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FIXING A BROKEN SYSTEM: PRACTICAL TRAJECTORIES 

BEYOND REPRESENTATIVE DEMOCRACY 

Jonathan Sri1 

From the perspective of a serving local politician, this article looks at the flaws of 

hierarchical centralised decision-making within representative democracy and suggests 

that shifting towards participatory democracy systems would lead to better outcomes for 

the environment and the general public. I reflect on our various local trials of decentralised 

decision-making processes within the Gabba Ward of Brisbane City Council, including 

forms of online community voting, participatory budgeting to allocate funding to local 

infrastructure projects, and participatory design workshops for public park upgrades. I 

highlight key lessons from our trials over the past five years and unpack some of the 

tensions between maximising participation via online direct democracy versus encouraging 

deeper deliberation via face-to-face engagement. 

I   INTRODUCTION 

A growing number of Australians believe our current political system isn’t working very 

well.2 When I was first elected as a city councillor in 2016, one of my most widely publicised 

campaign priorities was to ‘help fix our broken democracy.’ It was an admittedly simplistic 

slogan, but the implied systemic critique evidently resonated with many voters. We argued 

that the big challenges humanity faces – from global warming to biodiversity collapse to 

inequitable management and distribution of resources – can’t be properly addressed unless 

we also rectify fundamental weaknesses of our current democratic system itself.  

                                                 
1 Councillor Jonathan Sri has represented the Gabba Ward of Brisbane City Council since 2016 and 

is Queensland’s first elected Greens city councillor. He holds a dual Bachelor of Arts/Bachelor of 

Laws (Hons) and a Graduate Certificate in Writing from the University of Queensland. 

2 In Sarah Cameron & Ian McAllister, Trends in Australian Political Opinion: Results from the Australian 

Election Study 1987–2019 (Australian National University, 2019) 

<https://australianelectionstudy.org/wp-content/uploads/Trends-in-Australian-Political-Opinion-

1987-2019.pdf>, the authors find that 56% of Australians believe government is run for the benefit 

of ‘a few big interests,’ and that only 59% of Australians were ‘satisfied with democracy,’ down from 

72% in 2013 and 86% in 2007. 

https://australianelectionstudy.org/wp-content/uploads/Trends-in-Australian-Political-Opinion-1987-2019.pdf
https://australianelectionstudy.org/wp-content/uploads/Trends-in-Australian-Political-Opinion-1987-2019.pdf
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We could see that large numbers of people are losing faith in representative democracy, and 

believe it’s not resulting in decisions that serve the public interest, which prompts the 

question: what practical alternatives should we be advocating for?3 

Over the past five years, while representing the Gabba Ward of Brisbane City Council 

(BCC), I’ve been experimenting with a range of democratic decision-making processes that 

might represent viable alternatives or augmentations to our current system. We’ve identified 

both advantages and limitations of the various participatory decision-making processes 

we’ve trialled, and gained valuable insights which indicate that a renewed focus on 

decentralising and localising decision-making power could help meet the social and 

environmental storms on our shared horizon. 

So many local decisions have significant ramifications for our communities and the wider 

environment. Should we take space away from cars to make more room for buses and bikes? 

How can our city house a growing population without clearing more land and consuming 

more non-renewable resources? Should residents in flood-prone coastal areas be supported 

to relocate now, or do we wait for the seas to rise? Too often, politicians only think short-

term, or avoid tough decisions altogether. So, is participatory democracy a better way 

forward? 

In exploring these questions, I must acknowledge the Jagera and Turrbal peoples, on whose 

land I live and work – specifically the areas known as Woolloongabba and Kulpurum (East 

Brisbane/Norman Creek). I pay respects to the Elders and custodians of this land and 

recognise that legitimate treaties have not yet been signed. First Nations sovereignty over 

this continent has never been ceded, and this always was and always will be Aboriginal land. 

 

 

                                                 
3 My use of ‘we’ in this essay refers primarily to my office staff, who are actively involved in 

philosophical and strategic discussions about how I should operate as a councillor, as well as to a 

wider layer of volunteers, supporters and Greens members to whom I feel accountable and seek 

advice from. 
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I’ve deliberately included this specific acknowledgement within the body of this essay, as I 

don’t believe we can credibly theorise the efficacy of our democracy while overlooking the 

shaky foundations of our entire legal and political system.4 We still have much to learn from 

the less hierarchical decision-making processes and structures used by Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander legal systems. Such learning must come alongside meaningful action 

to rectify injustice and empower First Nations communities, rather than simply extracting 

knowledge for the benefit of non-Indigenous power structures. 

In exploring how we might improve our democracy; we must remember that the 

fundamental injustice of our mainstream colonial political system is its refusal and apparent 

inability to meaningfully engage with First Nations sovereignty and calls for decolonisation. 

While decentralising and localising decision-making power may well constitute a step in the 

right direction, such reforms don’t necessarily go to the heart of those deeper questions, 

which are beyond the scope of this paper, but can’t be ignored in bigger conversations about 

the future of our democracy. 

II   SO WHAT’S GOING WRONG? 

While a lot of people seem to agree our political system is failing to serve the public interest 

and protect the environment, diagnoses of the problem vary. Some commentators blame a 

sensationalist and overwhelmingly conservative media landscape. 5  Others point to 

campaign financing, aggressive lobbying and the disproportionate influence of big 

corporations,6 or to careerist politicians whose privileged lives insulate and detach them 

from the material concerns of the people they represent. 

                                                 
4 This is an unresolved tension in my work as a city councillor, where I’m simultaneously seeking to 

make the best of an unjust and inherently oppressive system of government while also hoping to 

help create a very different kind of world where violent colonial nation-states no longer exist. 

5  Kevin Rudd, Submission No 52 to the Senate Standing Committees on Environment and 

Communications, Parliament of Australia, Inquiry into Media Diversity in Australia (11 December 2020). 

6 Richard Holden, ‘Campaign Finance is a big problem - here’s how we could go about fixing it’, 

Crikey (Online, 25 March 2021) <https://www.crikey.com.au/2021/03/25/campaign-finance-dirty-

country/>.   

https://www.crikey.com.au/2021/03/25/campaign-finance-dirty-country/
https://www.crikey.com.au/2021/03/25/campaign-finance-dirty-country/


2021 Pandora’s Box 117 

 

  

I think all of these explanations are partly true. But after five years as a city councillor, I’m 

realising that the common – but often-overlooked – thread is the over-centralisation of 

power itself, which is an entrenched feature of representative democracy in colonial nation-

states. 

In theory, representative democracy involves voters from different electorates choosing 

individuals who enact policies and make laws that serve their constituents’ interests. In 

practice, our system is far less democratic and responsive to voters. While small decisions – 

such as how to allocate a local grants budget – might sometimes be made by individual 

elected representatives who are directly accountable to voters, bigger policy and budgeting 

decisions are usually centralised under the control of individual ministers at the state and 

federal levels, or a mayor or committee chairperson at the local government level. 

This mismatch between how we’re told our democracy works and how it actually works is 

not surprising when we remember that disempowering and subjugating people is a core 

element of Western colonialism and imperialism.7 

The winner-takes-all nature of a majoritarian voting system means that whoever can cobble 

together a stable alliance representing at least 51% of the seats ends up with 100% of 

executive power. This creates the pressure for political parties to form (and to merge into 

larger formal coalitions) and means that even in jurisdictions without formalised political 

parties, factions and voting blocs commonly emerge.8 The formation of political parties and 

the resulting adversarialism between parties and factions tends to reward and reinforce 

further concentration of power.9 

                                                 
7 Nick Estes, ‘You Can’t Vote Harder: Between American Indian Citizenship and Decolonization’ 

Verso (Online, 7 February 2019) <https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/4227-you-can-t-vote-

harder-between-american-indian-citizenship-and-decolonization> .  

8  SC Stokes ‘Political Parties and Democracy’ (1999) 2 Annual Review of Political Science 243 

<https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/10.1146/annurev.polisci.2.1.243>. 

9  Simone Weil, ‘On the Abolition of All Political Parties’ (1957) tr Simon Leys (2013) 

<https://libcom.org/library/abolition-all-political-parties-simone-weil>.  

https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/4227-you-can-t-vote-harder-between-american-indian-citizenship-and-decolonization
https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/4227-you-can-t-vote-harder-between-american-indian-citizenship-and-decolonization
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/10.1146/annurev.polisci.2.1.243
https://libcom.org/library/abolition-all-political-parties-simone-weil
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Centralised decision-making power serves the interests of the corporate sector, because a 

given industry lobbyist only needs to influence and convince one or two government 

decision-makers to secure support for a favourable policy initiative, as opposed to winning 

over dozens of elected representatives or indeed entire populations of voters. In the 

Australian context, it’s easy to find examples where the corporate sector has actively lobbied 

for changes which centralise and concentrate government decision-making power, such as 

the constant pressure to amalgamate local councils which are more responsive to residents’ 

views into larger ‘regional’ councils.10 Whether it’s within a local council or the federal 

government, centralisation empowers big business and disempowers the broader public. 

A Power is heavily centralised in the hands of ‘ruling party’ senior politicians 

From my own experience on BCC, I’ve seen that no substantive decisions are made by the 

twenty-six city councillors and the Lord Mayor engaging in open dialogue during full 

council meetings. 

 

                                                 
10 Dana McQuestin, Joseph Drew and Brian Dollery, ‘Do Municipal Mergers Improve Technical 

Efficiency? An Empirical Analysis of the 2008 Queensland Municipal Merger Program’ (2018) 

77(3) Australian Journal of Public Administration 442 

<https://opus.lib.uts.edu.au/bitstream/10453/117902/3/29.9.17%2BDo%2BMunicipal%2BMerg

ers%2BImprove%2BTechnical%2BEfficiency%2BACCEPTED%2BVERSION.pdf>. 

Figure 1 

https://opus.lib.uts.edu.au/bitstream/10453/117902/3/29.9.17%2BDo%2BMunicipal%2BMergers%2BImprove%2BTechnical%2BEfficiency%2BACCEPTED%2BVERSION.pdf
https://opus.lib.uts.edu.au/bitstream/10453/117902/3/29.9.17%2BDo%2BMunicipal%2BMergers%2BImprove%2BTechnical%2BEfficiency%2BACCEPTED%2BVERSION.pdf
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Currently, the Liberal National Party holds nineteen of Brisbane’s twenty-six council wards, 

as well as the mayoralty (a directly-elected role). Five wards are held by the Labor Party, one 

is held by an Independent councillor (previously an LNP member), and I hold the Gabba 

Ward for the Greens. Only senior LNP members loyal to the mayor are appointed to chair 

the council committees overseeing different council responsibilities such as parks, 

infrastructure, community facilities etc.11 These council committees all have a membership 

of four LNP councillors and two non-LNP councillors. This strong majority is used to 

rubber-stamp any decisions made by committee chairs and keep controversial discussion 

topics off the meeting agenda entirely. 

So, for Brisbane City Council, decisions are actually made behind closed doors either by the 

chair of the relevant council committee or by the mayor himself. Particularly significant 

decisions are made by the ‘Civic Cabinet’ (which comprises the mayor and the seven 

committee chairs) and are rubber-stamped by routine motions at full council meetings. 

Any attempts to openly discuss policy or budgeting decisions in public council meetings are 

ignored or derailed by the LNP using their strong majority. Party allegiances and bloc-voting 

effectively reinforce the centralisation of decision-making power in the hands of committee 

chairs and the mayor’s office. 

This same phenomenon is obvious to anyone who watches state or federal parliamentary 

debates. MPs vote along party lines, and decisions about a party’s position on a new bill are 

made behind closed doors, well before the meeting. Just like BCC’s Civic Cabinet, it is the 

Ministerial Cabinet and the Prime Minister or Premier who ultimately decide the 

government’s direction. The primary role of governing party backbenchers is to mindlessly 

endorse and vote through whatever decisions their ministers have made. 

 

 

                                                 
11 See accompanying Figure 1. Note that the names and responsibilities of BCC Committees change 

every few years according to the whims of the administration. A new committee has been created 

with specific responsibilities for the Brisbane 2032 Olympics. 
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B Time-poor politicians outsource to unaccountable decision-makers 

Of course, a government minister or local council mayor doesn’t have time to meaningfully 

reflect upon all the decisions that they are technically responsible for. In practice, a lot of 

power rests with senior public servants, who tell the politician what to say and do. These 

public servants frequently make political judgments about what decision best serves the 

public interest but are not directly accountable to the public via elections.12 In other cases, 

private consultants are contracted to study problems and recommend solutions, allowing 

both politicians and public servants to avoid taking responsibility for tough decisions.13 

Even where a minister or other elected representative is actually making a substantive 

decision themselves, politicians with large electorates simply don’t have time to hear 

meaningful feedback from every single person they supposedly represent. Thus, they rely 

heavily on the advice of public servants, but also on the advice of other people whose 

opinions they respect. This might be friends, family members, prominent community 

leaders, high-profile media commentators, political party strategists and powerbrokers, and 

in some cases, lobbyists and well-connected businesspeople.14 Members of these latter 

categories often have direct financial interests in influencing and manipulating political 

decisions, and will expend significant time and resources seeking to do so. To put it crudely, 

the political elites who hold power don’t have time to hear from everyone in their electorate 

about what decisions they should make, so they predominantly end up hearing from other 

well-connected elites. 

 

                                                 
12 Richard Mulgan, Politicising the Australian Public Service (Research Paper 3, Parliamentary Library, 

Parliament of Australia, 10 November 1998). 

13 Markus Mannheim, ‘Federal Government spending $5 billion per year on contractors as gig 

economy grows inside public service’, ABC (Online, 10 September 2020) 

<https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-09-10/contractors-and-the-public-service-gig-

economy/12647956>.  

14 Cameron Murray and Paul Frijters, Game of Mates, How favours bleed the nation (Publicious Book 

Publishing, 2017). 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-09-10/contractors-and-the-public-service-gig-economy/12647956
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-09-10/contractors-and-the-public-service-gig-economy/12647956
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C A spiral of disengagement 

With little opportunity for meaningful involvement in the big decisions that shape our lives, 

it’s hardly surprising that most voters are relatively disengaged from conversations about 

government policy. So even on the rare occasions that a political leader is genuinely 

interested in representing and implementing the will of the electorate, it can be difficult to 

motivate voters to provide feedback, let alone participate in collective decision-making. 

In an increasingly individualistic society, most of us are rarely invited to think like 

policymakers and make big decisions about the long-term public interest. We are denied 

access to a sufficient knowledge base to make informed decisions, and most of us don’t 

have the time to critically analyse sophisticated propaganda. We don’t get much practice at 

policymaking. 

Consequently, many public servants and politicians from across the political spectrum take 

a default view that ‘the voters don’t know what’s good for them’ and ‘ordinary people can’t 

be trusted to make the right decisions.’ This disdain for others’ opinions extends towards 

opposition party politicians and sometimes even to backbenchers from one’s own party. 

Senior politicians assume they have access to more information than anyone else, and that 

negotiation or consultation with others is thus a waste of time. This paternalistic elitism is 

embodied in tokenistic public consultation processes which are designed to give the 

appearance of caring about voters’ views, when in fact many senior government decision-

makers firmly believe they know best. 

III   REBUILDING FROM THE BOTTOM UP 

This fractured political landscape is the backdrop for the experiments in local participatory 

democracy that we’ve initiated through the Gabba Ward Office of Brisbane City Council 

over the past five years. In addition to surveys and other traditional forms of soliciting public 

feedback, we’ve trialled a range of processes and techniques to help decentralise decision-

making, including: 
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1. Participatory budgeting to allocate a local infrastructure budget 

2. Direct voting about changes to public spaces and new transport infrastructure 

3. Consensus-based participatory design processes for specific park upgrade 

projects 

Feedback from participating residents has been overwhelmingly positive. By decentralising 

decision-making power and involving people who are directly impacted by decisions, we get 

higher-quality outcomes that are more responsive to localised needs.  

A key difference between our Gabba Ward processes, and the polls, surveys and 

consultations that BCC ordinarily runs, is our genuine willingness and intention to treat the 

outcomes as binding rather than advisory. We learned early on that people were more eager 

to participate if they felt confident the process would lead to tangible outcomes. 

An underlying goal of these processes was to give residents more practice in non-adversarial 

collective decision-making. Through my work, I’ve found that many residents are 

accustomed to advocating only for their own immediate self-interest when engaging with 

government, and either lack, or avoid using, basic skills of compromise and collaboration. 

Making local decisions via participatory democratic processes is thus valuable because it 

develops and spreads those skills within our community, gradually opening up opportunities 

to make other bigger decisions via similar processes. 

The following sections outline the different processes we’ve trialled since 2016. 

1   Participatory budgeting 

Brisbane City Councillors have broad control over the allocation of a Suburban 

Enhancement Fund (SEF) for their ward of approximately $450 000 per year. This money 

can be used for minor upgrades to local public spaces, such as new footpaths, playgrounds, 

basketball courts and park lighting. Most councillors take suggestions on how to allocate 

this money from council officers and occasionally from community groups, and make the 

funding allocation decisions themselves. 
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In the Gabba Ward, we use a different process. Residents are proactively invited to suggest 

local projects via a web platform,15 and we then talk to council officers about whether the 

suggested projects are feasible. If they are able to be delivered via the SEF budget, they are 

added to an ‘Eligible Projects’ list with a rough cost estimate. Residents are then invited to 

vote via an online platform for their preferred projects by allocating funding to Eligible 

Projects up to the total value of the Gabba Ward’s annual SEF budget. 

As well as allocating funding to their preferred projects, residents are encouraged to 

comment on each other’s project suggestions, and also use ‘Like’ and ‘Dislike’ buttons to 

signal further support or opposition. Online voting is open to anyone who wants to have a 

say on the future of their neighbourhood, including under-18s and non-citizens (however 

we don’t collect detailed data on the age or residency status of participants). 

Through this process, we’ve found residents tend to support a longer list of smaller projects 

with highly localised benefits, as opposed to voting for just one or two of the more 

expensive ‘high-profile’ project suggestions that would have been prioritised if the decision 

was left up to politicians seeking favourable media coverage. Many project suggestions have 

had a strong social justice element, such as requests for showers and lockers in public parks 

to support homeless people,16 and residents consistently showed that they were thinking 

about their area’s long-term needs, proposing projects that would help mitigate and adapt 

to global warming, such as removing parking spaces to plant more street trees. This 

contrasts with the local projects that seem to be prioritised in other wards around the city, 

where councillors routinely cater to demands from vocal motorists to convert areas of 

parkland into car parks.  

In addition to the online voting and commenting, we also organised face-to-face forums to 

encourage residents to meet and discuss their ideas. We reasoned that facilitating direct 

deliberation between residents was more meaningful than participants simply voting via an 

                                                 
15 Gabba Community Voting (Web Page) <https://gabba.communityvotingsystems.com>.  

16  Unfortunately, the LNP-dominated council administration has been very resistant to such 

proposals, deeming them out of scope of the Suburban Enhancement Fund budget. 

https://gabba.communityvotingsystems.com/
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online platform. Unfortunately, low turnouts made these small-group meetings less valuable 

as decision-making spaces.  

2   Participatory design 

In 2018 and 2019, we decided (unilaterally) to allocate a large portion of the SEF budget to 

two individual parks, then organised participatory design processes to involve residents in 

decision-making about how that money should be spent within the park. 

For Buranda Common on Carl Street, and the much smaller Queen Bess Park (both in 

Woolloongabba) we organised on-site workshops for residents, with volunteer architecture 

and design experts on hand to provide advice. Each workshop attracted 5 to 15 participants. 

Residents talked about their priorities for the park, and we mapped out different layout 

options for where to locate various features and facilities. For Buranda Common, we also 

organised a large community festival to draw more people into the space and collect general 

feedback about priorities. 

The workshops were great for involving residents in deeper deliberation about the design 

of a local space that was important to them, but were time-intensive to organise, and 

required participants to set aside a couple of hours on a weekend afternoon, which meant 

attendance was low. 

Crucially, there were difficult-to-resolve mismatches between residents’ aspirations for the 

park, and council regulations about what could actually be delivered. BCC has one-size-fits-

all rules that strictly constrain possibilities for public space design, which meant the 

outcomes ultimately delivered in the park by council were a little different to the concept 

designs agreed upon by residents. 

Nevertheless, we concluded that similar participatory processes could be applied to other 

decisions, such as redesigning an entire neighbourhood. 
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3   Online voting 

For more straightforward local decisions, we’ve also used direct voting via online polls, 

where the results update publicly in real-time. For some issues that I have direct control 

over, such as the preferred location of a dog off-leash area,17 or turning part of an open field 

into a nature reserve, these polls are highly influential over the final decision, and are 

effectively treated by my office as binding. For other decisions which I am taking a public 

position on, but which I don’t have final say over – such as the location of a large new green 

bridge18 – the polls are simply a source of guidance about what residents want me to support, 

but won’t necessarily determine the final choice, which ultimately depends on a full council 

vote. 

These two kinds of polls are run on the same online platform but exemplify different styles 

of democracy. The former, binding polls are a form of direct democracy – effectively a 

plebiscite on a specific local issue, whereas the latter advisory polls are little different to the 

non-binding consultation processes that many elected representatives rely upon to guide 

their decisions. 

We found that publishing real-time vote tallies on our website as soon as a participant selects 

an option helps strengthen faith in the process and results in comparatively high 

participation rates. 

Compared to face-to-face meetings and workshops, direct online voting potentially offers 

fewer opportunities for robust discussion and deliberation between residents. However, a 

small minority of passionate residents do take the time to post comments and attempt to 

influence their neighbours’ voting choices, even though there’s no requirement or pressure 

to comment or engage in dialogue. 

 

                                                 
17 Gabba Community Voting - Which is the better site for a fenced dog off-leash area in Kangaroo Point? (Online 

Poll) <https://gabba.communityvotingsystems.com/poll/pLG223oeuKBNh7c7P>. 

18 Gabba Community Voting - Do we need both the Toowong-West End bridge and the St Lucia-West End bridge? 

(Online Poll) <https://gabba.communityvotingsystems.com/poll/zEethzk7hATzXftcd>.  

https://gabba.communityvotingsystems.com/poll/pLG223oeuKBNh7c7P
https://gabba.communityvotingsystems.com/poll/zEethzk7hATzXftcd
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Unfortunately, even where a well-promoted poll shows clear majority support for a 

particular option, it’s not unusual for a small number of participants who are unhappy with 

the outcome to criticise the legitimacy of the process and the accuracy of the public vote. 

Most commonly, these critiques are based on the debatable assertion that people who live 

further away from a public space should have less say in how it is designed and used.19 

IV   KEY LESSONS 

A Multiple benefits 

In addition to the overarching benefit of making decisions that more closely align with 

residents’ priorities and expectations, our focus on participatory democracy has: 

- Helped create a more engaged population with a greater understanding of local 

council and the work I do 

- Reduced the potential for vocal or well-connected stakeholders to 

disproportionately influence or manipulate local decision-making 

- Ensured greater public support for the outcomes and decisions 

This last advantage is particularly noteworthy. Most government decisions are rightly the 

subject of public scrutiny and critique, and it’s inevitable some of those who are unhappy 

with a decision - such as industries who don’t want to reduce fossil fuel emissions, or 

developers who oppose tighter regulations against tree clearing - will raise ongoing 

objections. This can contribute to unnecessary reviews and reopening of decisions, 

significant public service resources expended on responding to complaints and explaining 

why decisions were made, and even to decision paralysis where nothing gets done for fear 

of public backlash. 

In contrast, when it’s clear that a decision has been made by the community itself via a 

transparent and accessible process, retroactive challenges to an outcome are less strident 

and less likely. So, although involving residents in a participatory planning or community 

                                                 
19  Jonathan Sri, ‘Who Gets a Say in the Design of Public Space?’ (Blog Post, 10 April 2018) 

<www.jonathansri.com/planningpublicspace>.  

about:blank
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voting exercise might seem more time-consuming at first glance, it can save time and 

resources in the long-run, ensuring that decisions have a stronger public mandate and are 

less prone to being reversed later on. 

B Clear, binding results reinforce participation 

Public participation tends to be higher where there’s a clear connection between the process 

and an identifiable outcome. Many of the footpath and park upgrade projects chosen 

through our participatory budgeting system are delivered within a year or two, so residents 

can see an obvious return on the time they’ve invested in engaging with the process. You 

vote for a basketball court in Musgrave Park, and twelve months later you’re shooting hoops 

there. 

When promoting these processes, we strive to clearly identify whether a particular vote is 

binding or simply advisory. Vote tallies remain online and can be easily accessed and 

reviewed even after a decision is finalised.20 

A In-person versus online: Quality of deliberation versus accessibility and mass participation 

When we began our participatory budgeting trials in 2016, we scheduled eight face-to-face 

workshops in parks and meeting halls around the Gabba Ward. These were promoted 

online via email and social media, but also via printed newsletters delivered to every 

household in the electorate. Our primary goals for the in-person meetings were to facilitate 

higher-quality deliberation and dialogue, as well as to ensure that residents who weren’t 

computer-literate still had opportunities to contribute to the participatory budgeting process 

and were offered a paper ballot if they needed one. 

Attendance at these in-person participatory budgeting workshops was consistently poor. 

The best-attended sessions attracted around twenty residents, and most only attracted one 

to five residents, meaning they couldn’t be relied upon as formal decision-making spaces. 

                                                 
20 Gabba Community Voting - Decisions (Online Poll) 

<https://gabba.communityvotingsystems.com/polls/decision>.  

https://gabba.communityvotingsystems.com/polls/decision
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However, the quality of discussion at these small meetings was uniformly very high. Great 

ideas were proposed, becoming formal project suggestions that residents could vote on via 

the online platform. Those who attended the meetings gained a deeper understanding of 

how the council delivers local infrastructure projects and the various technical 

considerations that limit what can be constructed in certain spaces. 

In contrast, the online participatory budgeting platform usually has 300 to 500 residents 

casting their votes each year. While this is still a relatively small proportion of the 45 000+ 

residents who live in the Gabba Ward, it’s a more reasonable sample size for the kind of 

project decisions that are currently made via the participatory budgeting system, and 

certainly includes a lot more people in the decision than if I’d simply allocated the funding 

myself. 

Out of the hundreds of people who vote for particular local projects online, only a small 

proportion (in the range of 1% to 5% depending on the project) post comments before 

casting their vote. We don’t know for sure how many comments and how much information 

people read before voting, but it seems likely that most online participants don’t take much 

time to hear a range of perspectives before expressing a view. 

For most residents, participating in online votes is significantly easier than finding the time 

to attend in-person public forums. Straw polls conducted at many of the public meetings 

I’ve organised about local issues and projects suggest that proportionally speaking, older 

home-owners are likely to be over-represented, while younger people and renters are under-

represented. 

The discrepancies in both sentiment and demographics between in-person meetings and 

online votes highlight that the specific format of a participatory democracy process is a 

major variable affecting the outcome. For example, the recent (non-binding) online polls 

we organised regarding green bridges from West End to Toowong and St Lucia attracted 

600 to 700+ responses depending on the question. 21  In contrast, an in-person public 

meeting about those same bridges on a Saturday afternoon (organised in partnership with 

                                                 
21  Jonathan Sri, ‘West End Bridges Consultation Results’ (Blog, 12 May 2021) 

<www.jonathansri.com/bridgevoteresults>.  

about:blank
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relevant State MPs) attracted just over 100 attendees. A vote conducted at the start of this 

meeting found that 53% (out of 92 respondents) were generally opposed to a pedestrian 

and cycling bridge between West End and St Lucia.22 Whereas for the larger online vote, 

only 20% of respondents were opposed to such a bridge.23 This marked discrepancy – 53% 

opposition at the in-person meeting compared with 20% opposition via the online poll – 

suggests that at least for this issue, opponents were much more motivated than proponents 

to attend the public meeting. 

Thus, a key challenge for advocates of participatory democracy is to balance the goals of 

maximising participation and accessibility, with ensuring quality deliberation where 

participants take the time to consider different perspectives rather than hastily (and 

mindlessly) voting in accordance with their own self-interest. 

Increasingly, our approach has been to rely on online voting to maximise participation, 

complemented with in-person forums and meetings to increase public knowledge of an 

issue and ensure participants have more information available before making a decision. 

The online platform allows users to log back in and update their votes repeatedly before the 

closing deadline, creating opportunities for participants to change their mind in response to 

new information. 

However, a mixed model still doesn’t fully resolve concerns about majoritarianism and over-

representation of more privileged members of society. A variety of barriers prevent many 

community members from participating in any kind of civic engagement process. For 

people in crisis or severe housing stress, people with time-intensive care responsibilities, 

and some people with disabilities, neither online voting platforms nor large in-person 

meetings are accessible. 

 

                                                 
22 Michael Berkman MP, ‘Toowong and St Lucia Green Bridges Submission’ (Online letter, 31 March 

2021) 8 

<https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/maiwargreens/pages/2510/attachments/original/1617

174390/2021-03-31_Green_bridges_submission.pdf?1617174390>. 

23 Sri (n 21). 

https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/maiwargreens/pages/2510/attachments/original/1617174390/2021-03-31_Green_bridges_submission.pdf?1617174390
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/maiwargreens/pages/2510/attachments/original/1617174390/2021-03-31_Green_bridges_submission.pdf?1617174390
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V   DEEPER TRANSFORMATION 

A Structural barriers to engagement and empowerment 

It’s not hard to find examples of purportedly ‘progressive’ political projects which seek to 

empower residents through direct democracy via online voting platforms.24 Many such 

projects seem to assume that civic disengagement can be solved primarily through the 

development and use of more efficient online systems, overlooking the fact that not 

everyone is equally capable of participating in such processes, and that it’s difficult to 

efficiently decentralise decision-making about complex systems which are designed to be 

hierarchically controlled. 

When residents are working long hours to pay the bills and caring for children or other 

dependents, jumping online (let alone attending a public meeting) to decide whether their 

local park needs a new toilet block or a dog off-leash area may not be high on their priority 

list. 

In 2018, our local survey of 1100 Gabba Ward residents found that just over half of 

respondents believed residents should have control over decisions about public space 

upgrades via direct voting or other deliberative democracy processes.25 The other 47% of 

respondents preferred that the decisions should be made by me as the elected representative. 

It seems likely that if residents were offered control over larger, more significant decisions, 

more of us would make time to participate. Participatory democracy could empower more 

people to have a meaningful say over the government policies and projects that affect them, 

and would likely lead to both a more informed populace and better quality outcomes.  

                                                 
24  See Flux (Web Page) <https://voteflux.org>, New Vote (Web Page) 

<https://newvote.org/home>, Senator Online (Web Page) <http://www.senatoronline.org.au/>, 

Geoff Ebbs, ‘Karel Boele, People Decide Candidate for the Gabba Ward’ Westender (Online 31 

January 2016) <https://westender.com.au/karel-boele-people-decided-candidate-for-the-gabba-

ward-bccvotes/>.  

25  Jonathan Sri, ‘Local Survey 2018: Results Summary’ (Blog, 10 December 2018) 

<https://www.jonathansri.com/surveyresults2018>.  

https://voteflux.org/
https://newvote.org/home
http://www.senatoronline.org.au/
https://westender.com.au/karel-boele-people-decided-candidate-for-the-gabba-ward-bccvotes/
https://westender.com.au/karel-boele-people-decided-candidate-for-the-gabba-ward-bccvotes/
https://www.jonathansri.com/surveyresults2018
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However, the same people who are the most marginalised and excluded by existing 

government structures – particularly people experiencing housing insecurity, First Nations 

peoples, people with disabilities, and new migrants – would also likely be under-represented 

in decentralised community decision-making processes. 

This underscores the importance of using processes which foster deliberation and 

consideration of marginalised perspectives, as opposed to direct voting in online plebiscites, 

which may tend to reinforce individualism and encourage participants to simply vote 

according to their own perceived short-term self-interest. Ultimately, introducing a more 

accessible voting system simply isn’t enough to rectify the deeper power imbalances 

embedded within our society. 

B What’s up for discussion? 

Our participatory democracy trials have given me greater confidence that similar processes 

could efficiently facilitate public control over much more significant government decisions, 

particularly in terms of urban planning, climate change adaptation and the shift to more 

sustainable transport systems. 

We already know it’s possible to decentralise decision-making, and the benefits clearly justify 

the costs. But those who gain the most from current centralised, hierarchical decision-

making structures have a strong interest in resisting change. 

Unfortunately, if not accompanied by a robust critique of capitalism and entrenched 

inequality, participatory democracy can easily be co-opted as a tool of neoliberalism, forcing 

residents to choose between a narrow range of options while bigger choices aren’t up for 

discussion. Expecting residents to choose between Option A or B while ignoring a broader 

range of possible responses to a problem can tend to reinforce the status quo rather than 

transforming it. 
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VI    CONCLUSION 

From First Nations communities calling for genuine self-determination, to the Extinction 

Rebellion demands for citizen assemblies,26 there’s a broad, growing appetite for rethinking, 

decentralising and even abolishing top-down government power structures. My experiences 

with participatory democracy contradict the political establishment’s narrative that voters 

are irredeemably disengaged. The more decision-making power you give ‘ordinary’ people, 

the more responsible and thoughtful they become about exercising it. 

Participatory democracy processes can be time-intensive, and aren’t without their 

weaknesses, but they are arguably more efficient than adversarial representative democracy 

systems, and less prone to manipulation by vested interests. They empower more people, 

so the resultant decisions benefit from greater legitimacy and public support. 

While it’s obvious to me that more residents would be keen to have a say on the bigger 

decisions that shape our society, it’s equally obvious that major party politicians and their 

allies in big business are reluctant to relinquish that power. Our trials in participatory 

budgeting, participatory design and community voting show that alternatives are possible, 

but the radical potential of decentralising decision-making and empowering voters means 

that such systems will not be adopted on a wider scale without a fight. 

Conventional government power structures and processes have led to the degradation and 

catastrophic destabilisation of local ecosystems and the entire biosphere. But positive 

change is still possible. If we can use participatory democracy to redistribute power away 

from politicians and back to the people, we may yet have a chance of cleaning up this mess. 

                                                 
26 John Harris, ‘If democracy looks doomed, Extinction Rebellion may have an answer’ The 

Guardian (Online, 30 August 2020) 

<https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/aug/30/extinction-rebellion-democracy-

climate-emergency-bill-citizens-assembly>. 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/aug/30/extinction-rebellion-democracy-climate-emergency-bill-citizens-assembly
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/aug/30/extinction-rebellion-democracy-climate-emergency-bill-citizens-assembly

