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Kirklees Democracy Commission  
 
Summary notes from the meeting held on 11 October 2016  
 
 
Present: 
Cllr Andrew Palfreeman 
 
In Attendance:   
Carl Whistlecraft, Diane Sims, Spencer Wilson and Jenny Bryce-Chan 
 
Witness: 

Dr Paul Hepburn 

Heseltine Institute for Public Policy and Practice, University of Liverpool 

Dr Paul Hepburn is a post–doctoral researcher for the Heseltine Institute for Public 

Policy and Practice at the University of Liverpool. Paul was awarded a PhD 

studentship at the University of Manchester in 2007 to examine the impact of the 

internet on local democracy. This followed a 20 year career in local government 

primarily working in policy development and delivery that latterly focused on e-

government initiatives. 

 

Most recently he has worked upon evaluating local policy innovations such as the 

Liverpool Mayoral model and the co-production of tablet technology for elderly 

people. 

 
Citizen Engagement  
 
Paul explained that the Citizenship Survey (DCLG 2010), which was a robust study 
regarding improving democratic legitimacy of councillors and local institutions, 
looking at addressing the democratic deficit, is an important piece of research for the 
Commission to consider.   

 
In particular the research highlighted 2 strands with regard to how citizens across 
England and Wales participate: 

 
1) Trust worthiness in the local government institution; 
 
2) Whether people see the procedures as being fair and whether they can see 
any political efficacy and any point to participation. 
 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20120919132719/http:/www.communities.gov.uk/documents/statistics/pdf/1992885.pdf
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Paul explained that report found that people who report greater participation in a 
range of local public decision making activities report a greater sense of influence in 
government decision making and consequentially allocate stronger importance to the 
values of the democratic process regardless of outcomes. Therefore, improving 
participation and genuine engagement will have a positive knock on effect.  As long 
as people are genuinely engaged they can see that it is open and transparent they 
will continue to value the democratic process.  
 
Paul further explained that the survey found that there is “no one size fits all”.  While 
the relationship between participation and legitimacy is positive, the strength and 
shape is the local context, it is the local environment that matters i.e. what works in 
one place may not work in another.   
 
Paul explained that with regard to consultation the evidence shows that people won’t 
be put off even if there is an adverse outcome providing they know what the outcome 
is and how it has been decided.   Traditionally local government has had an elite 
model of decision making where policies are determined by senior politicians 
collaborating with senior officers, often with little recourse to front line workers and 
citizens who are at the sharp end and have valuable information to contribute.  The 
challenge for local government is to begin to disrupt this elite model.   
 
The Commission went onto explore the level of public awareness in order to foster a 
wider appreciation of the issues, considerations and decisions faced by local 
authorities.  Paul explained that the public need a good quality of information with a 
robust public sphere which provides access to expert opinion in a more discursive 
civic space.  It is possible, and works, although it can be expensive.  It is an 
important part of institutional design to produce and deliver the right kind of 
information that citizens and councillors need.  This needs to work alongside building 
up civic networks, relationships with the local press and through the use of social 
media.  It is through these channels that trusted information can be passed down 
and used as a basis for discussion and engagement. 
 
In the context of the above Paul explained that it is important to understand that the 
public see “the council”, not services or departments.  This is an important 
consideration with “the council should have all the information and if they don’t have 
the information, why don’t they and what are they trying to hide.”   
 
 
Representative and Participatory Democracy 
 
Paul explained that the starting point in exploring this relationship, which is 
supported by evidence, is a need to try and build up civil society involving the 
organisations that make up that civil society such as cultural, religious organisations 
and trade unions.  The health of democracy depends on local people collectively 
working to solve local problems and local government should be acting as an 
advocate for local people to ensure their voices can be heard and start to build up a 
sense of trust. The councillor clearly has an important role in building civic society 
and providing the bridge between citizens and organisations.  There is a potential 
that technology can enable this.   
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Paul explained that the above mentioned points need to be considered in the context 
of the changes faced by local government as it moves from a model of public 
management to one of New Public Governance.   This will require promotion of 
public values, collaboration, co-production and co-design with service users.  The 
councillor role is about playing an important part in re-designing the local 
government institution in order for it to become an enabler.   
 
Paul explained that is important that councillors are the glue that hold local networks 
and organisations together and build up civil society.  Within this context the 
Commission explored the tension of citizens doing more for themselves generally 
and the “single issue” citizen.  The challenge, and opportunity, is to harness the 
energy of single issue citizens in a way that results in a wider willingness to become 
involved over the longer term.  Councillors can play a very important role in this area 
in the context of being an advocate for the citizen. 
 
 
Local Identity and Devolution 
 
In the context of the above the Commission explored the important considerations 
relating to local identity and the potential models of local devolution. Paul explained 
that it depends on what works in a particular area and environment. There have 
been examples of where there has been decentralisation to neighbourhood 
committees and then recentralised and brought back in again.  It is important to 
revisit the lessons from such experiences 
 
An important issue in this context is the challenges and tensions associated with 
giving up power, as evidenced in places like Iceland and in the UK with regards to 
the challenges presented by regional devolution.  Political elites will give up power if 
they are forced to.  People can make them change their ways for example the Arab 
spring revolution and similarly some student movements where technology played a 
key part in spreading the message.   

 
Paul explained that it is important to think about what makes sense culturally as well 
as by politically drawn boundaries.  It has also been found that a sense of identity is 
reduced the younger people get - they have not known a world where Kirklees does 
not exist.  They are the ones who are keen to get involved in the process and are 
more likely to embrace technology.  
 
 
Digital Technology 
 
Paul explained that the debate has moved away from the notion of “plant a few 
mobile phones and democracy will bloom”.  The political economy of the web / 
internet is not that much different from the political economy outside of it. Technology 
now allows ordinary citizens people to get their voices heard above those that 
usually dominate the political discourse.  Consequently local government should be 
operating as an advocate in that space.  Where such voices begin to be heard more 
there is then an opportunity to build up a greater sense of trust. 
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Paul explained that people will more readily get involved in small level work around 
projects they are interested in and can influence.  He gave an example of a project 
working with elderly people to enable them to live independently using digital 
technologies.  Paul explained that he was astonished by their responses which 
highlighted what was missing from their lives was the sense that they did not feel 
they were a part of society.  Going to where people are generates rich information.  
Paul stated that the big problem is how projects like this can be done on a larger 
scale in order to reap the benefits, however this would be difficult in the cash 
strapped position local government finds itself in. 
 
With regards to councillor use of digital technology, Paul explained that councillor 
understanding and use is improving although local government as a whole is not. 
This is a real obstacle as to how effectively councillors can carry out their roles as 
representing citizens, on the one hand, and sitting on the council on the other.  
Councillors can be digitally savvy but in order to be effective and responsive they, 
and citizens, require the right information at the right time from the council.  Without 
it, councillors cannot carry out their role to their best ability.   
 
With regards to the use of technology as part of the electoral process Paul explained 
that the experiments in the early part of the century using technology did not work 
however that was before the advent of social media.  Paul explained that what 
technology does is lower the cost in participating and makes it easier for people to 
give their opinion or sign petitions, which is an important feature.  In terms of ongoing 
participation Paul observed that the use of technology has facilitated a whole new 
generation into political activity, as recently evidenced by the recent Labour Party 
leadership contest.  Social media has been used effectively to disseminate ideas 
(e.g. the Obama Presidential campaign).  Other examples include “Better Reykjavik” 
which is using technology to engage 70,000 residents or in Mexico where technology 
is being used to crowd source a new constitution.  Paul explained that it is important 
to look at the context of these initiatives to understand why they have traction in 
particular areas. 


