has opened
major opportunities for residents to
actively engage with their council.

E-mail alerts keep citizens on board

News Direct e-mail alert
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young citizens

Elections for Cheshire County Council’s Youth

Parliament in 2002 were supported by video hustings

and online voting. The extra buzz created by the

technology has encouraged the council to develop this

project for the future. 

The first steps towards Cheshire using
technology as an important business
tool were taken back in the mists of
time, according to Sarah Catlin, who
co-ordinates the corporate use of ICT.
The council uses a technology
approach for most things, so she was
not surprised to be asked to provide
web pages to support elections to the
local Youth Parliament. 

A co-operative effort between the ICT
staff, the Youth Services and a local
company with experience in video
streaming resulted in an exciting
election process, culminating in a
council chamber full of young people
on election day.

Developing the Youth Parliament
Bernie Moore heads up the Youth
Service, and his team has been
involved in getting the Youth

Parliament up and running over the
last few years. It has taken time to get
schools and young people involved,
but he is sure that the use of
technology has raised the profile of
the whole process. ‘There were some
schools that chose not to get involved
last year that are now asking why
they were left out. Using technologies
opened up nominations on a much
wider basis, but we still can’t say it’s a
totally inclusive process — that’s our
aim. We want to ensure that all local
young people who are eligible to
participate, either by standing for
election or by voting, can do that.’ 

Various technologies used
Every young person nominated for
the Youth Parliament was helped to
produce their details and election
approach in printed format, as an
Internet document, and in a video

that was made available across the
Internet. This was quite a test for
some young people, but assistance
was offered, and they all rose to the
challenge.

The elections took over the council
chamber on election day: all the
candidates were present, and results
were flashed up on a large video
display as they came in. ‘The
atmosphere was electric,’ said Sarah.
‘We were using technology we’d used
before to show results in the last
county council elections, so we were
confident it would work. We made
just a few changes to suit the Youth
Parliament.’

Votes came through a number of
channels, some still on paper and
counted in schools, but results could
be sent through online. Votes could
also be registered directly through the
Internet, using passwords that were
sent out when people registered to
vote in that way. 

Direct voting is expected to increase 
in popularity as the process is used
more in the future. This is one way 
in which the council aims to increase
the inclusiveness of the process, as
votes will be offered to everyone,
including people who are excluded
from schools.

Youth Parliament elections lead the way for inclusion

Youth Parliament
in action
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young citizens

Kirklees Council aims to encourage young people to

engage more in local politics. One of the initiatives it has

set up to do this is an e-citizenship pilot.

Four local schools have been involved
in Kirklees’ pilot scheme to deliver the
citizenship curriculum. Each of the
schools involved chose to tackle the
project in a different way. Council
members and the mayor visited the
schools, and links were forged with
community and voluntary agencies.

Whitcliffe Mount School
Twenty-eight pupils in Year 9 worked
on Key Stage 3’s citizenship unit 15
— crime and safety awareness. Their
first task was to identify all of the
council wards, local councillors, and
area committees using the council’s
main website. They then carried out
an investigation into crime in one
particular ward, Cleckheaton, again
using the website.

As part of the investigation, they
designed and produced an online
questionnaire intended for all 400
students in Year 9 to complete during
one of their ICT lessons. To increase
their understanding, the 28 students
had a visit from a Victim Support
representative and a local councillor,
and they accessed a whole range of
relevant websites. Their final task was
to plan and deliver a presentation

(using the PowerPoint software)
highlighting their findings to all 
Year 9 students.

Paddock Junior, Infant and Nursery
School
This school ran a term-long unit of
work with 30 Year 5/6 pupils that
looked at local democracy. The pupils
were encouraged to learn from direct
experience and to use electronic
means of communication, so they sent
e-mails to the local Paddock Forum,
their local councillors, and the mayor. 

‘The children’s interest has really been
developed,’ says headteacher Richard
Dodd, ‘they have asked to get more
involved and to find out more.’

As part of the project, they made
extensive use of Kirklees’ website, 
and also started to use video. Pupils
were able to vote online (supported
by the website) in recent school
council elections. 

St John’s Junior and Infant School
The project at this school in Golcar
began with discussions about ‘who
represents you, me and us?’, ‘how are
we represented in local government?’,

‘who are our councillors and what are
their roles?’ and ‘are there any issues
in the Golcar area that need dealing
with?’ Once again, pupils met with
the mayor and a local councillor who
had been elected in May 2003. This
project also included research that
was carried out on the Kirklees
website.

Pat Cross, the headteacher, expects to
maintain a close link with the council.
‘It is important to make sure that this
is not just a one-off; we expect to
build on this link,’ she says. ‘The
children took it all in their stride and
were not at all in awe of the situation
when they met the mayor. That’s
what we are trying to develop.’

Colne Valley High School
Here, the project was run with a 
Year 8 class during the personal,
social, health and citizenship
education lesson over a four-week
period. In the first lesson, students
looked at ‘How do we change our
community?’, and used the Kirklees
website to identify the information
they needed to address this issue. 

During the second and third lessons,
the students identified issues they
wanted to tackle, including graffiti,
litter, and services for young people.
In the final lesson, the students made
plans for continuing with their
projects by finding out how other
young people felt about the issues
they had identified.

Schools explore citizenship using new communications media
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young citizens

Basildon District Council

has encouraged its young

citizens to design, and

voice opinion through, 

their own website.

www.fedupwithtv.info not

only reflects the issues that

matter to them, but also

engages with them directly.

Basildon District Council wants to
increase local people’s understanding
of the council and the democratic
process. To enable this to happen, the
main website features photos of local
councillors, their attendance at
meetings and voting patterns. Minutes
and agendas for council meetings are
also published, and the website offers
local people the chance to voice their
opinions on issues online.

However, the council realises that
providing information is just a small
part of engaging with local people.
The real problem is how to encourage
people to want to know about, and
become actively involved in, local
issues. Solving this problem means
finding the right way to present the
information to reach all sections of
the community. Basildon’s Youth and
Community Section decided to take
on this challenge through a specially-
designed website aimed at young
people. 

Developing the website
Working parties were set up in
schools and youth clubs to make sure
the website would fully take account
of young people’s needs. They
decided it should include information,
a chatroom and a graffiti ‘scrawl wall’
— that it should provide a way for
young people to find out about local
issues, to ask questions, comment
and complain about things that affect
their lives. 

Information is topical and local,
including details of events, reviews of
the latest films and gigs, and guides

to local pubs, take-aways and clubs.
The site does not shy away from more
challenging issues, such as drugs,
teenage pregnancies, bullying, mobile
phone theft and child abuse. 

‘The ideas our young people came up
were fantastic,’ says Martin Tipper,
head of ICT at the council. ‘We were
just bowled over. They were keen that
the site should offer good, useful
information. They took it very
seriously, and wanted to make sure
the site would provide something of
real benefit to our young people, like
where to go, but where to go safely.’

Local focus
Contacts made through the chat
room are with local people, so new
friendships can be formed and people
involved in debates know that
everyone is directly affected by the
topics covered.

The users are involved in deciding
content, designing and updating the
pages, and are able to take ownership
of the site. The council retains a
monitoring rather than a censoring
role, so that its young citizens feel able
to express themselves freely whilst
staying within legal limits. The website
also features local hot topics, and links
to councillors to enable users to e-mail
their councillor directly from within
their own website. 

The local council and the democratic
process are introduced in a way that
is attractive, interesting, and linked to
the sort of content that young people
themselves want for their own use.

Website introduces young citizens to local democracy

The fedupwithtv.info website
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young citizens

Citizenship is a key action area for St Albans City and

District Council. The mayor, local ward councillors and

officers have visited schools to spread the word and

gather the opinions of young children and students. 

Two age ranges were involved in the
first part of the project, which
coincided with Local Democracy Week
in 2002. For the first group, ten to
eleven-year olds, the whole emphasis
was on making the process fun. The
council recognised that, at this age,
the children were beginning to
develop an appreciation of current
affairs via their school council: they
would want to discuss, have and
express their opinions on many issues.

The second group, sixth formers, were
likely to have a much stronger
appreciation of politics: their interest
would be sparked by issues about
which they felt strongly and the
council felt they should be given the
chance to debate ideas with local
politicians. ‘There were a few key
messages we wanted to get across,’
says Jane Ratford who deals with
public relations for the council, ‘but
we also wanted to give the children a
taste of e-democracy for the future
and the opportunity to debate with
their peers.’

Visits and website design
During the school visits, council
members explained what they did,
what services the council delivers, and
how people could get involved in
local democracy between elections.
‘We were surprised by how much
young people knew about council
activity. They recognised many of our
key services,’ says Jane, ‘and had a lot
of knowledge about some, like

recycling and planning, that were of
particular interest to them.’ 

A secure website was introduced to
encourage students to express their
views and opinions by poll. Each
student was given a poll card
containing a unique voter
identification number and personal
identification number that allowed
access to separate primary and
secondary sections. 

More than 1,600 votes have been
cast and 105 new polls created in
addition to the original 15 created
when the site went live. The vast
majority of activity came from the
primary groups where key issues
include reducing the voting age to 16
and demand for leisure facilities such
as a cinema and skate park.

For the sixth formers, the
presentations had to be more formal,

because the groups were larger, but
they also ran smaller focus groups.
The discussions ranged across many
issues, and the students welcomed
the chance to get more involved. They
wanted to be kept informed via the
web, which they all felt at ease with,
especially on issues that appealed to
them such as a project to attract a
cinema developer.

Manifestos for the future
The work is now moving on, and the
next group to be involved is 16 to 
17-year olds. They will be offered
similar face-to-face discussions on
citizenship and the role of the council,
but are also being challenged to
produce their own manifestos for the
future. One part of Local Democracy
Week 2003 in St Albans will be an
online debate on the issues raised in
the manifestos, culminating in a vote,
with the winning manifesto being
presented to the full council.

Online consulting wins over citizens of the future 

Children holding
polling cards
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New ways of engagement tried out
Cambridgeshire County Council’s
website not only invites citizens to
‘Have your say’, but also provides
access to a range of information on
services, councillors, and how to get
involved with council business.

The ‘Have your say’ section of the
website includes details of the
council’s petition process and online
questionnaires, as well as more
general information about committees
and other meetings. There are also
regular webcasts of the council’s
cabinet meetings.

The website is used regularly for
consultations, some of which are
trying out new ways to engage with
local people. One experiment included
the development of a planning
‘game’ to encourage more people to
participate in the consultation on the
local structure plan. The council aims
to see whether this sort of approach
can be extended to other areas of
consultation. 

Multiple channels available for every
consultation
Connect to Cardiff (C2C) is a multi-
channel contact centre that has made
Cardiff City and County Council
‘easy to do business with’. Offering
bilingual services through traditional
mail, voice, e-mail, e-fax, minicom or
webchat, the centre has harnessed
the latest technology to interface with
legacy systems, enabling more than
80 per cent of calls to be resolved at
the point of contact. 

Through the Connect to Communities
initiative, general packet radio services
(GPRS) technology is now being used
to extend services to remote locations,
engaging with hard-to-reach groups
in their preferred locations.

More examples of best practice from around the UK…

Technology has been adapted to
provide as many channels as possible
for consultation, with C2C and the
council’s website complementing
more traditional methods such as
postal surveys and face-to-face
meetings. 

Each consultation exercise is registered
centrally enabling multiple channels to
be made available for responses. Using
this approach, the annual ‘omnibus
survey’ gives everyone in Cardiff the
opportunity to have their say, both
online and via e-mail. To date,
hundreds of people have participated
electronically and the results of each
consultation exercise are published on
the council’s website.

Council’s e-petition to government
As part of the ‘Hands off Hampshire’
campaign against the redistribution of
central government grant money
away from the south east of England,
Hampshire County Council offered
the public the chance to sign an 
e-petition. The council has one of the
largest and busiest local authority
websites sites in the country and
everyone in the county is encouraged
to use the Internet. 

The e-petition was developed by the
council’s communications people and
agreed with members. It offered
people the chance to express their
opinions, and comment about the
likely impact of the proposals on them
personally. Every person that made
contact was acknowledged and
automatically sent details of what
would happen, and how their views
would be considered. Responses were
carefully monitored to avoid
duplicates and any double counting.

A great deal of publicity surrounded
the campaign, and progress was

posted on the website. The
completed e-petition, with 2,739
entries, was submitted to the
Government electronically along with
other comments and responses. The 
e-petition process was judged to have
been a success, and a similar
approach is being considered to form
part of the regular consultation on
the budget-setting process in
Hampshire.

Youth voices heard in Europe
Youth Voice is a platform for young
people aged 14 to 24 in the north
east of England to be heard and to
interact with youth communities
across the world. North Tyneside
Metropolitan Borough Council is a
partner in this initiative, along with
the Government Office, the Regional
Development Agency and the North
East Regional Assembly.

Young people are put in touch with
peers in Africa, South America, Asia
and Europe to discuss issues which
enables a culture of co-operation and
creativity. Ideas are raised and
discussed in school meetings, and
facilitated across the Internet.

UK ministers have raised some of 
the ideas generated by the initiative 
at the European Parliament, and new
relationships have been forged 
across the world. The technology
infrastructure provided by the
worldwide web makes new
communities of interest like these
possible, even though the culture
required to make their voices heard 
is still developing. 

Local opinion polls joining up
Online discussion and opinion polling
on local issues for Wolverhampton
City Council residents are provided
through ‘Wolforum’ as part of a
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Case study contacts

European-funded e-democracy project.
The website (www.wolforum.org)
provides joined-up information and
consultation facilities across the whole
of the Local Strategic Partnership.

The site, which uses specially-
developed software called ‘Webocrat’,
came into use in Spring 2002, and
has been evolving since then. There
are links to newly-created area forums
and neighbourhood management
pilot projects in the city, and to the 
60 local UK online centres.

As part of the project, the partners
undertook extensive publicity. Over
8,000 leaflets were distributed, and
the UK online centres include
reference to the site in their training.
There has been a significant increase
in its use since webcams were
introduced, with visits to the site
peaking in early evening.

Councillors with their own websites
Websites are being launched for all 
33 councillors at Castle Morpeth
Borough Council to improve the
service and access they offer to their
constituents. As one of ten pilot
authorities in the LGA’s
‘Councillor.info’ project, Castle
Morpeth BC is providing its councillors
with their own website to include
contact details, surgery dates and
times, as well as news and issues from
their wards. 

The websites will also allow the public
to e-mail their ward councillor direct,
and people can sign up to receive
news bulletins. Other benefits for the
council include savings on the cost of
printing and distributing committee
papers to councillors, who will receive
them online. 

‘This will improve access to councillors
from members of the public with
Internet access, allowing us to keep
constituents up-to-date on a daily
basis,’ says Cllr Doug Phillips, Castle
Morpeth’s e-government spokesperson.
‘For those who aren’t online, we will
still use traditional methods of
communicating — this is an additional
and very important way of keeping in
touch with constituents.’

Argyll and Bute Council
deirdre.forsyth@argyll-bute.gov.uk

Basildon District Council
martin.tipper@basildon.gov.uk

Bristol City Council
stephen_hilton@bristol-city.gov.uk

London Borough of Camden
asha.paul@camden.gov.uk

Cambridgeshire County Council
ian.laughton@camcnty.gov.uk

Cardiff City and County Council
s.jarman@cardiff.gov.uk

Castle Morpeth Borough Council
cjennings@castlemorpeth.gov.uk

Chelmsford Borough Council
a.simpson@chelmsfordbc.gov.uk

Cheshire County Council
catlinsr@cheshire.gov.uk

Hampshire County Council
michelle.a.smith@hants.gov.uk

London Borough of Islington
colin.stubbs@islington.gov.uk

Kirklees Council
cliff.stewart@kirklees.gov.uk 

Lancashire County Council
debbie.bonser@env.lancscc.gov.uk

North Tyneside Metropolitan Borough
Council
elaine.borthwick@northtyneside.gov.uk

Borough of Poole Council
c.banfield@poole.gov.uk

St Albans City and District Council
j.ratford@stalbans.gov.uk

South Norfolk District Council
jnphilips@s-norfolk.gov.uk

Wolverhampton City Council
peter.thomson@wolverhampton.gov.uk

Further information
The national strategy for local 
e-government (Office of the Deputy
Prime Minister and Local
Government Association 2002) and
also for information about the
national project on e-democracy:
www.localegov.gov.uk

In the service of democracy — a
consultation paper on policy for
electronic democracy (Office of the
e-Envoy 2002):
www.edemocracy.gov.uk

Promises and problems of 
e-democracy challenges of online
citizen engagement (Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and
Development, forthcoming 2003):
www.oecd.org

For information about e-voting
pilots and their evaluation:
www.odpm.gov.uk and
www.electoralcommission.gov.uk

Other useful websites:
www.hansard-society.org.uk

www.headsup.org.uk

www.ippr.org.uk

www.smartmobs.com

www.teledemocracy.org
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Improvement and Development Agency
Layden House, 76-86 Turnmill Street
London EC1M 5LG

Tel: +44 (0)20 7296 6600
E-mail: info@idea.gov.uk 
Website: www.idea.gov.uk

The IDeA was set up four years ago to
support self-sustaining improvement from
within local government. It seeks to deliver
practical solutions to improve authorities'
performance and to develop innovative
approaches to ensure the transfer of
knowledge within local government.

Acting at the national level, the IDeA aims to
provide a focus for the implementation of
local e-government and to enable local
authorities to co-ordinate and share
progress. It also champions the interests of
local government with central government,
suppliers and other sectors. Its package of
support includes:

● advice, research and policy championing

● strategic support to underpin the National
Strategy for local e-government

● e-government implementation support to
local authorities

● the e-champions network

● the e-government resource on IDeA
Knowledge

● national infrastructure projects such as the
National Land Information Service (NLIS),
the National Land & Property Gazetteer
(NLPG), the esd-toolkit and
IDeA:marketplace.

Society of IT Management
PO Box 121
Northampton  NN4 6TG

Tel: +44 (0)1604 674800
E-mail: info@socitm.gov.uk
Website: www.socitm.gov.uk 

Founded in 1986, Socitm is the professional
organisation which represents those
managers in local government who are
responsible for ICT policy. The objectives of
Socitm are to provide a focal point for ICT
management, share experiences, promote the
recognition of ICT and influence legislation. It
now has over 1,300 members and continues
to grow. One example of its role is the Socitm
Insight research programme.

Socitm Insight is a subscription service to
over 450 local authorities and other public
and private sector organisations now belong.
It identifies and encourages good ICT
management practice.

Socitm Insight has produced a series of
comprehensive and detailed guides on all the
major ICT themes linked to the critical issues
of the day, which provide valuable advice
and support for ICT practitioners.

Local Government Association
Local Government House, Smith Square
London SW1P 3HZ

LGA information centre, LGconnect:
Tel: +44 (0)20 7664 3131
E-mail: info@lga.gov.uk
Website: www.lga.gov.uk

Based at Westminster, the Local Government
Association’s aim is to promote better local
government, working with our 500 member
authorities to put councils at the heart of the
drive to improve public services and enable
local people to shape a better future for
their community. 

The LGA is the lobbying organisation
representing local government, with nearly all
local authorities in England and Wales in
membership. They represent more than 
50 million people and spend £65 billion a year
on local services. The LGA also represents
police authorities through the APA; fire,
passenger transport and national park
authorities. Welsh authorities are also
collectively represented through the 
Welsh LGA.

The LGA actively promotes local democracy,
including sponsoring Local Democracy Week
each year, which for 2003 is focused on
young people. The LGA’s pioneering 
e-democracy project Councillor.info
(developed with technical partner Poptel
Technology Ltd) offers councillors in ten pilot
authorities their own individual easy-to-
manage website to allow them to connect to
their constituents.

Please call for more information or a copy of
our business plan.

Casting the net wider

ISBN 1 84049 348 8
LGA code CA174
Price £20

This publication is also available in Adobe
portable document format (pdf) and text
format from www.idea.gov.uk,
www.lga.gov.uk and www.socitm.gov.uk,
together with a fuller supporting report 
(due to be published in November 2003).
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