
 
 
 
Kirklees Democracy Commission  
 
Summary Note from the meeting held on 31 August 2016 
 
Witnesses: Theo Bass and Tony Browne 
 
Theo is a Research Assistant in Policy and Research in Nesta's Government 
Innovation team. He is currently conducting extensive primary research on a range 
of digital democracy case studies from around the world, as part of Nesta's ongoing 
work on democratic innovations. The work follows on from Nesta's recently finished 
D-CENT project (Decentralised Citizens ENgagement Technologies), funded by the 
European Commission, which helped to build a pan-European network of digital 
democracy practitioners, and pilot a number of platforms for digital citizen 
engagement with parties and city councils in Finland, Spain and Iceland.  
 
Tony is Head of Organisation Design at FutureGov where he has directed over 30 
innovation projects across the public sector - using human-centred design and digital 
technology to transform the deliver services across social care, transport, 
import/export of goods, waste management and housing. 
 
Summary of Discussion  
 
NOTE:  Both Tony and Theo made reference to slides during the course of their 
evidence giving.  Copies of both slide sets are attached for reference and should be 
considered alongside this note. 
 
By way of context Tony explained the important distinctions to be made in respect of 
a person’s private life experience of democracy compared with the formal public 
sphere experience of democracy.  Privately people regularly and routinely get the 
opportunity to vote, rate, complain and comment on a wide variety of things on a 
daily basis e.g. Amazon, Uber, E-Bay, Transport for London etc.  In the public 
sphere you occasionally get a chance to vote (but not electronically), go to a political 
party meeting or answer a council consultation.  There is a stark difference between 
how the private and the public individual “does democracy” – this is the democratic 
deficit. 
 
Tony explained that the answer is not to digitise the current form of public democracy 
but disrupt what it is.  This is not about technological change as most of the relevant 
technology already exists, the challenge is a cultural one which involves: 
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- Taking decisions in a different way – is the citizen truly able to be involved 

and shape things; 
- Design and deliver services differently; 
- Respond to views in a different way; 
- Make choice meaningful – has the decision already been made behind closed 

doors?  If so, be up front and say so; 
- Undertaking engagement differently – do councils broadcast or listen; 

 
Tony provided some examples of the ways in which the above mentioned cultural 
changes have been made elsewhere: 
 

- George’s Ideas Lab; 
- Iceland’s approach to “crowd sourcing” its constitution; 
- Love Lewisham; 
- Rio de Janeiro, the “Always On” Council; 
- Cycle Hackney  

 
Theo went onto explain that technology has changed many aspects of our lives 
although in many respects democracy has remained almost immune to such 
changes.  Society has a significant amount of untapped expertise which can improve 
the quality and legitimacy of decisions taken by local government.  Examples 
include: 
 

- D-Cent open source tools for digital democratic engagement which councils 
can adopt and adapt for their own uses.  (See examples below). 

- Notifying and informing Helsinki citizens -  
- Your Priorities In Iceland (Better Reykjavik) – a tool for crowd sourcing ideas 

from citizens which encourages a positive debate.  The council takes the best 
ideas on a monthly basis which is then used as a basis for participatory 
budgeting in specific areas; 

- Decide Madrid, a platform which is similar to Your Priorities but has more 
participants and stronger buy in from the city council.  Decisions can be 
binding on the council if they reach a voting threshold and is an example of 
more direct democracy ; 

- Democracy OS, which is a collaborative policy making tool used in Madrid; 
- Objective 8 – A tool used by the West Midlands Mayoral candidate to crowd 

source a manifesto for the region; 
- Parliament and Citoyens – which involves residents suggesting ideas for 

policies or policy change which are debated by the community and thereafter 
with the policy maker(s).  The final report includes all of these aspects fo the 
debate as part of the final reporting stage  

 
 
Representative and Participatory Democracy 
 
Tony explained that he believed the gap between the two will shrink over time.  The 
cycle of politics and elections is too long to keep pace with society and it is therefore 
inevitable that there will be a greater number of those instances where those who 
can facilitate the contributions of others in between will become more prevalent and 
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regular.  In terms of representatives and their roles, Tony suggested that it was likely 
to shift from being a leader / decision maker to being much more of a facilitator of 
ideas and energies. 
 
Theo added that there are few instances where elected representatives have used 
digital platforms to reach out to citizens and bridge the gap, although where this does 
happen (e.g. Decide Madrid) the outcomes are more beneficial and more people 
participate.  Theo explained that Nesta’s research has revealed that there is still 
strong respect for representative democracy and decision making.  The digital tools 
and platforms are not direct democracy tools but a means of providing a greater 
plurality of voices by which representatives can make more informed decisions.  It is 
about creating the conditions for people to provide well-reasoned and intelligent 
contributions. 
 
The Commission explored the challenges associated with engaging residents in 
issues that are more difficult and long-term.  Theo explained that a starting point 
should be carefully choosing the issue(s) and to involve people who are likely to 
have some experience or expertise in the particular topic (e.g. service users).  Tony 
added that initiatives such as participatory budgeting reveal that people are able to 
think over the long term and therefore representatives should be reassured that they 
will be rewarded by the quality of debate.  Tony explained that democracy is 
generally about engagement and involvement, ask for views and show they are 
being taken into account – “baking the view of the citizen into decision making”. 
 
Theo emphasised the importance of asking serious questions and providing genuine 
political buy-in into the process as this will result in a richer quality of engagement. 
 
In terms of digital inclusion Tony emphasised the importance of not falling into 
certain stereotypes in terms of digital skills and accessibility.  That said it is important 
to ensure that it is not a solely digital, technology-led approach and should work 
alongside other methods and approaches such as personal user research.  The best 
way of understanding user needs is by talking to them, shadowing them and working 
with them. 
 
Theo explained that the Decide Madrid platform collect simple data about people 
using the platform which is important for participatory budgeting. They found that 
people who use the platform are highly representative of the population.  Whilst 
digital literacy is important, a real issue is that people don't understand the political 
and policy making process.  It is important to inform citizens as much as possible 
about the process as this can be a real barrier to engagement and involvement. 
 
Theo explained that in Madrid each district has an office where citizens go and 
become involved in the process and will be assisted by an official to do so.  Tony 
added that councils need to be designed in a way that brings people into such 
processes and initiatives – technology alone will not be the answer as it is also about 
language, process, issue identification etc.   
 
The Commission explored the resource and workload implications for councils in the 
context of adopting and progressing some of the approaches outlined above.  Theo 
explained that over time the workloads have become more manageable once the 
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processes have bedded now and more importantly when staff adapt to working in a 
different way.  This involves new skill sets in the context of working with digital tools 
and platforms. 
 
 
The Role of Councillors 
 
In terms of politicians using the tools available, Tony reinforced the point that this is a 
cultural as opposed to a technical issue.  It is bout unpicking 100 of years of 
behaviour.  There are examples of politicians dipping into the facilitative role on-line 
although the more holistic approaches detailed in the examples above are less 
prevalent. 
 
With regards to skills Tony explained that the technology that underpins these ways 
of working have been around for a long time and as such the main issue to consider 
is one of skills.  If the skills in councils are not changing, then they need to.  Tony 
added that the way we do democracy and design and deliver services will be very 
different which requires people who can engage with users, understand their needs, 
develop light pieces of technology etc.  This is equally relevant to the changing role 
of the councillor.   
 
Tony acknowledged the reticence by councillors to adopt technology where they are 
worried and / or don’t see the pay-off from using technology.  In order to effectively 
address this it is important to make the new ways of working less scary by telling the 
stories of councillors who are early adopters in a way that shows the quantifiable 
benefits of working in different ways. 
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