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Abstract: Based on an analysis of several municipal e-participation experiences, and of the virtual
environments used in these, this article covers key aspects to be considered when designing an
electronic Internet-based system for participation at the municipal level, whose aim would be to
enhance communication between public officials and citizens while streamlining municipal civic
participation and consolidating citizen networks.
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1. Introduction

This article is the first of a series of documents written as part of the e-Participa project (www.e-
participa.org) whose objective is the design of a virtual environment based on Free Software to
reinforce citizen participation at the municipal level.

By means of an interdisciplinary methodological approach which combines issues related to socio-
political analysis with systems design methodologies, this article analyses the requirements that an
e-participation system at the municipal level should fulfill. The system, which is Internet accessible,
facilitates collective action on the part of both municipal governments and citizens’ groups (civic
and neighborhood associations, NGOs, political parties, etc.). For this purpose, the system
provides tools which can be adapted to the requirements of every entity, tools which, amongst
other things, permit information sharing, work group coordination and discussion forums.

The system will be used mainly to buttress traditional modes of face to face citizen participation by
complementing them with a contrasting virtual component. Its principal objective, therefore, will be
to support the sort of participatory actions typically carried out in a municipal context, participatory
actions such as advisory committees, citizen juries, or participatory budgets (Font and Blanco
2003). Nevertheless, the system will permit the completion of exclusively virtual participatory
processes.

2. From citizen participation to e-participation

We consider civil participation as “all activities engaged in with the intention of influencing public
policy either indirectly or directly” by both individual citizens as well as by all types of citizen
collectives and associations (Font and Blanco 2003: p. 15). This broad definition includes actions
as varied as voting, attending demonstrations, or even sending suggestions to a governmental
office.

Nevertheless, the e-Participa project focuses on participative processes which are organized or at
least supported by local government authorities, and oriented towards decision making at the
municipal level. To the extent that they can rely on the involvement of local municipal authorities,
these processes constitute a privileged participatory space because they are especially capable of
exerting an influence on public policy.

In recent years, as a result of the interest shown in participative politics, there has been a
proliferation of experiments involving e-participation, especially at the level of municipal
government, an area in which a multitude of participative mechanisms and tools, adapted to the
different circumstances, necessities and contexts in which they have arisen, have been developed
(Hermanns 2004; Ziegenfuss 2000). These events have included various experiments in the use of



Information and Communication Technology (ICT), mainly Internet, in order to promote and
develop citizen participation, otherwise known as electronic participation or e-participation.

It should be taken into account, however, that at the government level, there remain major cultural,
institutional, legal and organizational impediments to the implementation of citizen-participation
processes as well as to the use of ICT in participative processes (OECD 2004; Prieto Martin 2004:
pp. 21-25). At the municipal level, there are additional technological barriers since the majority of
municipalities lack the technical know-how and the necessary infrastructures to develop processes
of e-participation. The lack of virtual environments for citizen participation which are specifically
designed for the municipal context constitutes one of the greatest challenges for the expansion of
e-participation.

3. Systems and experiences in e-participation

In the context of this research, several technical and functional analyses amongst different
electronic participation systems have been carried out in order to evaluate the most important
e-participation events developed with them'. With this purpose, all related documentation and
evaluation reports were consulted and wherever possible, system behavior was directly tested.

As a result of these analyses, three fundamental aspects of e-participation have been identified
(Prieto Martin 2005):

e the main results and consequences of the implementation of ICT in participative processes;
e the key factors related to the success of e-participation processes;
¢ the main deficiencies of current virtual environments.

With regard to the positive consequences of e-participation, the events analyzed underscore that
the implementation of ICT in participative processes permits:

e the distribution and sharing of all types of information related to the process;

e quality debate and effective communication;

e the documentation of participative processes while promoting their transparency;

e the extension of citizen participation to a greater number and range of citizen groups.

As far as the most important factors for the success of e-participation processes are concerned, we
would highlight the following:

e the thorough planning of the participative process so that it is appropriate for the subject
matter and for the participants;

e a commitment to the process on the part of political and administrative entities;

e the promotion of the processes so that citizens become aware of their existence and
participate;

e the use of a virtual participative environment which is adapted to the idiosyncrasies of the
process, provides an attractive easy-to-use visual environment and facilitates the moderation
of discussions;

e universal public access to the virtual environment;

e adequate training of citizens and public servants in the utilization of the virtual environment.

Finally, our analysis of existing systems indicates that there is still an absence of virtual
participative environments that would cover the needs of municipal government as regards day to

' For this study, we have especially analyzed the following systems: Community Enabler (http://communitye.net),

Consensus (Prieto Martin 2004; Torras and Diaz 2004), DEMOS (Hohberg and Lihrs 2002; Lihrs et al. 2004; Lihrs and
Hohberg 2003), Delibera (http:/delibera.net), Discourse Machine (http:/binary-objects.de), Dito & Digalo (Bérding 2003;
Méarker et al. 2002; Roeder et al. 2004; Salz 2003; Salz et al. 2003), e-Community Council
(http://ecommunitycouncil.org.uk), EDEN (Whyte and Macintosh 2004), Meetup (http://meetup.com), omidyar network
(http://omidyar.net/home), OpenSpace-Online (OpenSpace 2005), Quixote (Rubio et al. 2005), orkut.com (Meneses 2004),
e-OP from Ipatinga (Faria and Prado 2002; Martinez de Oliveira et al. 2003), Webocracy (Mach et al. 2003), Wikipedia
(http://es.wikipedia.org) y Yahoo! Groups (http://groups.yahoo.com).




day activities involving citizen participation. The systems analyzed present the following
deficiencies:

e A predominance of systems using proprietary software, which hinders their spread, and
prevents municipalities from adapting them to their own specific requirements.

® The systems do not take into account the role of moderators, failing to provide them with the
tools necessary to preside over debates in an efficient and transparent manner.

e the participative processes lack continuity, consisting normally, as they do, of isolated events.

¢ a lack of compatibility with the necessities and characteristics of the municipal environment.

This last factor imposes by far the greatest limitations on the participatory systems studied. This
lack of compatibility stems from the scarce participation of municipal technicians and citizen groups
in the design of these systems, for which thorough studies of municipal requirements are rarely
carried out prior to their implementation (Hassan et al. 2004).

4. Fundamental components for the design of virtual citizen-participation
environments at the municipal level

4.1 Development based on Free Software

In keeping with the general trend in governments to promote the use and production of open
source software, and taking into account the severe budgetary restrictions affecting investment
capacity in the majority of municipalities, we think that it is essential that any system of citizen
participation at the municipal level be based on the collaborative model of Free Software. The
public entities that use it will benefit from all the advantages that are usually associated with open
source software (Mas i Hernandez 2005) amongst which we emphasize a lower cost of
development and implementation, a higher level of technological innovation, independence with
respect to suppliers (which will usually permit the use of local developers), greater security and
privacy as a result of public scrutiny of the code, greater ease of platform adaptability to their
specific needs, and, finally, the support of a greater number of languages.

Since the platform is open source, whatever improvements that a municipality incorporates into the
system to attend to its specific needs (for example, the adaptation of an environment to another
language) will be available to the entire community of users.

4.2 A focus on the municipal environment

The system will be designed to attend to the needs of the municipalities, the majority of which will
not have the human resources or financial capital to develop and host their own systems.
Therefore, the virtual environment should allow a single installation to provide service to a large
number of municipalities; in this way, it will be possible for regional governments or a confederation
of city governments to offer all of the regional town governments a participative web space from a
control center, freeing them from having to worry about the technical aspects of system installation,
updating, or maintenance.

The platform should accommodate and provide virtual support to neighborhoods and other
subdivisions normally found in municipalities, and its Graphical User Interface (GUI) should be
configurable so that it can be adapted to the corporate design of each municipality, and easily be
integrated into the municipal web.

System management should be simple and decentralized so that lay people can be entrusted to
manage specific areas. The various functions, which are intended to complement and support face-
to-face participative processes rather than substitute them, can be selectively activated and
deactivated depending on the needs of the city government, neighborhood, or concrete
participative process.



4.3 Attention to the collectives involved in citizen participation

The system should be adapted to the needs and capacities of the different actors involved in
citizen-participation processes at the municipal level. Therefore, prior to implementation, a
sociological and institutional study should be carried out at the municipal level identifying all of the
collectives involved in the system’s functioning, so that its design can contemplate the interests,
objectives, resources and interrelationships of all these collectives.

During the system’s design, construction and trial phases, dialogue and collaboration should be
constantly engaged in with representatives of these groups in order to continuously assess and
improve the system’s adaptation. This essentially presupposes the support of political and
administrative organisms at the municipal level, as well as the support of citizens, themselves, but
without forgetting the interest demonstrated by other related protagonists including, amongst
others, local media, mid-level educational institutions in their privileged role as educators of
citizenry, not to mention representatives of the business community where appropriate.

Only in this way, can compatibility be achieved between the functions provided by the system and
user necessities, capacities and work processes. This will permit the establishment of a new
channel for electronic participation which would complement the formal and informal face to face
participation channels which now exist.

4.4 Support for the face-to-face participative methods already in operation

As has been noted, electronic participation supports and complements rather than substitutes face-
to-face participative mechanisms and processes. This is true to such a degree that one of the most
important characteristics of the system is that it can be easily integrated into face-to-face
participative processes.

Consequently, the system should offer a range of functions that could be selectively activated
depending on the type of participative process to be undertaken, and on the characteristics and
capacities of the collectives involved in this process.

In particular, the system will be set up with a view towards incorporating the most frequent
participative processes, which include: Participatory Budgeting, Multi-year Municipal Planning, the
Municipal Master Plan, Local Agenda XXI, Citizen Councils, Panels and Citizens’ juries (Font and
Blanco 2003), neighborhood participative processes, the internal discussion processes of citizens’
groups, internal participative work in city government, and the participative drawing up of political
parties’ electoral programs.

4.5 Temporary use of the participation system

A participation system can be used sporadically on particular occasions as a form of electronic
participation, but it reaches its maximum potential when it is used continuously, providing those
municipal governments that really want to incorporate its citizens into its decision making
processes, with a permanent "virtual web space for participation,” which supports all of the city’s
virtual participation processes, and which the citizen can rely on for all sorts of information related
to participation.

The more that citizens and their associations, municipal technicians, the media, etc... make use of
the same virtual environment to receive information, communicate with political representatives and
participate in question-answer sessions, discussions, and participative processes, the less effort
they will have to expend in learning how to rapidly carry out these tasks The system should include
functions which serve to make the user feel a bond with the participation system, thus inspiring him
to want to continue using it. An example of these functions is the possibility of personalizing the
system’s work environment in order to streamline the tasks that it carries out most frequently.

As a result, greater and more frequent citizen involvement in the issues affecting the city is
fostered, while greatly increasing the efficiency of this participation. To give an example, consider
the degree to which the work of publicizing the participative processes, the distribution and



exchange of information amongst citizens’ groups, the dissemination and communication of results,
and the monitoring of decision implementation would be made easier. It is reasonable to assume
that the level of discussion itself would improve, and that these discussions would represent the will
of the citizenry to a greater degree as a result of the creation of a virtual participation space.

Currently, neither governmental entities nor citizens themselves are yet prepared to alter their
current work dynamic, and to extend participative management to all municipal decision making
areas. Slow processes of experimentation and learning that foster the evolution and putting into
place of more participative forms of politics and citizenship have yet to take place (Prieto Martin
2004: pp. 20-22, 26). Despite this, we consider it to be of vital importance that virtual participation
channels be continuously in operation. The system needs to be able to accompany these learning
processes, initially permitting the use of simple tools for distributing information about participative
municipal activities; subsequently, as the need arises, it can provide more powerful functions.

4.6 A tool for municipal government AND citizens’ groups

The development of local electronic-democracy projects on the part of municipal government plays
a very important role in strengthening civil society and increasing social capital. But more important
than focusing on the individual citizen, it is particularly important to create conditions that will
enable the organizations found in civil society to appropriate of Internet, constructing spaces that
encourage the discussion, exchange and dissemination of information amongst them, which, in
turn, shall promote the progressive reinforcement of citizenship (Vaz 2002: p. 21).

We are convinced that electronic participation systems constitute the optimal environment from
which to promote the appropriation of Internet by civic organizations, thus facilitating the
consolidation of citizen networks and social capital in an urban context. To further this end, the
design of this system should allow it to simultaneously serve both municipal government and
citizens, along with their networks and associations.

As has been indicated, the system provides municipal government with a set of tools enabling it to
distribute information, facilitate communication between different governmental organisms, request
information and create special areas for participation which serve to complement face-to-face
participative processes.

Within the city, it is possible to define neighborhoods and other organizational sublevels to which all
of these tools can also be made available, so that every neighborhood has its own participation
environment similar to that found at the level of municipal government itself. In a similar way, civic
organizations could be allowed to register inside the system, after which they would have access to
their own participation environment, through which they could interact with both citizens in general,
and with their associates and other related organizations.

As a result of the fact that the participation environments of the municipal government and civic
organizations occupy the same system, a large number of synergies are created which benefit
everyone involved. Citizens, for example, who register in the system to take part in a municipal
participative process, will at the same time be able to access associations’ web spaces, learn about
their objectives, contact their members, read their debates, etc. Another example would involve
those citizens who periodically request e-mail news about a particular social issue, and about
related events; whenever an organization were to place information in their schedule about
upcoming activities related to this area, the citizen would be automatically informed.

4.7 Promoting increased knowledge and social networks

One of the most revolutionary characteristics of Internet stems from its capacity to use the limited
resources of an infinite number of interconnected subjects to generate networks with an unlimited
aggregate capacity. For example, using bandwidth and the “surplus” processing capacity of the
vast number of computers connected to the Web, the programs, eMule and Skype respectively
allow one to exchange files and make telephone calls using Internet with such success that the
audiovisual and telecommunications sectors are having to re-evaluate their ways of doing
business. In a similar fashion, by creating a forum for the voluntary, day to day sharing of opinions



and knowledge by millions of customers, companies such as e-Bay and Amazon are creating new
forms of business, characterized by levels of efficiency and market share unheard of until now. En
masse collaboration on the Web is leading to a definitive, radical restructuring of many areas of
economic activity on a worldwide scale (BusinessWeek 2005).

Along these lines, our system will seek to take advantage of Internet capabilities in order to
encourage the creation and diffusion of knowledge, broaden social networks, and foster a
collaborative culture amongst citizens. The environments we have studied for purposes of this
article provide numerous examples of collaborative tools which need to be incorporated into a
municipal, electronic participation system. Amongst these we would highlight:

e The possibility of personalizing the system: a user can create direct access links to those
sections which interest him the most. For example, those participative processes or debates
in which he is taking part, the web spaces of organizations he belongs to, a particular
document area, or the profiles of users whose opinions he respecits.

e User profiles, by way of which users can introduce themselves and provide information
about their own interests. These profiles are visible to other users who can access
contributions made by the user in discussion forums, check his favorite links and even
contact him with a personal message.

¢ Recognition of quality participation: As one continues using the system (reading the

contributions of others, participating in debates, responding to surveys, etc.) one earns
“feedback points” which can be used to positively or negatively judge the contributions of
other users. Every time points are assigned, one might make a comment justifying his/her
opinion. The feedback points received by the user constitute his “reputation” in the system,
and will always be shown alongside his name. In this way, a mechanism is established by
means of which users themselves can recognize those who, in their opinion, stand out in
terms of the quantity and quality of their contributions. Alongside information indicating the
amount of web space activity, the various forums and web spaces for participation will show
the list of most highly esteemed contributors.
Another benefit of the mechanism is its potential utility for establishing networks amongst
users who share a common interest. If one especially appreciates the contributions made by
a particular user, one can check who has judged his contributions positively and why.
Following on from this, it is easy to locate people who share ones own ideas, discover the
web spaces in which they participate, the organizations they are members of, etc.

4.8 Quality discussion, supported by mediation and transparency

One of the most important elements of a virtual participation system are its web spaces devoted to
discussion and debate, which ought to include tools for encouraging the thoughtful, informed,
quality exchange of ideas. Upon analysis of the factors that influence the quality of electronic
discussions, a diversity of factors has been brought up ranging from the topic under discussion
itself to the political culture of the participants to the forum’s accessibility, and the technical
characteristics of the environment used. (Janssen and Kies 2004) The participant’s level of
commitment turns out to be especially important (Graham and Witschge 2003: p. 199) in that it
influences whether they participate in the conversation until it has concluded. In an environment
such as that of Internet in which, at any given moment, one is only the click of a mouse away from
withdrawing from a debate, special attention will have to be paid to the environment, the topic, and
the methodology of the discussion, so that participants will be motivated to stay on.

In short, the system needs to encourage discussions that make it possible to make more thoughtful
decisions buttressed by the contributions of the different collectives involved. To this end, a user-
friendly interface should be provided which integrates the use of e-mails in order to streamline
participation and provide tools which facilitate:

e the incorporation of the discussions in a specific result oriented participative methodology.
e a monitoring of the discussion so that people who join in after the discussion has begun can
rapidly find out what topics are being discussed and what progress has been made;



e rapid and intuitive access to the interventions, while showing the messages ordered by title,
author, date, relevance, etc., and permitting searches for specific texts amongst the forum
messages;

e high communicative expressivity, since text formatting will be possible (the use of cursive,
underlining, etc.) along with the use of symbols and “smileys”;

e different types of debate mediation.

This last aspect is especially important. The work of mediators is crucial if the discussions are to
produce concrete, consensual proposals. The mediators should have tools at their disposal which
facilitate the carrying out of their most important duties: the analysis of interventions, the creation of
summaries and questionnaires that participants will respond to, and the introduction of sub forums,
etc.

In a system such as this one, which at times will be managed by the municipal government, and in
which the discussions will be of a political nature, it is very important that the mediators be neutral
and trustworthy. As a means of reinforcing this neutrality, the system itself has to guarantee the
transparency of its processes. In this manner, even when, in many areas of the system,
moderators can reject messages which, for example, do not respect ethical standards or
correspond to the topic of the forum, they will be required to communicate to the user why the
message was rejected. Additionally, all of the rejected messages will remain available for public
scrutiny in a web space created for this purpose.

In order to safeguard system transparency and facilitate decentralized management, a logging
system will exist which stores detailed notes about all of the management activities carried out on
the system.

4.9 Citizenship School

We have previously underscored the importance, in light of the widespread dissemination of more
participative forms of politics, of developing pedagogical processes for citizens, politicians, and
government technicians, that would foment the establishment of an active, discussion oriented civic
culture. These pedagogical processes will mostly be the result of continuous experimentation with
participative forms of doing politics on the part of municipal governments and citizens’ groups.
Nevertheless, we must not ignore the necessity of including theoretical and practical content in our
educational programs that will allow youth to begin practicing the habits now that will make them
more committed citizens tomorrow.

An especially promising strategy consists of developing participative electronic initiatives in school
environments themselves (Frey 2002: p. 13). For this reason, we consider one of the fundamental
characteristics of systems design to be that of enabling the system to be used in schools in order to
facilitate the practical teaching of citizen participation.

If schools and city government use the same environment for electronic participative processes,
this could encourage students to participate in municipal decision making.

5. Conclusions

We are still barely initiating the long way to an integrated utilization of Internet to promote civic
participation. However, there is no doubt that in the following years the importance of virtual
environments for the extension of citizen participation is going to grow up meaningfully.

One of the most important obstacles standing in our way is the lack of virtual environments that are
truly adapted to the necessities and characteristics of citizen participation in the municipalities.
Therefore, this article attempts to make an academic contribution to the creation of such systems,
by means of identifying, from a technical and sociological standpoint, the main principles that
should orient their design.
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