
www.socitm.net/insight

Guide

03

Democratic Renewal
Smart Places:

Changing the Nature of Local Government

Follow us @Socitm ‘Socitm’



2 Smart places: Changing the Nature of Local Government

www.socitm.net/insight

Contents

Introduction 4
Democracy is changing, both in how it works and in the impact that ordinary citizens can 
have - and it’s largely to do with technology. Local public services must embrace this as an 
opportunity, to reinvigorate local democracy and citizen’s involvement in key issues. This 
requires change in how councils function, including increased openness, in how data and 
information are used and shared. 

It’s a Global Affair 5
Councils should fully embrace social media, ensuring it is understood for general use and in 
specific campaigns – not just for the corporate communication team. Checks and audits for 
democratic abuse in social media and other electronic consultation methods are necessary, 
working with local communities to counter this. Public mistrust of politics and democratic 
representation is not just a national issue. Technology can help to overcome this and to get 
closer to disenfranchised groups. 

Smart Places Require Smarter Coordination 6
Collaborative public service delivery is an inevitable future model for smart places and 
depends on coordination of policies and delivery across traditional service silos. This includes 
both public sector and private sector providers. Councils need to grow the skills and culture to 
support this style and insular or narrow approach should be challenged.

 

Transparency, Open Data and Modern Government 7
Modernisation of government is much more than bringing in new processes and 
new technologies. It means, for example, establishing a strong culture for openness 
and transparency, using new tools to encourage citizen involvement, especially in 
underrepresented groups. With the growth in data sources, such as the ‘Internet of Things’ 
(IoT), principles such as ‘open date’ are likely to be as important for local democracy as they 
are for efficiency and for the local economy

Devolution and a Renewed Focus on Place 9
Despite the current debate and power struggles, devolution is likely to prove unstoppable. 
It is about giving citizens more local choice, not giving local politicians more power. Councils 
should work to develop a business-led vision that puts citizens at the heart of devolution 
planning, using digital means to the full to achieve this. This section sets out four key 
challenges for councils.
 

Deepening Integration of Local Public Services 11
Sharing resources. policy ambitions, system and data in a smart places agenda is less about 
‘collaborating to save’ and more about making sensible and effective connections between 
related public services – from which efficiency will flow. In developing digital solutions, 
councils should ensure that those connections are simple and intuitive, with common 
connectors (such as formats for addresses), making it easier for citizens to navigate a complex 
array of service offerings.



Smart places: Changing the Nature of Local Government 3

www.socitm.net/insight

A New Democracy 13
Many people feel disillusioned with politics and disenfranchised. Dealing with this is not easy, 
but digitally literate politicians, able to and willing to connect in new ways with citizens, can 
help. As new governance structures emerge to oversee integrated services, such as Wellbeing 
Boards, there is an opportunity to reinvigorate democracy and this should be considered 
within those programmes as well as in how digital services are developed in general.

e-Voting Trends 15
e-voting will happen, but it is some way off due to technical complexities and democratic risks. 
In the UK, public trust is lacking and there are some key missing technology elements holding 
back development, such as a lack of universal citizen ID, digital signature and systems for 
trackable, secure and unalterable records. Councils should nonetheless understand the risks, 
IT issues and the opportunities as they develop, trial e-consultation and mini referenda on 
local issues. 

Empowered Citizens 18
Councils should understand and promote ‘citizens in control’ policies for service design and 
delivery. This is much more than ‘consultation’, affecting how councils design digital services 
for staff, partners, suppliers and the public: Access to records and to information easily, 
safely and securely. Intuitive transactions and self-service avoiding the need for intervention. 
Creating a visual map of related local services with digital connectors.

 

Governance, Decisions and Inner Workings of Councils 20
In introducing smart services which reflect citizens’ needs and preferences, councils should 
also reassess their internal workings. Democratic and decision-making processes for example, 
can become top-heavy, cumbersome and costly to operate. Digital design principles should be 
adopted internally – self-service, automation and employee/member empowerment – reducing 
the overheads without compromising accountability or democratic representation. Retaining and 
recruiting talent should be prioritised in restructuring programmes.

Conclusions 22



4 Smart places: Changing the Nature of Local Government

www.socitm.net/insight

‘Smart places’ is much more than a digital infrastructure and services. It is about people - 
digitally connected and able to play a full part in their city, town or village life. Digital citizens 
have the access they need to electronic services and the skills to use them. They also expect 
to have a strong voice in local and national politics, including representing their interests and 
preferences about how services are designed and delivered, and how they live their lives in their 
communities. This is digital democracy - much more than e-voting and electronic consultation. 

Today, because of technology, the voice of ordinary people is stronger than it ever has been, 
and it is increasingly influential. Social media connects people together, shares and reinforces 
views, and strengthens their voice, individually and collectively.

Our connections are no longer to a small circle of family and friends, but to people we have 
never met, from different places and backgrounds, yet who share some common interests with 
us. We influence and encourage them and they do the same with us. Whilst this may reinforce 
our own prejudices and perceptions, it can also change us through the interaction.

Social media has also given us all direct access to politicians, influencers, decision-makers 
and leaders in ways never possible in the past. Electronic news and internet resources are all 
instantly accessible through the smartphone in our pocket, so we are better informed and can 
quickly share real-time information with our friends, as well as representing our preferences 
and priorities about local or national matters.

The challenge for a smart places programme is how to harness this connectivity, encouraging 
the digital citizen to get involved and to express a view, without destabilising communities or 
allowing the digitally competent to have undue influence. 

Smart democracy is about modernising our democratic structures and how we (business and 
government) engage with citizens about things that affect them. It is about digital literacy and 
skills that ensure equality of influence. It is also about how we re-engineer the decision-making 
processes within our organisations, especially in government, to exploit the power of technology 
to empower staff, partners, volunteers, suppliers and ultimately citizens and consumers.

This guide considers how governance and democracy are changing and will change further to 
support a smart places agenda and to anticipate a truly digitally connected society. Especially 
focusing on the changing role of politicians, and e-consultation. It recommends greater 
democratic transparency and access for all, with the widest possible involvement in future 
digital public service delivery programmes. 

Within this framework, the guide also considers the crucial importance of information – 
accurate, honest, and timely —to inform the public, ensure citizens are more in control of their 
data, that powerful and insightful information is available to support policy makers. 

Key Messages: 
Democracy is changing, both in how it works and in the impact that ordinary citizens 
can have - and it’s largely to do with technology. Local public services must embrace 
this as an opportunity, to reinvigorate local democracy and citizen’s involvement in key 
issues. This requires change in how councils function, including increased openness, in 
how data and information are used and shared.

Introduction
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Nowhere has the empowering effect of technology been more evident than in recent UK 
elections and referendum, with more people getting involved and sharing views before, during 
and after the events. 

But, the impact of technology on democracy and citizen impact is global. People acting 
collectively through social media have toppled established and previously untouchable regimes. 
The Arab Spring was triggered through coordinated use of smartphone technology connecting 
like-minded people, resulting in unpredicted democratic uprisings that spread across the Arab 
world in 2011; through Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Syria, Yemen, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and Jordan. 

Across the world, governments are taking more heed of technology’s impact and monitoring 
social media analytics, to anticipate disaffection at the early stages. It is not just cyber threats 
that worry governments; it is being able to make connections between social media trends and 
the potential disruption caused by people acting together in cyberspace.

Nearer to home, the Scottish referendum created a groundswell of nationalist opinion’s that 
had not been foreseen by Whitehall politicians, despite the experience of the sudden rise of 
UKIP that predate it.  The rise of UKIP, like the Scottish referendum and the vote to leave the EU, 
are, at least in part, about nationalism. But they are more than that – they reflect a protest that 
ordinary people feel disaffected with polarised politics – whether in Europe, Whitehall or the 
White House in America — and they want to be heard.

Whatever your views of Brexit and the US elections, there is no doubt that citizens have been 
able to express a view and create influence in ways never before possible, except in times of 
revolution and war. National politics and interests of the powerful leaders in (say) London and 
New York have been trumped (!).

“The #1 trend on Twitter right now is #TrumpWon - thank you!”
 

Donald J. Trump @realDonaldTrump  Sep 27

But there is a real risk in the power of technology to disrupt democratic process. This power 
and, with it, the potential to control messages and information create a risk of domination by 
government, big businesses, the media and powerful individuals. It was robot accounts for 
example, that caused ‘#TrumpWon” to trend after each televised USA election discussion, used 
by Trump himself to promote his position in the polls.

The challenge in all of this is to use this rebirth of democratic power to transform and improve 
democracy in positive and unbiased ways. This includes coordinating citizen involvement, in 
digital transformation of public services and in the development of ‘smart places’ specifically, 
minimising the risk of abuse through misinformation or the dominance of well-connected, 
powerful and rich institutions – a criticism of several recent elections and referendum. 

Key Messages:
Councils should fully embrace social media, ensuring it is understood for general use 
and in specific campaigns – not just for the corporate communication team. Checks 
and audits for democratic abuse in social media and other electronic consultation 
methods are necessary, working with local communities to counter this. Public mistrust 
of politics and democratic representation is not just a national issue. Technology can 
help to overcome this and to get closer to disenfranchised groups.

It’s a Global Affair

 

https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/780758306239512577
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One of the practical challenges in delivering the vision of a smart place lies in the need to join up 
digital activity across a range of public services, businesses, and other institutions, organisations 
and interests. This requires an alignment of priorities and actions, supported by effective 
governance and collaborative decision-making.

This type of pan-area and pan-organisation governance is much more than just relying on 
elected politicians, although they have a key part to play in setting policy that reflects the 
priorities of citizens. It also requires new ways for leaders to work together across different 
service and community sectors, and that is never easy. There are already many regional and 
sub-regional bodies and quangos trying to do just this, and a growing number of elected 
positions, from parish, district and county councillors, MPs, mayors and police commissioners.  

Add to this the many business groups that operate locally, such as Chambers of Commerce 
and Business Link, education and research institutions, voluntary sector and community 
organisations and the scale of digital coordination to get an area to act cohesively and 
comprehensively, becomes apparent. 

Examples of collaborative initiatives that are developing a more joined-up approach with 
genuinely improved economic activity and job creation, include Tech City in London.

Tech City UK was set up to accelerate the growth of London and the UK’s 
digital economy. They focus on digital skills, smart capital investment, 
infrastructure, international development and leadership. Starting in 
Shoreditch in 2010, launched by David Cameron to support the East 
London tech cluster known as London Tech City or Silicon Roundabout.  

 
Their work includes: 
- Targeted programmes to fill market gaps 
- Engaging and ensuring a feedback loop to government to help shape the right policies 
via roundtables, surveys, white papers and reports
- Championing and connecting the digital sector in London, the UK, and internationally 
via international trade missions, media engagement and events.

More energy for collaboration and coordination may be evident in big cities. Nevertheless, 
regionally coordinated digital programmes are emerging between government and business. 
Cambridge has its tech hub, in a collaboration between Microsoft and Cambridge University; 
Dynamo is an industry-led initiative focusing on growing the tech sector in the North East; 
and there are smaller regional collaborations emerging, such as Digital South Action Group, 
coordinated by Business South in Hampshire.

Key Messages:
Collaborative public service delivery is an inevitable future model for smart places and 
depends on coordination of policies and delivery across traditional service silos. This 
includes both public sector and private sector providers. Councils need to grow the skills 
and culture to support this style and insular or narrow approach should be challenged.

Smart Places Require Smarter Coordination
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At the heart of smart democratic renewal, lies transparency and accountability — for example: 
holding politicians accountable for the decisions they take; publishing ‘open data’ which shows 
how tax revenues are spent; and freely sharing performance and activity information for 
business and public services alike.

Local government has a particular responsibility to set high standards for information sharing 
and open data. Citizens are demanding meaningful involvement in local issues, influence setting 
policy priorities and engagement in how public services are designed and delivered. A political 
mandate every few years through the ballot box, coupled with occasional consultation exercise 
is no longer sufficient.

Greater transparency might mean involvement in decisions about school closures or where a 
hospital is being built, but it may also be about ensuring that the current frustration which many 
people feel with politics and political representation is better understood, anticipated and acted 
upon. There is a spectrum of potential involvement — listening, informing, representing and 
engaging - and politicians need to ensure they do enough in each area:

Transparency, Open Data and  
Modern Government

Greater transparency requires opening up access to data. For local public services, data is often 
locked into systems and organisational silos, the result of more than three decades of services 
fragmentation and process accretion. Freeing this data and sharing it across service boundaries 
can create new insights and mitigate the impact of fragmentation, whilst creating a valuable 
smart places resource.  This is the value of open data.

A great deal of new data will come from emerging sources, such as ‘the Internet of Things’ 
(IoT), ‘big data’ captured from customer and citizen activity and social media analytics. Insights 
drawn from this data will provide new ways for policy makers and service planners to target 
services better and to reduce costs. However, this should not just be the realm of public service 
organisations; this data must be made openly available to other agencies and to the public in 
order to realise their value. 

Elections Informal debate

Referenda Formal  
Consultation

engaging

representing

informing

listening
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Smart democratic renewal is also about how we use data to connect everyone in our 
communities – through infrastructure, services and information relevant to them, delivered in 
ways that they will understand and relate to, unlike so many traditional policy instruments. 

Giving citizens the tools to get more involved in key decisions that affect their lives. The areas 
in which they live and work will encourage them, to take a more active part in how services 
are delivered and prioritised. They can truly be a partner in co-designing services around their 
needs and their preferences. This is more about involvement and deliberation on a regular 
basis, than it is about e-voting and referenda.

Many apps exist for routine consultation, polling and crowdsourcing views —a quick search 
on any app store reveals the wealth of options. These are already heavily used in business — 
consulting with employees, customers, and those trialling new services, canvassing ideas and 
conducting quick and short surveys. 

Together with ‘sentiment analysis’, these could be used more liberally in government, on 
general topics for debate and on specific issues, whilst ensuring that bias can be spotted and 
countered (for example, where those with technical knowhow hog a digital polling platform or 
even take it over through Web crawlers and robots).

Tools such as these may offer the key to encouraging younger people and minorities, in 
particular, to become more involved, groups who often feel frustrated with politicians and 
disenfranchised from politics.

Key Messages:
Modernisation of government is much more than bringing in new processes and 
new technologies. It means, for example, establishing a strong culture for openness 
and transparency, using new tools to encourage citizen involvement, especially in 
underrepresented groups. With the growth in data sources, such as the ‘Internet 
of Things’ (IoT), principles such as ‘open date’ are likely to be as important for local 
democracy as they are for efficiency and for the local economy.

Open Data Value to Public Services:

Economic and Social Value

More Transparent and Accountable

Better Public Services

More Efficient Government
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Devolution is unstoppable — despite some current challenges with English devolution and a great 
deal of political argument locally, about what models will work best in practice. It is unstoppable 
because there is a strong desire for it, but also because technology makes it possible; reflects the 
way we live with much responsibility devolved to us as individuals. We expect to do things for 
ourselves and we expect to have a say over local matters and local services.

Until recently, the UK has had one of the most centralised government systems in the world. 
Arguably, the Scottish referendum was the catalyst that changed that. Not only are we seeing 
devolution from Whitehall to the UK regions, but within regions down through the tiers 
of government, giving more choice and autonomy to local communities and to all of us as 
individual citizens (e.g. NHS-England’s Sustainability and Transformation Programmes and Local 
Digital Roadmaps). 

Whilst Whitehall has a deeply ingrained aversion to passing power or resources to anyone else, 
devolution has proved politically popular, and it is a chance for Whitehall to shift social and 
economic problems to local government, where they are more readily solved. 

The Cities and Local Government Devolution Act 2016 was designed to allow for the introduction 
of directly-elected mayors for combined authorities, replacing Police and Crime Commissioners 
(PCCs) in these areas. It opened the possibility of devolved powers to England’s towns, cities and 
counties for economic development, regeneration, and transport, and with joined up governance 
across councils and related services — just what a ‘smart places’ agenda needs.

Arguments abound about how to carve up counties, amalgamate districts or to integrate 
services such as health and social care. These arguments and debates need to play out, but the 
bottom line is that citizens care less about the machinery of governance and government and 
more about how their services are designed and delivered. The new structures, which gradually 
emerge will be determined by that test, as much as anything else.

The point of devolution is not to give power to local politicians. It is about improving local choice, 
such as better schools or hospitals, deciding on priorities for public services spending, and 
connecting people better with the services they use. It’s about joining-up services in ways that 
make sense to citizens - much more than just overcoming the artificiality and confusion of two-
tier council areas. In terms of digital opportunity, it is about the decision-making, prioritisation 
and the resource management, necessary to support and give momentum to ‘smart places’.

One of the first devolution agreements covers the place representing Greater Manchester. It 
seeks to integrate health and social care, in particular, where the case for local public services 
working together across extant service boundaries found favour:

“It is better to have decisions made locally, because local people understand what local 
problems are and what Greater Manchester needs. We need to work together.”

Lord Peter Smith, Leader of Wigan Council

Councils will take on new powers, with local politicians enthusiastic about the opportunity it 
will give them to join up and improve things for their communities. They see the benefit of 
self-determination on local issues and local priorities. On the other hand, councils may not be 
keen on devolution, unless it is to them, as the local democratic body, and unless funding is 
commensurate with the level of challenge being taken on. The challenge for political leaders 
therefore is four-fold:

Devolution and a Renewed Focus on Place
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Build strong partnerships across serives, organisations and political interest. Devolution 
is once in a generation opportunity and is bigger than individual organisations
Set a realistic plan for devolution which will reflect public service needs, pressures and 
the expectations of the public
Involve the public closely in choices and difficult decisions, so expectations about 
costs, timescales and priorities are understood
Be realistic about the business case, the need for funding and the need to negotiate 
to secure the dedicated resources for devolution to work.

Successful devolution will also drive shared services in local public services and the use of 
shared technology that makes this possible. After all, what is the point of devolution if not to 
create a better way of joining up local and national services for local communities? 

Community budgets are likely to be part of this, moving away from what is one of the most 
centralised local government finance systems in the world, to a new model where local 
authorities have the flexibility to make sure that public money is spent on the things that matter 
locally. This will not however, mean more money is available.  Any new, devolved model for 
public services delivery will need to be more efficient, as well as more joined up.

For Whitehall, the advantages of Whole Place Community Budgets are about control over delivery 
methods, spending and performance, with clear lines of accountability through to ministers. 
But without effective coordination across local public services, there will be inefficiencies and 
bureaucracy, along with gaps and overlaps in services. Service providers need to pool their 
resources, align their priorities, and that requires new governance structures.

“In local government, the problem isn’t too  many cooks: it’s the fact that each is 
working  to a different recipe. Local services will always be provided by a wide range of 
organisations –  but as things stand, each follows a rulebook written by a different set 
of national bodies, constraining their ability to collaborate. A combination of Treasury 
spending rules, services’ statutory responsibilities, mandatory central policies, discreet 
vertical reporting lines, and diverse organisational structures mean that many local 
services providers don’t face down to communities or across to each other, but up to 
national government.  The Whole Place Community Budget (WPCB) initiative allows 
local government to do just that, encouraging agencies to join up their work and, 
ultimately, to integrate budgets lines.”                                              

Civil Service World, 2014

Key Messages:
Despite the current debate and power struggles, devolution is likely to prove 
unstoppable. It is about giving citizens more local choice, not giving local politicians 
more power. Councils should work to develop a business-led vision that puts citizens 
at the heart of devolution planning, using digital means to the full to achieve this. This 
section sets out four key challenges for councils (see above).
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The implications of devolution are immense for public service leaders. Devolution will affect the 
very heart of our democratic processes, as well as how local services are designed, managed 
and delivered. It will force collaboration and integration across core services such as health, 
police, councils and charities, whilst depending on national systems for data sharing and 
security. It will demand smart governance and political engagement to take citizens on the 
journey, with confidence and proof of the performance outcomes that benefit them.

The challenge of securing local agreements across neighbouring councils and across co-located 
public services, such as health and social care is significant, and is already proving to be divisive 
in some areas. However, the twin pressure of growing demand and shrinking resources is 
forcing collaboration between public services in areas that may be been resisted previously, and 
technology is proving to be the key to unlock practical delivery of this – sharing systems, teams, 
locations and in particular, data.

There are many examples of local collaboration around digital opportunity. One of the earliest 
concerns the local authority partnerships that were built around Public Services Network (PSN) 
partnerships. In many regions, CIOs have worked together over the last 15 years to create single 
contracts and integrated infrastructure for public services, such as PSN – Kent Connects, the 
Hants & Isle of Wight partnership and many others. This has proved hugely advantageous in 
subsequently connecting and integrating front line services.

Connectivity and integration now needs to develop much further, to cover the whole of the 
UK and to embrace all common IT infrastructure elements needed for digitally connected 
local public services: PSN, Cloud, mobile networks, flexible working tools, cyber resilience and 
information security, and sharing data (big data and operational data) prioritised for common 
policy ambitions. 

For local councils, it is about simplifying processes, adopting common and open standards and 
sharing digital services,. It’s about pooling IT capacity, removing the current patchwork of data 
centres and IT departments. It is also about reducing the amount of duplication – why, for example, 
are most housing departments working to put in place IT solutions to meet the requirements of 
the new HMO Registration Scheme, rather than working together, at least in regions, to share one 
universal solution, and why is the Government Digital Service (GDS) not look to support or to fund 
such collaboration? 

But that also needs the acceptance of joint governance for digital components necessary for 
smart, integrated place-based public services, and shrinking of delivery chains. This means GPs 
being able to issue blue badges and hospitals allocating social care support. It means social care 
integrated with community and volunteer services in our towns and villages, not just in our cities. 
 

Deepening Integration of Local Public Services
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Then there are all the community groups, charities, housing associations and more that operate 
locally and provide crucial parts of public services on which citizens depend. In this spectrum of 
public service provision, there is a great deal of overlap, too few connections and gaps. Shared 
and common digital platforms, jointly owned – administered across place could make those 
connections, but will take years to build in practice. This would be a key to unlocking the door 
to joint working, integrated systems, improved information governance across agencies and 
shared buildings.

It is not surprising that a significant proportion of buildings in any town or city are owned by the 
public sector and could be shared, with the right digital investment. 

Leicestershire councils are investigating ways to join up services and better co-ordinate asset 
use, with hubs being created in three districts. Worcestershire County Council were using 39 
separate public buildings for public sector training and conferences and plan now to rationalise 
and share. Cambridgeshire County Council are moving towards a single public sector approach 
where assets are managed locally to make savings of up to £200m over 10 years. Essex County 
Council is working with the districts with the aim to pool building assets, integrate IT assets 
and as a result collocate professional teams across related services. These are just some of the 
many examples of the leaders in local public services looking to take advantage of the potential 
to integrate local public services to reduce cost and improve outcomes for the citizens. 

Citizens will expect services to be brought together because of devolution. They already expect 
to see police, fire and health services working together with local councils to improve public 
protection. They expect their council services to be joined up, not split artificially between 
departments or in a competition between county and district management. They are surprised 
when they discover this does not happen already.

Key Messages:
Sharing resources. policy ambitions, system and data in a smart places agenda is 
less about ‘collaborating to save’ and more about making sensible and effective 
connections between related public services – from which efficiency will flow. In 
developing digital solutions, councils should ensure that those connections are simple 
and intuitive, with common connectors (such as formats for addresses), making it 
easier for citizens to navigate a complex array of service offerings.

The patchwork of local public services is enormous: there are over 430 local authorities of 
various shapes and sizes in the UK; add to that the myriad of central services delivered locally 
(magistrate’s courts, probation services, non-departmental public bodies, job centres, trading 
standards, regional development agencies and economic partnerships); then add in the wide 
range of public protection agencies, such as police, fire, hospitals, GPs, dentists and pharmacists.
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A New Democracy

If devolution, shared services and changes to public sector resource allocation in areas such 
as care services require new models of governance and public administration, there will be 
an impact on democracy, including the role and remit of politicians. This is sensitive territory, 
where ambition and political interest need to be realigned with public interest.
 
Gone are the days when a ‘once in 4 years’ electoral mandate was sufficient, armed with a 
published manifesto commitment. People today expect to be involved and consulted on many 
topics throughout a government administration, typically using digital means. Politicians who 
fail to grasp this will be at the mercy of social and traditional print and broadcast media in 
influencing views locally. 

We all regularly receive online petitions from friends, circulated over social media such 
as Facebook, which often reach the threshold of 100,000 signatures usually requiring a 
parliamentary debate. It won’t be long before the same occurs locally.

Technology allows politicians to have a broader remit – a greater span of responsibility 
through access to tools and information, and improved representation through social media 
and different types of online surgeries. It is true that a generation of older politicians may not 
find new digital methods intuitive, but it has become an essential part of democracy locally 
and nationally, and therefore must be mastered. It is no longer acceptable to say “I don’t do 
technology” – politicians must be numerate, literate and ‘tech savvy’.

In the UK, there are over 22,000 local councillors, yet few people know who is their local MP, 
councillor or even Parish Councillor, let alone who they should go to with issues and questions. 
We have elected police commissioners, district, borough and city councillors, county councillors 
and MPs. City devolution has strings attached in terms of local mayors being created; 
democracy is arguably getting more complex; the public are confused and devolution will 
inevitably require some rationalisation. It may just be that devolution, far from threatening UK 
democracy, as some believe, will invigorate it.
 
It is partly the complexity of the system, not just the behaviours of some politicians, that has 
resulted in citizens becoming disenchanted with politicians, political systems and frustrated by 
their inability to have any real influence. That frustration is not news following recent referenda, 
but is the repeating message from surveys over a longer period, such as those from YouGov. The 
current complexity of our political system, the relatively low level of participation in community 
affairs and the low interest in politics by younger people especially, needs addressing. 

In many places, there is a range of new boards emerging to oversee the patchwork of local 
service bodies working together, such as wellbeing boards. In their current forms, these 
structures will only ever be partially effective, because of conflicting allegiance to the different 
services. To work effectively these allegiances need to be broken, so that, for example, wellbeing 
boards are directly accountable to local politicians for resources and care outcomes in an area. 

‘Digital’ can empower us all to be more involved in local matters and decisions that affect us. 
It can allow a wider and more inclusive perspective to be taken on challenging topics such as 
environmental protection, educational standards, public protection and infrastructure. For this 
to work, everyone needs access to the internet, and there needs to be simple and effective tools 
deployed by public services for consultation – with an assumption that consultation is not just 
about ‘finding out what citizens think’ but that politicians would also act on the results, as if it 
were an election or referendum.
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The Office of National Statistics states that in 2015 around 90% of UK residents are now internet 
users. In addition, 72% of people in the UK own a smartphone, growing by 14 per cent in the 
last 10 months alone, according to research from Deloitte. In 2016 smartphone use overtook 
PC use. Through smart phones, most people can use and book public services online, and 
those who cannot or choose not to do so, can be helped by others. The Institute of Public 
Policy Research (IPPR) says that E-Democracy is about “encouraging people to interact on a 
neighbourhood level to solve their problems”:

Shoreditch TV is a local community television station broadcasting to residents of 
Shoreditch, London. It set up a funded pilot project to provide interactive content to 
investigate new ways to deliver services while helping to build community capacity 
skills. The project offered a ‘Community Safety Channel’ which gave residents the 
chance to monitor local CCTV cameras, view a ‘usual suspects’ ASBO line-up, and 
community safety alerts. Other channels allow citizens to report crimes such as fly-
tipping, graffiti and abandoned cars. When surveyed, some 70% of users claimed to 
have reported incidents while only 8% said they would have normally reported them 
via other means.

This digital empowerment has not yet impacted on democratic practices to any great degree, 
beyond perhaps tweeting a politician, emailing a complaint, doing a public service transaction 
online, completing a survey or petition, or joining a council Facebook page. To bring democracy 
into digital age, more sophistication is needed in the design and development of democratic 
systems which: 
 
• Bring together, in simple and intuitive ways, information, communications and two-way 

interaction on topics that affect communities and individuals. 

• Design this digital democracy ‘hub’ in ways that work well for smartphones and are open – 
where possible, allowing key decision makers and politicians to communicate directly with 
citizens, not through intermediaries. 

• Reflect diversity and respond to the needs of minorities – the digitally disenfranchised, 
elderly, mentally or physically impaired, and minorities. Digital inclusion is nowhere more 
important than in democratic systems. 

• Open new digital decision making possibilities, with wider and deeper consultation 
outside formal elections - meaning information, communications and consultation in one 
place, to replace the traditional hierarchy of command and control that still exists in some 
public authorities. 

• Shift the emphasis of delivery of services to a ‘digital by design’ mindset, but in such a way 
that this does not depersonalise or disenfranchise people.

 
It implies new ways of working in our democratic institutions such as councils – skills, cultures, 
leadership, risk management – which will over time, impact on current political structures. 
It also depends on digitally literate politicians, able and willing to embrace new styles of 
communication and to adopt new technologies in interactions with the public. 

Key Messages:
Many people feel disillusioned with politics and disenfranchised. Dealing with this is 
not easy, but digitally literate politicians, able to and willing to connect in new ways 
with citizens, can help. As new governance structures emerge to oversee integrated 
services, such as Welbeing Boards, there is an opportunity to reinvigorate democracy 
and thie should be considered within those programmes as wel as in how digital 
services are developed in general.
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e-Voting Trends

Plans to start using electronic voting in the UK have been considered for at least the last 20 
years, with a variety of trials proving unsuccessful or politically unacceptable. In an age of 
digital media, it is still the custom to run physical ballots or postal votes. In fact, the roots of 
E-Democracy go back to attempts in the 1970s to introduce 2-way cable television and teletext 
in the 1980s.

Despite several countries beginning to tackle e-voting, such as Estonia, Switzerland, Spain, Brazil, 
Australia, India and Canada, unverified e-voting devices are still unreliable and risky, and there is 
a lack of digital awareness of citizens meaning that their voting rights could be compromised.

Elections and voting lie at the heart of democracy and are too important to risk, either with the 
perception of abuse or the reality of compromise. Whilst the same problems exist for electronic 
consultation and deliberation, the impact is much less if abuse occurs (for example, the 
consultation can be abandoned, replaced or restarted), and therefore less problematic. 

There is a secondary issue, at least in the UK, and that is the social aspect of voting – a walk to 
the polling station after work, meeting friends and neighbours. The physical act of voting also 
represents an important commitment to many, especially the older generation who are still the 
most likely group to vote.

In theory, e-voting offers an opportunity to increase the number of people who vote by reaching 
areas where representation is poor - minorities, younger people and busy professionals. This 
offers a chance as well to get more people more involved in democratic issues and to be more 
engaged in what they are voting about. 

With the greater reach of the internet, those who may currently be unable or unwilling to take 
part in elections, could do so, just armed with their smartphone. After all, increasing the level of 
turnout is a growing concern, especially at local elections where turnout averages only 36% and 
in some areas is alarmingly low:

Turnout at English local elections 2007-2014*

Total turn out Ballot boxturn 
out

Valid vote 
turnout

2014 36.2 35.7 35.5
2013 31.2 30.9 30.8
2012 31.5 31.0 30.8
2011 42.7 42.0 41.6
2009 39.7 39.3 39.1
2008 35.5 35.1 35.0
2007 38.3 38.1 37.9
2006 n/a n/a 36.5

*Elections in 2010 are excluded because of their clash with the 2010 general election. The local elections in 2011 were 
held on the same day as a referendum on the parliamentary voting system.

There is also an argument in favour of e-voting, which is about citizens in general feeling in 
touch and connected with local issues, policies and politicians. The internet and digital media 
can act as a translation mechanism, which can help people to understand those issues and to 
be able to communicate on their terms with their elected representatives. For example, e-voting 
makes it possible to link information about policies, parties, politicians, causes and related 
background data to a physical vote, in ways that have previously not been so easy. 
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There is a variety of e-voting systems already in the UK, although not for general or local 
elections. For example, trade unions have used them for some time, although not without 
concerns being expressed about possible abuse. The Trade Union Act of 2016, ensures that 
strikes only occur as a result of clear, positive decisions by union members entitled to vote, and 
in November 2016 the Government announced a review of e-voting in industrial ballots, led 
by Sir Ken Knight, the former Chief Fire and Rescue Advisor for England. This will examine the 
common risks associated with e-voting:

• Potential interception of votes
• Scope for impersonation
• Risk of hacking or fraud
• Possibility of misleading or irregular practices
• Need to avoid intimidation
• Importance of protecting anonymity
• Security and resilience of systems.

Technically, a key element of electronic voting is voter verification: it is essential to be able to 
verify that each vote is cast as intended and counted as cast. It is also critical to ensure that each 
voter can safely be registered electronically and that identities cannot be stolen or created, to 
falsify votes. GOV.UK Verify has not been designed to verify personal identities for electronic 
voting, but would be a possible starting point. Meanwhile, key components to enable safe and 
secure e-voting are currently lacking:

• A single unique identifier. The UK population has many of these already, but no universal 
identifier and a fear of ID cards and identity numbers. 

• An agreed and accepted digital signature method. 

• Sophisticated security and authentication methods that can work across the internet as well 
as in polling stations. 

• An agreed, safe and confidential method for tracking activity to avoid fraud and abuse – 
such as blockchain which could offer an unalterable record of all voting transactions and 
activities which, for e-voting can ensure trustworthiness.

Despite the complex technological and social challenges, e-voting is commonplace in some 
parts of the world. The Australian Capital Territory (ACT), Australia’s smallest territory by 
population, has been using open source e-voting technology for over a decade.  Each voter 
receives a barcode that is read by a scanner attached to their computer.  The votes are counted 
electronically, digitally signed, and sent to server on a local network. The system is audited by 
an independent professional company, which hunts for any code variations, with a software 
keylogger to make sure that what is typed in matches the votes that were recorded to prevent 
fraud. However, there are questions about the security of the system nonetheless, and it has 
not been adopted elsewhere in Australia.
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Perhaps the best-known example of Internet voting is in Estonia, a country frequently described 
as the most digitally advanced country in the EU. Estonia has had digital identity (ID) cards for 
its citizens for nearly 20 years, with a legal basis for digital signatures and smart identity cards 
since 2002. What makes Estonia different is a strong and mature digital culture. Citizens and 
the Estonian legal systems accept that if you sign for something with your ID card, it universally 
replaces paper and a written signature. The legal services sector in the UK is many years 
behind this. The Estonian electronic identity system, like that in ACT, is based on open source, 
public key encryption software, but with a broader digital infrastructure to support it. Estonia 
introduced internet based e-voting in local elections in 2005, moving to national elections for 
the European Parliament a few years later. Yet even in Estonia, there are concerns about voting 
being rigged, and work is underway to constantly develop new protection and controls in the 
systems used.

Given the number of people who use online banking, it is reasonable to see e-voting as lagging 
behind. But the successful introduction of e-voting will be dependent on ensuring that the 
safeguards, controls and accountability that exist in the finance sector for banking transactions 
are even stronger for e-voting. Democracy depends on real and perceived trust in a validated of 
outcome and in the process for elections. In many ways, therefore, a higher level of assurance is 
needed than even that implemented in the banking sector, to fully move to e-voting, and that is 
still some way off for the UK. 

Nonetheless, councils should assume e-voting will happen in due course, and find ways of 
embedding digital consultation in democratic processes wherever possible, whilst recognising 
that ‘e-votes’ are only a part of what will make smart democracy work.

Key Messages:
e-voting will happen, but it is some way off due to technical complexities and 
democratic risks. In the UK, public trust is lacking and there are some key missing 
technology elements holding back development, such as a lack of universal citizen ID, 
digital signature and systems for trackable, secure and unalterable records. Councils 
should nonetheless understand the risks, IT issues and the opportunities as they 
develop, trial econsultation and mini referenda on local issues.
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Empowered Citizens

Customer self-service and automation of transactions has, in every sector saved money, 
increased efficiency, and if done well, usually improved service. We like to feel in control of our 
interactions with business, retail and government and are prepared to do more for ourselves in 
return for that control.
 
With the level of cuts to the public sector, all public bodies are looking to introduce greater self-
service and this trend looks likely to continue, with growing responsibility on us as citizens to 
link the services we need together, as and when we need them.

Consider a retail analogy of shopping in a supermarket chain. In the past, your local grocer 
would have received an order from you each week, in an order book. He would have packed 
up what you wanted in a box and delivered it to your home. You would have popped in 
to pay some time later, after he had worked out a bill. Now, you drive to your out of town 
supermarket, fill the trolley yourself, pack your bags, and even self-service at the checkout 
before delivering the shopping back home — where you probably store more than you want, as 
a mini warehouse, having benefitted from many ‘2 for 1’ offers.

You are doing more of the work, but you feel more in control. Local public services are 
becoming more like this, with the citizen doing much more of the work to decide what they want 
and when - with more choice and control — leading to a more efficient system overall.
 
The problem with public services however, is the complexity of the system, especially in 
specialist services such as care, with a myriad of providers and supporting organisations. It can 
be hard and frustrating to make the links we need between services and join them together in 
the best way for our needs. This can increase risk and cost, and as there is often little recourse 
if things go wrong, the possibility that people will simply not use the new systems until they 
have no choice, such as with a long-term condition. Vulnerable people will continue to need 
traditional face to face help, and many services cannot be digitised (meals on wheels don’t 
lend themselves to digital delivery – although Deliveroo demonstrates how digitally enabled 
processes can make a real difference that transcends a narrow focus on just delivery).
 
The pressure on resources will force even more changes in the role of local government – 
focusing scarce resources where they are needed and not wasting them on those that can 
do more for themselves. For those who cannot do things for themselves, it will be the role of 
intermediaries to take this on, using the same self-service models. ‘Digital’ cannot give food and 
shelter to homeless people. But, it can enable our public services to be more efficient, quicker 
at spotting the signs where intervention is needed, sharing information and services across 
boundaries and linking together the wide range of supporting services in communities and 
charities to protect people.
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Even where face-to-face is needed, digital enablement will have a part to play – choosing the 
‘meal on wheels you want’, and when you want it delivered, by whom. Or, being helped by 
family, friends or a care worker to select the care package that is best for you – and changing it 
as your circumstances change, whenever you want.
 
All of this requires a different model of how local public services work together, with new, 
accountable and transparent governance. New service models built on digital methods need to 
be designed for collaboration and connection – with the public they serve, between themselves 
and based on locality – ‘smart places’ once again. This cannot be done from a grand plan in 
Whitehall, but it can use universally agreed open standards, policies and principles – both 
technical and in terms of joining related services together.

Above all, digital delivery and plans for self-service, personalised budgets and cross-service integration 
require public involvement in the design, transparency of how the system as a whole works across 
place, and clear lines of accountability through to elected representatives. A smart places agenda is as 
much about the voice of the public as it is about the economy, nationally or locally.

Key Messages:
Councils should understand and promote ‘citizens in control’ policies for service design 
and delivery. This is much more than ‘consultation’, affecting how councils design 
digital services for staff, partners, suppliers and the public:
 Access to records and to information easily, safely and securely.
 Intuituve transactions and self-service avoiding the need for intervention.
 Creating a visual map of related local services with digital connectors.

In other words, smart public services must put the citizen in control in a variety of ways: 

• Universal access to electronic records, data and information, securely and safely, when required. 

• Secure electronic transitions, which are easy, intuitive to use, find, and follow common 
digital service standards. 

• Create a digital place-based ‘map’ of related services, to make the job of connecting services 
together easier to self-serve for citizens.

These are growing citizen expectations of public services, and a growing imperative for public 
services facing growth in demand and cuts to resources. Yet, we are a long way away from 
achieving this true citizen empowerment, even in the simpler services, let alone in complex 
areas such as care provision, where there are a range of risks and protections to consider.
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Governance, Decisions and Inner Workings  
of Councils
Democratic challenges also offer an opportunity to unpick and cut back the decision-making 
overheads that flourish in our public administrations, once again by using digital methods.  The 
democratic and increasingly transparent decision-making in our local authorities is a valuable 
asset, but it is one of the ironies of public services that the machinery of government is so costly 
to the public purse, detracting from actual delivery.
 
Committees, Cabinets and Scrutiny Panels have an insatiable appetite for data analysis, decision 
reports, investigations, performance updates and general briefings. They set up subgroups and 
working parties, some of which become permanent. They commission research, which is often 
not used effectively, if at all, and which seemed necessary to demonstrate collective and well-
informed decision-making on how our taxes are spent.  This all needs scarce resources within 
councils to manage it and to feed the ‘machinery’ of government.

The costs of democracy are hard to quantify, but include Democratic Services departments, 
the range of corporate services teams and advisors (Legal, Finance, HR, Audit, Procurement, 
IT)  then the many teams of senior officers and administrators, who spend much of their time 
writing reports and proposals for political decision makers or to ensure there is evidence for 
how decisions were taken, and collective responsibility. The real overheads of this are significant 
in terms of administration, reporting, measuring of activity, planning, management, buildings, 
training, pensions, briefing updates, political machinery, policy, strategy, marketing, contracts 
and meetings, and more meetings.

All this is not usually quantified as the ‘cost of democracy’, but typically simply seen as 
overheads to be absorbed into service delivery cost models. Yet in a digital age, at least some 
of this traditional way of working is not needed, and could be replaced without compromising 
transparency, the role of politicians or good governance. In fact, the reverse is probably true 
and many newer politicians are pressing for a new model and ways of being supported. In 
a public service without commercial pressure, service management overheads can become 
embellished or over-engineered with good intent: to manage risk, to be transparent in decision-
making and to improve the performance of frontline delivery. This is where the need for 
transformation, changed culture and big savings lie, enabled by technology.

As councils become more business-like, if not more commercial, they are increasingly 
challenging internal systems that simply add overheads without quantifiable value. Protecting 
local democracy, supporting politicians and ensuring transparency in how public funds are 
spent are essential — but there is also scope for streamlining systems using digital methods and 
reflecting an increasingly cohesive smart places agenda, which joins together public services. 

If we could sweep much of the unnecessary clutter away, whilst retaining clear and transparent 
lines of accountability, democracy would be stronger, and decision-making would be faster and 
timelier. We could change the culture of the public sector from a focus on the ‘how we do it’ 
towards outcomes we want to achieve. 
 
For example, in the past, when a new national policy initiative emerged, a new board, quango or 
regional/national body would often be set up to oversee it. Not only are the direct costs of these 
decision-making bodies attributable to the public sector, but in areas where issues overlap, such 
as in health and social care, key decisions nationally and locally are hampered by the need for 
all groups to be represented. A growing view of politicians, the public and the press is that these 
are not helping democracy, both in terms of delivery and efficiency. Vested interests and strong 
lobby groups can often hold sway as a result, but at the same time, removing these structures 
risks a centrally controlled, benevolent dictatorship; so how to strike the balance?
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Perhaps Wellbeing Boards (for example) need total responsibility for all care services in an 
area, with the budget, remit and the political ownership to hold those responsible for delivery 
of the NHS vision for paperless, technology empowered services to account publicly. The same 
could apply to other key topics covered in the smart places report series – economy, waste, 
infrastructure and more.

This change to local governance on key policy areas would result in more accountable 
and powerful local politicians. With 22,000 councillors, 650 MPs plus parish councillors 
too numerous to count, and new, elected political appointments, such as police and crime 
commissioners, there is an argument for fewer political leaders, nationally and locally, 
supported by better digital solutions (access to systems, data, communications methods) with a 
broader remit. 

Whatever your views about local politics, politicians work hard, but cannot always get the 
information and advice they need. That is why they constantly ask for more reporting and data. 
Our public bodies need simple, on-line, ‘real time’ dashboards of performance, risk and activity, 
available to politicians, leaders and to the public alike. Reducing political overheads will also, in 
turn reduce support costs in councils. Digitally literate councillors would rely less on traditional 
internal support and would be able to do more for themselves — as we expect from the public. 

Streamlining the democratic and governance systems in our local public bodies does depend on 
greater understanding and maturity in use of technology and especially data and information 
assets — with openness and security in balance. It requires politicians and leaders to work 
together, having the tools, access, skills, information, analysis and reporting systems. And this 
is where technology must lend a hand. Internal IT and digital strategies must get to grips with 
modernising the democratic process, decision-making and support for politicians. This is a 
highly sensitive topic, but too important to ignore anymore.

Finally, a ‘smart places’ agenda, coupled with devolution and shared services, requires 
rationalisation of leadership, not just to save money, but to be functional. The private sector 
invests in restructuring —  to pay off staff at all levels to make changes effectively and swiftly; 
i.e. it’s a cost of change. ‘Mergers and Acquisitions’ require restructuring investment to work, 
and the talent necessary to lead change in the public sector must be grown and nurtured. 
Early retirement and redundancy packages need to be sufficiently compelling to long-serving 
professionals, yet good value to the public purse. The problem is that any whiff of generosity in 
the sector makes headlines in local and national press, often out of context and exaggerated. No 
doubt there are exceptions, but severance packages are not in general generous in the public 
sector compared with the private sector, and they should be part of the investment for change. 

Currently recruitment and retention is harder than it has ever been in the public sector, 
resulting in unnecessary levels of cost in temporary staff, consultants, contractors, interims 
and casuals. Making the right decisions that break away from silos and a national/local tension 
requires strong, streamlined place-based political leadership and with a broad remit across 
traditional service boundaries. 

Key Messages:
In introducing smart services which reflact citizens’ needs and preferences, councils 
should also reassess their internal workings. Democratic and decision-making 
processes for example, can become top-heavy, cumbersome and costly to operate. 
Digital design principles should be adopted internally – self-service, automation and 
employee/member empowerment – reducing the overheads without compromising 
accountability or democratic representation. Retaining and recruiting talent should be 
prioritised in restructuring programmes.
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Conclusions

 
Reinvigorating local democracy using digital methods that improve citizen involvement, 
awareness and influence is an essential part of a smart places agenda. This includes:

• Changing how councils function, including increased openness in how data and information 
are used and shared. 

• Embracing the opportunities to put citizens at the heart of devolution plans, using digital 
means to the full. 

• Reaching minority groups who are under-represented or feel disenfranchised with the 
political system, yet often depend heavily on public services. Their involvement in shaping 
service design, how services are delivered and in setting priorities can significantly improve 
the use of scarce resources, building community capacity and self-reliance. 

• Reducing costs by ensuring that services are re-designed and joined together securely and 
intuitively, enabling end-to-end self-service access across traditional services areas, such as 
care services. This will help the public to navigate complex service groupings in a local area. 

• Ensuring politicians can use digital tools and methods to revitalise their connections with 
citizens. This includes using social media and other technologies that allow a more direct 
interaction with citizens and help to rebuild trust with politics and politicians. 

• Encouraging smart places collaboration across public services and with the private and 
third sectors. This is about openness and willingness to integrate governance, as well as 
encouraging shared services where these can improve integration and efficiency. 

• Adopting the three organising principles - Simplify – Standardise - Share 

• Understanding and promoting ‘citizens in control’ policies for service design and delivery. 
This is much more than ‘consultation’, affecting how councils design digital services for staff, 
partners, suppliers and the public.

A variety of technologies are available to help achieve these outcomes - some are even free. 
However, they depend upon establishing the ‘right’ set of cultures and behaviours – such as 
openness, transparency, listening, empowering, lean processes and new ways of working.

None of this is easy. For CIOs and heads of IT, it will require examining the barriers that exist 
in legacy systems, policies, practice and skills base. It will also require IT leaders to work closely 
with colleagues in democratic services and human resources, with c-suite directors and with 
politicians, to understand the potential of technology in democratic renewal and to help to 
influence digital programmes that prioritise citizen-centred delivery.
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