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Introduction 
Speaking about electronic democracy is always a little dangerous, especially from a political 

science point of view.  It is a term that can be easily misinterpreted as it is applied to very different 

uses of new information and communication technologies in the political field. Therefore, the first 

thing for us to do is to clarify the object of our analysis: this paper focuses exclusively on instances 

of citizen’s political information and participation that make use of ICTs with the aim of influencing 

public decisions. 

 

In this sense we have discarded from our analysis other possible uses, some of which are really 

very important and would need an in-depth analysis of their own.  Such uses include: 

- Electronic voting 

- For profit political web sites (.com) 

- News organisations political web sites 

- Political parties and candidates web sites 

- E-government 

- Cyberactivism 

- Civic networks 

 

Also, we do not want to discuss the potential for new technologies to question and transform the 

representative system by their allowing a progressive evolution towards a direct democracy 

formula.  Some literature born within political science has started to draw a horizon where new 

technologies could allow an evolution towards direct democracy.  With new technologies it may be 

possible to overcome some of the traditional arguments against a more direct and sustained citizen 

participation in public decision-making, for example, those who say that it is impossible to bring 

citizens together to discuss public policy  (Budge, 1996). 

 

In any case, it is obvious that in general the use of ICTs in the political field has generated great 

expectations with regards to an increase in citizen participation.  That increase would be due to the 

big advantages and greater ease of access, information and communication that these 
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technologies offer.  However, an analysis of the few instances that currently exist has shown some 

weaknesses.  In this paper we are going to try to note the strong and weak points that this type of 

initiative has nowadays, as well as its potential and its risks for the future. 

 

In order to carry out this analysis we are basically going to start from a study of an Internet citizen 

participation experiment related to the Catalan Parliament: Democràcia.web1.  This project was 

launched by the Fundació Jaume Bofill in the middle of 1998 with the following three objectives: to 

disclose Parliament activity and bring it closer to the citizens, to promote a greater participation of 

citizens in the democratic process, especially in the legislative debate, and to experiment with the 

ICTs as tools to improve democracy. 

 

Briefly, Democràcia.web allows us to follow the legislative activity of the Catalan Parliament, the 

main parliamentary debates and the work of one of its committees in an easy and understandable 

way.  The innovative element of the experiment is that it combines easy, understandable and 

exhaustive information with room for participation.  An example is the legislative process, where 

the web site allows us to follow the day to day process of outstanding bills.  Also, while 

parliamentary groups are preparing their amendments to the bill, Democràcia.web lets us send 

suggestions that can be taken into account by the parliamentary groups and presented as their 

own amendments.  Other features of Democràcia.web are the communication facility between 

citizens and MPs (called Letters to the Parliament) and periodically chats with guests that are 

related to some current parliamentary question. 

 

The criteria we are going to use to analyse the Democràcia.web trial and instances of Internet 

citizen information and participation in general, can be grouped in four big variables: 

representativity and volume of participants, degree of deliberation allowed by the mechanism of 

participation, the cost and difficulty of organisation and the real impact of participation on the 

process of public decision making.  Establishing these criteria has been mainly based on recent 

publications concerned with the analysis of several traditional participatory mechanisms (Font and 

Blanco 2001; EAP 2001) so that we make it possible to compare, to some degree and in spite of 

the big differences, these mechanisms with the experiences of the Internet participation. 

 

We must bear in mind that in many areas our analysis will go beyond the Democràcia.web 

experiment, especially when speaking about the potential and the risks of using ICTs in the future.  

In these areas a comparison with other traditional mechanisms for citizen participation will be more 

difficult as the ICTs, and especially the Internet, rather than being an instrument of participation are 

 
1 http://www.democraciaweb.org 
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a new space.  This new space is where many different types of citizen participatory events can 

take place, ranging from discussion forums to citizen juries or deliberative panels (Bellamy and 

Raab, 1999).  Precisely because it has this aspect of space and it is not strictly a mechanism of 

participation, we must be able to see that the ICTs in general could be a very interesting 

complement to other mechanisms of traditional participation2. 

 

The participants 
One of the clear advantages of these new technologies as a space for participation, especially the 

Internet, is their universal potential.   Theoretically any citizen can easily connect to the Internet at 

any time to read, using the example of Democràcia.web, a bill that is being dealt with in their 

parliament and can immediately send their comments to all the MPs without having to physically be 

there and only having to pay the price of a local call.  In this way, then, space, time and even cost 

restrictions that often condition traditional participatory mechanisms almost disappear. 

 

This said and done, it is obvious that the current percentage of people that have access to the 

ICTs is still very low.  In the year 2000 the percentage of citizens that had accessed the Internet at 

some point in Catalonia was 32.2%, while those accessing it regularly were less than 19%3.  

Therefore Internet participation cannot pretend today to be universal.  A part form the reduction of 

possible participants to as little as 20% of the population, we must also take into account their 

profile.  Nowadays, the type of people connected to the Internet is in no way representative of the 

total population.  There exist very distinct slants as much towards age as level of education and 

income4.  Despite the difficulty of identifying the exact profile of participants we can assume that 

this bias is even bigger in the case of Democràcia.web.  That is due to the complexity and 

sometimes abstraction of the subjects debated in parliament, the difficulty in comprehension of 

 
2 In Catalonia there have been some examples of ICTs in use as a complement to traditional participatory 
processes.  The results have been irregular, but from our point of view they have a lot of potential that should 
continue to be exploited. 
3 According to Estadístiques de la Societat Catalana de la Informació - Catalunya 2000 (Statistics of the 
Catalan Society of Information - Catalonia 2000) that were created by the Secretaria per a la Societat de la 
Informació (Government Department for Information Society) of the Generaltitat de Catalunya, 32.2% of the 
Catalan population has used the Internet at some point, 23.7% once or twice a month, 18.9% one or more 
times a week and a 8.5% every day. 
4 The Estadístiques de la Societat Catalana de la Informació - Catalunya 2000 (Statistics of the Catalan 
Society of Information - Catalonia 2000) confirm that there is a very significant difference in the levels of 
Internet use according to age (75.1% of children aged between 10 and 17 have used the Internet at 
sometime, compared to only 32.6% of people aged between 51 and 64), level of education (just 3.5% of the 
Catalan people who have only a school education have used the Internet in comparison to  72.8% of those 
who have a university education) and level of income (out of those people who live with a total monthly net  
family income of 125,000 pesetas only 6.5% have ever been connected to the internet while out of those 
who have a monthly family income of between 420,000 and 675,000 pesetas some 65% have at sometime 
used the internet). 
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parliamentary language and the limitation of subjects that can be dealt with as a result of the 

distribution of power (a characteristic of the Catalan Parliament). 

 

From a quantitative point of view there is a huge difference between the number of people who use 

Democràcia.web to be kept abreast of matters and those who actually participate in it. On average 

the web site has some 2000 visitors each month which can double during moments of high 

parliament work and it has a list of distribution with 685 subscribers who receive weekly information 

about the web site developments.  On the other hand, the number of Democràcia.web participants 

is relatively low: from the outset of the project in 1998 126 Letters to the Parliament have been 

sent, the MPs have received an average of two amendments for each legislative bill in progress, 

18 communications have been sent to the members of the Commission of Study of Immigration 

since its start in April 2000 and there is an average of 40 participants in every chat. 

 

Taking into account the velocity with which the Catalan public have been embracing new 

technologies (100% of children aged between 10 and 17 have at some point used a computer and 

that three out of every four have used the Internet5) and the predictable combination of the Internet 

and television into a single device, we could envisage an almost universal access in the not too 

distant future This would mean that the bias of citizens using a participatory space in the Internet 

would almost only be related to the citizens’ interest in participating, although this interest is also 

very often related to other variables, like the level of education. However, several studies have 

started to warn us of the so called digital divide, which would in our society create a new form of 

exclusion between a big percentage of the population with access to new technologies and those 

who would be left out.  This is a very important element when contemplating, for example, the use 

of the Internet as a means for consultations or voting because it could directly go against the 

political equality principle (Riera, Sànchez and Torras, 2001). 

 

Deliberation 
For a mechanism of citizen participation to be correct, it requires a high degree of information and 

the possibility to discuss this information among the citizens themselves as well as with the political 

representatives.  One of the unquestionable advantages of ICTs is their capacity to transmit and 

access large quantities of information in an easy, fast and low cost way.  On the one hand, 

administration has the opportunity -if not, almost the obligation- to offer all the information that, in 

spite of being public, has not always been publicised.  As digitalisation of a great part of 

administrative documentation is spreading, the cost of making it ready to look up on the Internet is 

almost zero economically and in terms of hours of work.  In the case of the Catalan Parliament, 

 
5 See previous note. 
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access to all Parliament official bulletins and to the Diaries of the Sessions on the day they are 

published has been available free of charge for two years.  There is also access to the agenda of 

called sessions - plenary or in committees- and their minutes. 

 

In order to facilitate citizen participation, however, the fact that information exists is not enough: it 

must also be easy to consult and digest.  In Internet language this is called "usability of 

information" and is very much favoured by the new multimedia language, that is to say, the 

capacity to combine sound, image and text. Democràcia.web has made an effort in this direction 

by trying to provide easy consultation and comprehension of Parliament generated information, 

which tends to be difficult to understand due to the type of language and the complicated 

procedure processes. 

 

On the other hand, very often political information only reaches people through the media.  The 

Internet allows us to directly access the source of information and we can look for more in depth 

information about the subjects being discussed choosing what most interests us and without the 

need for go-betweens.  Democràcia.web, for example, has been following all monographic debates 

that have taken place in the Parliament, including the investiture and general politics debates, 

which are the ones most widely covered by the media. In the course of these debates, the web site 

allowed access to all interventions by the representatives of the parliamentary groups.  These 

interventions were available immediately after they had taken place in the plenary session.  The 

space for following the debates also provided the text to all resolution proposals that each 

parliamentary group presented and to the resolution finally passed. 

 

As for the drawbacks of the Internet as a means of political information transmission, we must note 

that, unlike the television or the radio, Internet requires a high level of interest on the side of the 

person who looks for information.   This requirement creates the risk of increasing a gap between 

citizens interested in politics and citizens who are not, between "the haves" and "the haves not" in 

terms of political information.  Furthermore, it is exactly this great capacity of information that the 

Internet offers that can make it difficult for the citizens to discriminate in terms of relevance, 

authenticity of the sources, etc. 

 

As for the possibility of debate, the Internet also offers some advantages, especially in terms of 

convenience.  Through forums, chats, distribution lists, etc. ICTs, without doubt, make debate 

possible at a very low cost in terms of time, mobility and economically.  This possibility is probably 

not very relevant from a local point of view or even little advisable for the loss of the added value 

given in a face to face encounter; however it could be extremely interesting for supra-local matters 
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where the meeting and the debate would in any another way be very difficult.  Moreover, the 

electronic debate does not have to be seen as a complete substitute to the face to face 

discussions, but rather a combination of the two could prove to be both mutually strengthening and 

stimulating (Budge, 1996). 

 

Aside from the advantages from the point of view of convenience, the ICTs encourage as much the 

communication between the public and their political representatives as lateral political 

communication, that is to say, the establishment of citizen networks, and of course the combination 

of these two. Currently there are some working examples that foster this type of debate.  

Minnesota e-democracy6 is a non-governmental project that promotes informed debates between 

the public on the politics of the North American State of Minnesota via a list of distribution.  On the 

other hand Tony Blair’s government opened a net space for debate for some of the important 

public policies; the public then received an official answer from the representative of the 

government responsible for that political topic7.  Finally, the Democràcia.web trial organised chats 

with the representatives of all parliamentary groups during the Debates of General Policies; these 

chats offered the possibility to whoever was connected to question and debate with their 

representatives for an hour. 

 

In spite of the technical possibilities that offer spaces for debate between the citizens themselves 

and between the citizens and the accountable politicians, the reality is that there has not been 

much success in their use when contrasted against other different traditional mechanisms of 

participation.  One clear disadvantage of a debate on the Internet is the loss of the value that a 

traditional discussion carries.  Writing from a personal computer in our dinning room is not the 

same as having a face to face discussion on the problems of public interest with a fellow citizen.  

Likewise, with the exception of chats, the difficulty in establishing agile dialogues makes running 

the risk of converting the debate into endless unconnected monologues all the more likely.  As for 

chats, they lack something that other Internet debate mechanisms could have: the possibility of 

more elaborate, less impulsive interventions precisely owed to the fact that the response does not 

need to be immediate and, above all, because writing it down implies a certain level of reflection. 

 

The Cost and Organisational Difficulties 
One of the old arguments against public participation is the economic organisational cost and the 

time it requires (Subirats, 2001).  Without going into the debate on whether it is convenient or not 

to automatically incorporate the cost of participation in any decisional process (Font, 2001), 

 
6 http://www.e-democracy.org 
7 http://www.number-10.gov.uk/YourSay/ 
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another one of the strong points gained from participation via the ICTs is the low cost and easy 

organisation it requires.  A large part of Western Countries' administrations is full steam ahead with 

the process of adapting to the ICTs.  In a few years e-government will be a reality: we will have the 

possibility of accessing all administrative information and to do the bulk of administrative processes 

online.  This effort to adapt to the ICTs more than being economic (which it also is) is above all a 

cultural one because it collides with a culture of bureaucratic organisation which is very much 

rooted in itself and slow to change.  It is obvious that the e-government will enormously reduce the 

cost of informing the public and will force the bureaucratic culture to change.  In this context putting 

into effect a web space for public participation will not incur any significant increase in economic 

cost, nor in organisational efforts. 

 

In the case of the Democràcia.web the cost of the trial was only the initial outlay for the creation of 

the web site and the salary for the webmaster.  The trial does not incur any cost from the Catalan 

Parliament institution apart from the time it takes two technicians to send the documents via 

electronic mail to the webmaster every week.  

 

The Impact on the Decision Making Process 
In the analysis of the previous criteria our comments could be more or less generalised to any 

information and participatory mechanism for citizen participation that makes use of ICTs.  But in 

order to evaluate their impact on the decision making process we need to focus only on the trial of 

Democracia.web.   

 

Before continuing, however, we need to state what is a must in every analysis of any participatory 

mechanism: the ICTs impact depends basically on the existence of a political will (Font, 2001). In 

the case of Democràcia.web, we are dealing with a trial that is promoted by a neutral entity, and is 

therefore not directly connected to the administration to which it refers.  Nevertheless, it has its 

official support and commitment, which carry with it a clear political will. The institution of the 

Catalan Parliament, as well as the parliamentary groups represented in it, accepted the web site as 

a new line of communication with the citizens and committed themselves to providing the 

necessary facts to make an informed participation of the citizens possible.  Without this acceptance 

and commitment, the impact of such a trial would have been predictably smaller.  In this way, in the 

States there exist several trials, many times with a commercial aim, that offer the possibility to send 

E-mail to the Congress representatives.  This massive communication with the Congress members 

without their agreement has, rather than enhancing democracy, heightened tensions and public 

disgruntlement with Congress (Goldschmidt, 2001). 
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Since measuring the impact of the various spaces that allow participation in Democràcia.web is 

difficult, in the present analysis we have centred on two spaces: the space Letters to the 

Parliament and the space that enables us to follow and participate in the legislative process.  The 

space Letters to the Parliament allows us to send our comments, suggestions or complaints to the 

MPs at any time and for any subject. From the beginning of the 6th session of the Parliament in 

October 1999 and up until today, a total of 73 letters have been sent from Democràcia.web.  Apart 

from the letters that got a response8, what we are interested in analysing here is whether these 

letters have had an impact on the work of the Parliament beyond the answers of the MPs.  From 

this point of view, 23 out of the 73 letters have brought about, directly or indirectly9, an appeal, a 

written question to the government, a motion or a request of appearance by one or more 

parliamentary groups.  In this case, then, the impact of citizen participation has been basically to 

do with the parliamentary task of controlling the executive body. 

 

As for the space provided to follow the process of the main bills, the difficulty in measuring its 

impact is bigger because the parliamentary groups were not asked for commitment to inform of 

whether they had taken on any of the proposals of amendments that were sent from the web.  This 

"non commitment” to answer to the received proposals was a decision taken by the co-ordinators 

of the project Democràcia.web.  The reason for it was that the time allocated to present 

amendments was very short and it was necessary to prioritise the taking on of some of these 

amendments by the MPs above the answer to the citizens who had provided them.  Another 

reason is that often the spirit of an amendment is what is accepted rather than the whole 

suggestion.   In spite of this, we have proof that there have been amendment suggestions to four 

bills that have been taken on by one or more parliamentary groups, and at least one of them has 

become legislative text.   

 

Apart from the quantifiable results of citizen participation through Democràcia.web, we must also 

take into account another important aspect: although it is difficult to measure: this new channel of 

interaction channel has changed the habits and perceptions of MPs in relation to their 

parliamentary work.  In this sense, Democràcia.web has meant that the political representatives 

have had to undertake a new obligation: to speed up communication with the citizens via the 

Internet.  For instance, the administrative apparatus of the several parliamentary groups adapted to 

that in the sense that they are now prepared to receive the public’s contributions by E-mail, 

distribute them among the MPs depending on the subject concerned and send the answer back to 
 

8 Out of the 73 letters the Parliament received during its 6th session, 54 got an answer from one or more 
parliamentary groups.  In total, the addition of all the responses from the several parliamentary groups was 
85. 
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the citizens in a short period of time.    Whatever the impact this new passage of communication 

with the citizens has in day to day parliamentary work, these new participatory possibilities that 

ICTs offers the citizen has not yet lead to a modification of Parliament Regulations. 

 

Finally, the project Democracia.web has had one more impact, even if it is not strictly a cause-

effect one.  That is to have helped accelerate the adaptation of the Parliament to the ICTs.  When 

the project started, in the summer 1998, the Catalan Parliament had, as most of the European 

parliaments, a static web site, which was basically a presentation of the institution with very little 

information.  Three years later, the Parliament web site offers, apart from the official bulletins and 

the records of parliamentary debates, all plenary sessions in real audio and video, the MPs can 

formally communicate with the institution through E-mail from portable computers provided by the 

Parliament, one can access a wide data base with all the proceedings, all the press releases are 

available online, etc.  

 

Bellamy and Raab (1999) propose what they call a "ladder of informatisation" from the standpoint 

of parliamentary democracy to examine the effects of the use of ICTs on the parliamentary 

democracy (Figure 1). This ladder could help us determine where the Catalan Parliament is in 

terms of the use of ICTs. The lower rung supposes an internal adaptation of the parliamentary 

institution to the new technologies, in the sense of increased effectiveness and efficiency of the 

parliamentary processes, while the second rung represents a major public provision of information.  

These two rungs involve a use of ICTs mainly as a source of information but they do not exploit the 

ICTs potential of interaction and participation in the democratic process.  The third rung opens up 

the possibility of interaction between the public and their representatives, even if this interaction is 

carried out in an individual way and over their private concern.  The last rung involves a formula 

where the use of ICTs makes it possible to offer the public opportunities to participate more directly 

and collectively in the parliamentary processes.  From our point of view, the Catalan Parliament is 

halfway between the third and fourth rung, if we take into account the service provided by the 

Parliament’s own web site and by Democràcia.web. 

 
9 Sometimes the parliamentary groups inform that, coinciding with the spirit of a letter they have received, 
they already have presented an initiative in the same sense/direction. 



 

 

Figure 1: A "ladder of informatisation" from the standpoint of parliamentary democracy  

(Bellamy and Raab, 1999) 

 

 
 

  
    
 

  
 
  
 

Parliament-citizen interactions (individually) over individual concerns 

Information disseminated (broadcast) to the public by Parliament 

ICTs used to improve the internal working of Parliament  

Parliament-citizen interactions/collectively over policy 

 
Conclusions 
Without doubt ICTs offer big opportunities for greater public information, and open up new 

communication and participatory spaces.  However, we must avoid the euphoria these 

technologies generate and realise that their use in the political activity field carries with it serious 

drawbacks and risks, at least in the short term.  We must also remember that ICTs by themselves, 

like any traditional mechanism of citizen participation, will not change the political behaviour pattern 

of the public nor of their representatives, unless they are accompanied by some work in the fields 

of values and democratic and civic education.  In this sense and in order to guarantee a correct 

development of ICTs’ possibilities, the best strategy would be to increase their use in political 

activity in a progressive way which would mean, at some points, that they complement the 

traditional participatory processes. 
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