
The problem with local democracy

There is a widespread malaise in local democracy. Turnout at the local authority
elections in May was just 37%, and there is compelling evidence that low turnout
is indicative of a growing disconnection between government and its citizens.
Research by the Electoral Commission and others consistently demonstrates that
although people care passionately about local ‘political’ issues, and political activism
is increasing, people do not link these issues with engaging in formal democratic
processes.  This lack of engagement with existing democratic structures, which is
worse at local government level, is a real cause for concern.

Why don’t people vote?

There are two acknowledged causes of disengagement from local government
institutions.

There is a lack of basic understanding among voters about what local
authorities are actually responsible for, particularly in two-tier areas where
functions are split across two authorities.
Voters do not think that local authorities have the power to decide on issues
that affect them. Financial power and political choices are seriously constrained
by central government, leading to the perception that local government is
irrelevant. Local elections are widely perceived to reflect support (or a lack
of it) for central government, rather than the success of a council’s performance.

Reshaping local democracy

While the problems are clear, the solutions are less so. However, the white paper
on local government, and the Lyons review of local government financing, are
seen as an opportunity for radical re-shaping of local authorities.

Clearly, the national policy context is highly important in shaping democratic
engagement at a local level: devolving further and wider powers to local authorities
would be likely to increase the public’s interest in local authorities and how they
perform.



However, the suggestion of restructuring raises two important points:
The unsuccessful attempts to establish regional assemblies in England indicate that, if restructuring
does not have a clear mandate, it will not work.
Restructuring local authority institutions or creating new ones is not the only way of trying to revitalize
local government and democracy.

In our view, there are many other things that local authorities can be doing now to try to connect with
their citizens, regardless of the structural changes recommended in the white paper. Put simply, for
voters to re-engage with local authorities, they must make a connection between the issues they care
about and the role of local government. This connection could be established through more positive
interactions with local authorities or through greater involvement by citizens in decisions that affect them.
We outline two examples of how local authorities could achieve this below.

Positive engagement with local citizens

Local authorities could significantly improve the way in which they engage with
citizens.  Many authorities have only engaged with the public when they have
to for statutory reasons, or because they have an enforcement role.
Subconsciously, authorities may worry about engaging with the public – perhaps
they feel they may be opening up a can of worms they are not culturally or
organisationally equipped to deal with.  Authorities need to take a more positive
approach than this in order to make a difference.

At a practical level, for example, many people only interact with their council to
pay council tax, or to find out about a specific service they need. If local authorities
could use the information they hold about citizens to ensure more positive and pro-active interactions,

New residents welcome pack

An example of how local authorities could use the data they hold to be more proactive in offering
services is to offer new residents a welcome pack giving details of the services provided by the
council. For example, if an individual rings a contact centre to inform the council that they need
to register for council tax, the council should be able to identify whether the individual is new to
the borough, and if so, dispatch a welcome pack. If the individual is not a new resident, the contact
centre should nonetheless proactively check whether there are any other services the individual
will need as a result of moving house, or more generally.

 As local authorities implement contact centres and CRM technology, they are developing more complete
pictures of the residents they are serving.  This information could be used to better understand local
residents and pro-actively offer relevant services. In this way, local authorities can learn from the private
sector, where companies use their customer data to target appropriate services to different customer
segments, and offer information about their services. In doing so, companies provide a more effective
service to their customers, who do not need to chase-up services. There is no reason why local authorities
cannot do something similar.

Involving citizens in decision making

Engagement with local authorities goes beyond just voting. Neighbourhood
management and other ways of devolving power from local authorities enable
citizens to actually become involved in decision making. Involving people in
decisions about the issues that affect their lives increases engagement and is
likely to encourage people to engage through formal democratic mechanisms
too.




