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	E-Democracy

Key points 
· New Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) are contributing more and more to democratic processes. Citizens and organisations can use them as resources to get their voice heard; parties use them for campaigning and governments to improve the services they are delivering to citizens. Countries like Estonia, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom or Switzerland  have even introduced or tested Internet voting in elections.

· The Council of Europe is promoting the use of e-democracy tools as a way of strengthening democracy and offering new opportunities for political participation. It is also providing expertise to states, citizens and political organisations to explore the potential of these tools.

· The Council of Europe has so far adopted three recommendations which offer states guidelines and tools to implement electronic democracy in accordance with the organisation´s values and standards.
· It is important to stress that e-democracy is not an end in itself. The aim of e-democracy is to encourage an improvement of democratic culture and practice at all political levels, from neighbourhood communities up to the international level.
Questions and Answers?

What is e-democracy?

E-democracy could be described as the use of ICTs by different actors within the political processes of local communities, regions, nations or the international level. ICTs can be used in various ways, not only for voting: In a bottom-up perspective, citizens and organisations can use them as resources to get their voice heard, parties use them for campaigning and governments and administrations to improve the services they are delivering to citizens by introducing electronic ways for petition or consultation.

What is the advantage of those electronic strategies and services?

ICTs can create new opportunities for citizens and other stakeholders to participate in democracy, for example in deliberations, agenda setting, petitions and elections. This could also have the advantage of attracting to the political arena people who were not previously interested in politics. Citizens are also more likely to get involved into decision making if information is easily accessible, which can only be achieved by greater transparency. 

What has the Council of Europe done so far on this field?

The Council of Europe started in 2002 to examine the opportunities and challenges e-governance represents for member states. In 2004 the Council’s Committee of Ministers adopted two Recommendations on: 
· Electronic governance, offering guidelines to states for reviewing their e-governance laws and practice, and asking them to work together with stakeholders and  to develop a shared vision of e-governance that upholds human rights, democracy and the rule of law.

· Electronic voting, recommending to member states who are already using or are considering using e-voting to comply with a number of standards and legal, technical and operational requirements.
In February 2009, the Committee of Ministers adopted a Recommendation on e-democracy that offers all European governments guidelines and principles for implementing electronic democracy. It is accompanied by an online toolkit with practical information on the whole spread of possible e-democracy tools available. 
A draft of this recommendation had been previously debated at the 4th Forum for the Future of Democracy held on October 2008 in Madrid which was specifically devoted to e-democracy.
The Parliamentary Assembly and the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe have also addressed several aspects of e-democracy in a number of recommendations and resolutions. 
What were the conclusions of the Madrid Forum on e-democracy?

Under the theme “E-democracy who dares?”, representatives of states, NGOs, academics and experts discussed the use of ICTs for enhancing democratic processes. In their Conclusions report, the General Rapporteurs of the Forum pointed out the need to build citizens’ trust in e-democracy to achieve its full potential. 
They also said that e-democracy, as an additional channel for democratic practice and participation, can significantly contribute to achieve greater transparency, accountability and responsiveness of democratic institutions, as well as to restore the declining interest in politics. 
They called on all actors in the democratic process to use the opportunities offered by e-democracy, and asked national policy-makers to devote increased attention to certification and observation of e-enabled elections to guarantee security and transparency. 

The Rapporteurs also underlined that e-democracy involves risks – such as the digital divide and e-discrimination -, which need to be addressed by political decisions, investments and solid risk assessment and management. 

Is there any concrete roadmap for implementing e-democracy?

There is no hierarchy between the different e-democracy tools. Governments and other organisations should feel free to pick and choose the tools they are considering appropriate to improve their democratic culture and practise or to pursuit their goals. It is important to stress that e-democracy is a means to an end and is no end in itself.

Most of the European countries have already experienced e-democracy in one way or another. In France, Internet users could make their proposals for a campaign programme on the webpage of Segolène Royal, the socialist candidate for presidential elections in 2007. In Austria, Germany and Switzerland, voters can fill in an online multiple choice questionnaire which will inform them for whom they should vote according to their political preferences and the parties´ political programmes. 
What is the difference between e-democracy and e-voting? 

E-voting is part of e-democracy, just like petitioning or deliberating online are. E-voting means that electronic means are used in the voting process. E-voting can facilitate the casting of the vote, assist the counting process and make the delivery of results faster. Remote e-voting, for example Internet voting, is being used in countries like Switzerland and Estonia. Voting on a computer in a polling station is used and piloted in Norway and Belgium. Other countries such as Ireland, the Netherlands and the UK have decided to not use e-voting for the time being.
Does e-democracy exclude some groups of people?

Some groups of the population, especially older people, could feel strained if democracy became 100 percent electronic. So far, e-democracy is considered “additional to the traditional”. Elderly people should none the less be encouraged to embrace ICT acquiring their own e-literacy. On the other hand, e-democracy also provides opportunities for citizens who previously were having difficulties in taking part in democracy, such as disabled people.
There will always be citizens who are more active and interested in politics than others. If e-democracy could increase participation and improve political culture, it should be worth using.
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