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One of the Deakin lectures in Melbourne was titled ‘E-democracy: a challenge for civil society’.  Although I did not attend the live lecture, the parts broadcast the following evening on Radio National seemed to be only tangentially about e-democracy.  This has prompted me to contribute the following brief essay on the topic.





First, some borders need to be established around e-democracy. It is not about electronic service delivery by government, although that can be important in moving towards e-democracy, particularly if implemented in ways that encourage open-ended citizen inputs.  It is widely recognised that there are stages in e-government, and ‘what lies beyond’ service delivery is participation.  Nor is e-democracy about electronic voting: that is just another aspect of service delivery. 





Electronic democracy has many similarities to electronic commerce, with one key addition to the marketing mix.  The fifth P is Passion, as social marketers know.  And greed is not the only passion.  A passion for fairness is a strong underpinning of democracy.  





Therefore, e-democracy can only occur in a wider social context that sees democracy itself as desirable.  This means it is normative, proscriptive, full of shoulds and should nots.  At heart, democracy is a process, a set of protocols for decision making.  Every system has such protocols, and a democratic system implies that these are as broadly based and informed as possible. Dahl’s criteria for pluralistic democratic process could apply to associations at any level: effective participation, voting equality at the decisive stage, enlightened understanding, and control of the agenda. 





The HIH episode provides a strong sign that something is broke with Australian democracy.  What does a regulator with $55m budget do?  Why do we acquiesce to so many entangled threads, so many roles overlapped?  One gropes for a reliable definition of corruption, and is startled to find the St James Ethics Centre has received funds from HIH. 





Technology can’t save our democracy, or our schools. Technology doesn’t care.  But if we are passionate about getting a democratic dividend from the new information age, we have to consciously structure democratic protocols into decision making and policy processes.  We need to design these protocols into the supporting technological interfaces.  What might this mean in practice?





A recent report said that in Uganda, up to 90% of the funding for schools never made it to the local level.  The simple device of publishing school budgets reduced that corruption by 80%.  Any housekeeper knows that when there is a bad smell, the first thing you do is expose it to light and air.  The light of transparency and the air of public opinion would no doubt transform many dark corners of the growing nexus between government and industry.  On a serious public policy level, this means vastly increased access to the internal workings of both public and private organisations.  Transparency breeds accountability.  But hidden transparency is an oxmoron: the categories for retrieval must themselves be developed through consultation.  The only way to do this affordably is to let go and learn from the commercial sphere, namely the Peer to Peer and Open Source movements. 





Self management is a key strategy of electronic commerce.  It is efficient because it turns over to the customer much information, and responsibility, for becoming informed and making a choice.  Likewise PtoP and Open Source foster self-organisation and emergent structures that are mutable, without centres and therefore responsive.  These contrast markedly with the top down structures and ‘stovepipes’ of 19th century bureaucracy that, like our centuries old representative democracies, inhibit evolution and threaten to implode.    





The questions of democracy could be, as Ralph Nader has put it: Who gets to know? Who gets to say? Who gets to decide?  To these, electronic commerce answers ‘the customer.’  Electronic democracy answers: ‘the citizen’, along with all their messy or petty passions, their insane diversity and unequal capacities.  But electronic democracy needn’t sort on income or intelligence. 





Because democratic behaviour is normative, it can be thought of as a set of behavioural patterns.  These ‘attractors’ are the rules exceptions defy.  And they are fractal: they repeat at different scales.  Each level resembles the others, altogether they form a recognisable whole, like a child’s scribbly loops that we nonetheless know is a ‘face’.  





Political patterns are almost always fractal: one wouldn’t expect to find many pockets of industrial democracy in Burma.  Unfortunately, there’s some seriously democratically dysfunctional people in the Australian Public Sector these days.  My research and experience in two central agencies (Finance and Prime Minister and Cabinet) provides ample documentation of that.  But unlike Burma, Australia behaviour patterns still leave room for democractic reform, if we care enough to claim it.  





Electronic commerce revives the older meaning of ‘commerce’ as any form of intellectual exchange, and uses technology to provide the background information that consumers gather prior to making a transaction.  Likewise, electronic democracy explores the use of technology to enhance the consultation process, to improve levels of awareness among key target populations on an important issue.  Defence has broadened its consultation net this way, with notable success.  They combined on and offline approaches to provide an innovative and much more broadly based approach to defence policy.  The Defence report is part of the NOIE site on best practice in consultation. 


Gradually governments are starting to find that structured, outcome-oriented online consultations, balanced and integrated with (it’s just a form of marketing, folks) off-line meetings and communication strategies leads to better policy outcomes, better partnerships, cost savings and social outcomes.  Larry Meeks, former Chief Information Officer for Vancouver, told me with pride how they implemented a ‘no kill’ policy at the pound successfully by putting the animals pictures on line for school kids. 





Beyond these short term benefits lies the possibility for transcending the limitations of representative democracy.  Although there is room for many techniques to enhance participation, the answer is not simply direct, push button voting.  That is the Oprah Winfry model, and it may have a place for some issues.  A more sophisticated approach harnesses pluralism to allow a chorus of voices to arise, and would lay the groundwork for possibly lengthy engagement through provision of information,  citizen juries, and structured iterative processes.  The Canadians are discovering this networked model.  A neologism derived from business computing seems apt: distributed governance.  





Distributed governance takes the load off the top, and both broadens and strengthens the decision making process.  The resulting stability and resilience is just as important for public policy as it is for information systems.  One premise is that not everyone wants or needs to know about every issue.  Under-response is a more frequent occurrence than over-response for many online experiments. But passion will provoke key stakeholders and individuals to engage.  Those who care would, if asked, quickly outline the decisions they want to be part of, and the kinds of information they want made transparenly available.  This would lead to ‘policy portals’ shaped by citizens, where meetings can be arranged, information shared, and consensus attempted.  In such a system, full consensus isn’t essential, and is never absolute.  Dynamic content would be the norm.  The active.org.au sites function partly as a gateway to these participatory passions; these open source community activism ‘portals’ have now spread to seven cities.





A policy portal would have to be self-funded, assuming there is a ‘market’ for such information.  For example, where would you go and who would you trust to see the whole HIH affair set out simple and clearly? The overview of the industry and its regulation, layered for different levels of interest, links to key documents, clarity about what is and isn’t in the public domain, annotated sets of stakeholders, with a signal when a key site is updated.  There would also be information about what to do: as a consumer, and as a citizen.  





While it is still early days, there are signs that the time is ripe for a deeper exploration of how technology might serve social goals.  The Canadians and Dutch are developing formalised approaches to electronic consultation.  I am working with a major non-profit to enhance their policy participation.  Within the business world, I am privileged to be part of an informal industry group in Melbourne that is looking at ‘B to E’, or the broad relationships between the workplace, the business and the employee.  Other colleagues are running workshops on open space technology for enhancing democratic process in complex working environments.  And there are moves to establish an entrepreneurial public policy consultation service.  These approaches are likely to increasingly integrate with holistic knowledge management strategies.  All of this is part of the answer when people scratch their heads and ask: What is electronic democracy?


