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Introduction
The broad question posed in this paper is whether we can we increase the number of people able to participate in
established democratic processes by making data open on the Web.

If we are able to reduce the time and effort required by an individual to participate in strategic decisions related to
issues that they are concerned with, we may see an increase in the numbers participating.

The paper will indicate that though it may be possible to increase participation though Web based initiatives, the
process will require more than transparency of information and features to facilitate social collaboration.

Democratic participation will thrive if we can find a way to channel a cacophony of individual voices into
deliberation that results in specific outcomes that benefit those individuals and the common interest. Web applications
that find the right set of simple constraints for the way in which on-line participants create and process information,
may be the key to allowing outcomes to emerge from deliberative participation. Using the Web to facilitate democratic
participation will potentially change the way we conduct established democratic processes.

Open Society
We need to create institutions for the promotion of the common interest, knowing full well that they are
bound to be imperfect. We must also build into these institutions a capacity to change in accordance with the
evolving perceptions of the common interest – a very difficult requirement in the light of institutional inertia.
These requirements can be met only by a continuous process of trial and error. [SOR00] pg.135

The above quote forms part of George Soros’ re-articulation of Karl Popper’s Open Society concept. Inspired by the
Open Society perspective, for the purposes of this paper I’m defining democratic participation as a process involving
people collaborating together from which the common interest emerges and is promoted by the institutions they
constitute.

Personally I’ve been experimenting with participation in my own process of trial and error, by developing
TheyWorkForYou.co.nz, a website designed to help people track the activity of New Zealand’s Parliament. This site
was inspired by a similar project in the United Kingdom, TheyWorkForYou.com, which was started by volunteers and
is now run by the non-profit charity mySociety.org. I’ll be referring to the TheyWorkForYou.co.nz project at various
points throughout this paper.

Long tail of participation?
Many people have a keen interest in particular political issues. Yet the amount of time required to track official public
processes and submission periods, and the context in which they occur, reduces the numbers that can participate.

Currently an individual needs to spend a substantial amount of time to identify the issues that concern them and to
understand the context surrounding those issues. Even more time and resources are required if you want to collaborate
and deliberate with others and to participate in submission periods or other formal processes. These barriers result in a
relatively small number of individuals being involved in consistent, direct participation. These individuals generally
belong to groups with the established resources in place to enable continuous participation. Such groups can include
industry bodies, professional associations, corporate lobbyists and organized activist groups.
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I perceive that a long tail exists in the participation of individuals in formal democratic processes. My hypothesis is
that if we are able to reduce the time and effort required by an individual to participate in strategic decisions related to
issues that concern them, then we’ll see an increase in the number of people participating.

Figure 1: The Long Tail of Democratic Participation

Politics as a whole, particularly when presented as a personality based media drama, is unappealing for many people.
Rather than interacting with the aggregate level of politics, individuals may be more likely to engage with the subset of
issues that interest them if it were easy to do so. Individual’s could feel an incentive to engage if they perceive their
participation will be acknowledged and may influence emergent outcomes.

Hierarchies becoming networks
For more than 150 years, new communications technologies have tended to concentrate and commercialize
the production and exchange of information, while extending the geographic and social reach of information
distribution networks. ... As the size of the audience and its geographic and social dispersion increased,
public discourse developed an increasingly one-way model. [BEN06] pg. 29

In the industrial information age of the twentieth century, the costs of communication resulted in the management of
government and business through hierarchies. A comparatively few people in positions of influence at the top of the
hierarchies made decisions that influenced those at lower levels.

Benkler describes how changes in technology are now allowing new forms of organization to emerge based
on networks:

Radical decentralization of intelligence in our communications network and the centrality of
information, knowledge, culture, and ideas to advanced economic activity are leading to a new stage of the
information economy-- the networked information economy. In this new stage, we can harness many more
of the diverse paths and mechanisms for cultural transmission that were muted by the economies of scale
that led to the rise of the concentrated, controlled form of mass media, whether commercial or state-run.
[BEN06] pg. 32

Attempts to use the Web to facilitate democratic engagement are moving democratic organizational forms from
hierarchical control structures toward networked participation.

Voting not sufficient
In democratic societies, some individuals are elected into positions of authority by the people in society deemed eligible
to vote. Voting is perceived to be an act of democratic participation. However, in practice it could be contented that
non-democratic influences exert themselves. Under non-proportional electoral systems an individual’s enrolment
location can effect degree of influence their vote has on the election outcome. In recent elections, cases have been
uncovered where voters are disenfranchised via various social and procedural manipulations.
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Activity to subvert the process of public opinion formation itself are often attempted by minority interests. Those
with excesses of wealth can potentially exert undue influence over the information others receive and use to
conceptualize and interpret the world around them. Those in control of what is presented or excluded from presentation
on television networks, radio stations and in newspapers can influence public opinion.

Transparency increasing
With the arrival of the the networked information economy, it’s becoming easier to access information about
parliamentary and governmental activity and the broad context in which that activity occurs.

There is a growing public perception that for a society to be democratic we need access to information about what
our representatives are doing, in order to determine whether they are representing our interests.

Traditional corporate and centralized media and journalism is focused on attracting large audiences to sell to
advertisers. The most recent and scandalous political news events seem to dominate the corporate media’s political
headlines. People dissatisfied with this process are using networked technology to take into their own hands the
investigation of the world around them and the deliberation of details, outcomes and benefits of political activity.

The Web can facilitate transparency by providing access to information about official proceedings. If official
documents reside at persistent URIs on the Web, people can find and review the content based on their own interests.
Individuals can also make inferences or have conversations that reference the content in an unambiguous manner. We
see this every day as individuals on mailing lists, in forums and on blogs link to official material elsewhere.

Obtaining data
To provide content for my TheyWorkForYou.co.nz project, I take daily HTML formatted transcripts of parliamentary
debates, known as Hansard, from the official New Zealand Parliament website. Programmatically I persist a structured
version of the data.

To obtain the data I have a pipeline of processing steps that start with a Hansard HTML file and end in the
population of relational database tables. After downloading a Hansard file, I use John Cowan’s TagSoup to generate
well-formed XML from the HTML found in the wild. The data is parsed into a more regular nested XML format using
a pipeline of custom SAX parsers written in Ruby using the REXML library.

If I had to rewrite the Hansard parser, I’d investigate using Hpricot, which is a very flexible HTML parser written in
Ruby by why the lucky stiff. Hpricot is based on Tanaka Akira’s HTree and John Resig’s JQuery, but with the scanner
recoded in C (using Ragel for scanning). I’d also investigate making use of the scRUBYt! high-level web scraping
framework, also written in Ruby, which appears to be suited for more complex task based operations.

The data for TheyWorkForYou.co.nz is persisted in a structured relational database format, making it possible to
generate derivative information. For example the volume of oral questions per month is charted in a sparkline graph for
each portfolio, allowing users to view trends in oral question activity.

Meaningful URLs as persistent identifiers
Providing stable URLs for official documents should be a basic requirement we place on our governing institutions. Yet
the United Nations is currently placing certain official documents at public URLs which don’t persist across user
sessions.

Clicking on a link to a Security Council resolution from this index page http://www.un.org/Docs/scres/2002/
sc2002.htm redirects you to temporary session specific URL for downloading a PDF at the site
http://daccess-ods.un.org/.

The United Nation’s session specific URLs prevent search engines from indexing and returning the Security
Council resolutions in search results. If you don’t believe me do a search restricted to site:daccess-ods.un.org and see
how many results are returned. The UN’s temporary URLs also prevent content elsewhere on the Web referencing these
documents directly.
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On the TheyWorkForYou.co.nz site, individual parliamentary debates and oral question transcripts are placed at
persistent and meaningful URLs. These debate specific URLs provide reference points for discovery of and
conversations about the activity of the New Zealand Parliament.

For TheyWorkForYou.co.nz much effort was taken in designing URL structures that identify first order objects
from the domain and make them addressable. Making first order objects addressable one of a list of steps for good Web
data design put forward in Tom Coates’ Native to a Web of Data presentation.

In a URL you can expose contextual information that is meaningful both to potential users and to search engine
indexing algorithms. My site’s URLs have meaning at various levels. For example, in the case of the Energy ministerial
portfolio, the following URLs are for a specific oral question (the second question to the Minister on 21st March 2007),
a portfolio summary page, and an listing of all portfolios respectively:

http://theyworkforyou.co.nz/portfolios/energy/2007/mar/21/o02
http://theyworkforyou.co.nz/portfolios/energy
http://theyworkforyou.co.nz/portfolios

Social collaboration
However easy you make it to find data, however well organized and well presented you make information, people still
require a social context in which to participate.

In recent year’s we’ve seen the arrival of websites which are platforms for users to publicly mark to content on the
web or subjects from the physical world. For example, del.icio.us allows users to publicly bookmark URLs under
free-text tags. The event website upcoming.org allows users to publicly enter events, and mark which events they’re
attending or watching.

By making user contributions public, these sites allow you to find other users that share similar interests to you. For
each resource you bookmark or event you watch, you can see the other users that have done the same. By defining a
network of users you feel have similar interests, you get the benefit of seeing a list of the content that they are engaging
with. This enables you to view a hand-filtered list of content found by other people with overlapping interests to your
own.

While there’s little incentive to collaborate with users in your del.icio.us bookmark network beyond sharing
bookmarks, sites that allow users to mark physical world events are different. Since upcoming.org users attend events,
they may recommend the site to other event attendees or meet other upcoming.org users at events. People meeting at
events may start collaborating to create their own events, like user group meetings or barcamp-style conferences.

I’m curious to see what will happen if we apply these social software approaches to the context of parliamentary
activity. I’m planning to implement at TheyWorkForYou.co.nz a small set of options for users to mark first order
objects on the site. The intention is to allow people to mark and follow their areas of interest, and find other users who
share interest in similar areas.

For example, the interface may work by allowing users, when they are viewing a bill page, to mark a constrained set
of information such as:

• I’m watching the Bill
• I’m blogging about the Bill here: [URL]
• I’m discussing the Bill here: [mailing list]
• I’ve seen the Bill mentioned here: [URL]

Pages on the site will be a focal point for people interested in particular issues. At that focal point users will be able to
find others who are interested in the issue, and further context for the issue. This may be a catalyst for people forming
or joining an established group, in order to organize engagement with government over their issues of concern.

Open strategy consensus decision making
Initially I intended to finish my discussion with the idea that applying social software techniques to the
investigation of political material may increase participation. My hunch was that as people discover issues
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that concern them, alongside contextual information, they’ll find a way to participate through established
official public processes.

In New Zealand, the public are able to participate in the Bill review process by making submissions
when a bill is before a select committee in Parliament. In this form of public participation, an increase in the
number of submitters doesn’t necessarily result in the select committee members articulating a better
formation of the common interest.

Recently I’ve come across a company, OpenStrategies (UK) Limited, which is proposing a new
paradigm for multi-stakeholder strategic planning, leveraging ideas made possible by the networked
information economy. Rather than a way of recording what everyone thinks, they have proposed we instead
need to create a system of thinking which leads to decisions and people clustering around actions which are
supported.

OpenStrategies’ system is based on a set of constraints for the way in which participants create and
process information. The constraints have been selected to facilitate stakeholders engaging in deliberative
participation from which supported outcomes emerge.

What’s interesting for the context of this paper, is that OpenStrategies’ system works in part by making data available
on the Web in a constrained manner. The simple rules of their system allow individuals representing stakeholders to
enter items under one of four categories: Projects, Results, Uses, or Benefits. This information structure allows
stakeholders on the governance side to propose projects and results, and stakeholders on the community side to define
uses and potential benefits.

Figure 1: The OpenStrategy information structure [http://openstrategies.co.uk/how.php]

In OpenStrategies’ system, stakeholders are able to create links from items they have created to other items
in the system. Projects can be linked to Results, the Results linked to Uses, and Uses linked to Benefits.
Stakeholders can set priorities on items and view priorities set by all other stakeholders. Priorities can be
used to weigh up potential and actual contributions of other stakeholders and make judgements about whom
it would be worthwhile to work with.

Figure 2: SubStrategies can be selected from items within an OpenStrategy [http://openstrategies.co.uk/how.php]

To make sense of their situation, users of the OpenStrategy system can save subsets of items as
SubStrategies, based on the items they see themselves clustering around. The groups of items that comprise
a SubStrategy can be selected manually by stakeholders, or by specifying certain criteria.
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a commons-based peer production system for multi-stakeholder planning which captures and liberates the
collective wisdom of all stakeholders to enable individual actions to evolve in a collaborative community
framework. [DRI05]

Paradigm shift in participation

When anomalies or inconsistencies arise within a given paradigm and present problems that we are unable to
solve within a given paradigm, our view of reality must change, as must the way we perceive, think, and
value the world. We must take on new assumptions and expectations that will transform our theories,
traditions, rules, and standards of practice. We must create a new paradigm in which we are able to solve the
unsolvable problems of the old paradigm. --http://www.trufax.org/paradigm/paradigm.html

Open systems for networked deliberation, such as the one proposed by OpenStrategies, appear more scalable than
systems based on many participants making submissions to a central body for processing. To quote OpenStrategies’
book:

With many stakeholders working on a strategy, ideas and solutions will come to light far more quickly than
if each person or agency strives independently within their own boundaries. [DRI05]

Such an approach brings us closer to a process of Open Society where our institutions have a capacity to change in
accordance with the evolving perceptions of the common interest.

The networked networked information economy is acting as a catalyst for paradigm shifting innovations relating to
the way individuals may participate in democratic engagement.

Unfortunately the infrastructure that is allowing this paradigm shift is being threatened by industries that formed
under the previous period of capital intensive information distribution. As Benkler identifies:

The freedom of action for individuals who wish to produce information, knowledge, and culture is being
systematically curtailed in order to secure the economic returns demanded by the manufacturers of the
industrial economy. [BEN06] pg. 25

A new paradigm of democratic participation made possible by the networked information economy may give us a better
chance to find solutions to the problems we face in the 21st century. Hopefully this realization filters through to those in
government, and is considered as they pass laws that affect the openness of information technology and information
itself.

Conclusion
It’s possible to increase the number of people able to participate in established democratic processes by making data
open on the Web. Transparency of information and on-line social collaboration, although required, are insufficient to
achieve this goal fully.

Meaningful democratic participation results from the ability of all concerned individuals and groups being able to
contribute to a deliberative, consensus based model of strategic decision making.

We can facilitate deliberative, consensus based decision making through Web based applications. Experimentation
can lead us to simple rules for the presentation of data in a system that allows individuals participating to produce
outcomes that leverage the wisdom of participants while acknowledging the complexity of circumstances.
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