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ABSTRACT Citizens’ disaffection with political institutions has resulted in an ever more pronounced
distancing between the represented and their representative democratic institutions, witha commensurate
increase in citizens’ initiatives aimed at obtaining a higher degree of participation in public life. The
imbalance experienced by representative democracy in this respect accounts for the need to improve the
way in which institutions communicate. This study aims to assess local communication in the regions of
Murcia and Navarre by analysing the level of transparency of their institutional websites. The 41 indicators
that underpin Mapa Infoparticip@ (www.mapainfoparticipa.com) in Spain are used to see what similarities
and differences can be identified when applying the criteria of transparency and participation in these
two single-province Autonomous Communities. The findings show a deficit in implementing norms of
transparency. This fact affects the role these institutions play as sources of public information and citizen

participation, and it appears in a clearer way in municipalities with a smaller population.
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INTRODUCTION

Citizens' disaffection with public institutions has been increasing; initiatives have
been developed by civil society to reflect this discontent, convey their message of protest
and express their desire to participate in political decision-making. Given this changing
and uncertain set of conditions faced by institutions as social entities that manage the
assets and rights of citizens, communication is a key element in adapting to this new
social environment. Communication is therefore more essential than ever in order for
institutions to regain their credibility and citizens’ trust (Norris, 2000). The management
of transparency that fosters informed participation by citizens is an essential requirement
in rehabilitating institutions (Bauhr and Grimes, 2014). With the approval of a transparency
law on 28 November, 2013, Spain provides an interesting case study in order to assess the
efforts of local governments in improving their relationship with citizens.

This local context is precisely the setting of choice for this research. The main
objective of this study is to analyse how digital technologies are used on the websites
of local councils, in other words, to study the resources, features and practices of online
public communication by local councils. The choice of local institutions as an object of
study is based on the fact that they are the closest to citizens and are strongly involved in
their daily lives. They also enjoy a greater level of trust from citizens, compared to national
institutions (Kim and Lee, 2012). This analysis will reveal how civic participation is facilitated
(or weakened) by monitoring and evaluating the management of local governments.

The demand for transparency is a basic claim necessary to advance towards more
participatory forms of democracy and to substantiate the act of participation itself. There
are many organisations working in this direction, such as Transparency International, a
non-governmental organisation founded in 1993 in order take a stance against political
corruption, and is now present in over 100 countries. Other organisations determine the
criteria and characteristics that information should have. Open Government Data and The
Open Knowledge Foundation, for example, have defined the principles for government
data to be considered open.

This study shows the results of research from the Research and Development (R&D)
project entitled “Public communication, transparency, accountability and participation
in local government” (reference CS02013-46997-R), a collaboration of several Spanish
universities funded by the Spanish Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness within the
National Programme for Research, Development and Innovation, included in the National
Plan for Scientific and Technical Research and Innovation 2013-2016. This project seeks to
examine communication in all local governments in Spain.

The project of which this study is part of, is in turn inspired by an earlier one entitled
“Communication and Journalism for Citizen Participation in Monitoring and Evaluating
the Management of Local Governments” (C5S02012-34687). This project used the Mapa
Infoparticip@ platform (www.mapainfoparticipa.com), which shows how local public
administrations make use of the Internet and new media to promote accountability and
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transparency. The mission of this new project is to supplement the work previously done
and continue the coverage of the Mapa Infoparticip@ platform in 10 other Autonomous
Communities, in order to capture a complete picture of the Spanish national territory. This
will provide comparable information that can then enable a set of concrete proposals
developed for the improvement of good governance and local public data. The ultimate
goal is the promotion of good practices among political representatives, communications
professionals and journalists.

The project is relevant because it addresses the public communication of local
governments empirically and proactively, with a view to encouraging the promotion of
transparency and the quality of information, as well as government accountability and the
enhancement of public participation.

In this particular case, the websites of the local governments in the Autonomous
Communities of Navarre and Murcia (both consisting of only one province, known as
simple communities) have been taken as a case study. In total, our sample included 317
websites. The analysis was conducted before the municipal election of May 2015.

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

There is a direct relationship between journalism, public communication and
democracy (Rodriguez-Virgili et al., 2011), and between communication strategies and the
preservation of power. Along these lines, Paul Starr noted that “one danger of reduced
news coverage is to the integrity of government. It is not just a speculative proposition
that corruption is more likely to flourish when those in power have less reason to fear
exposure” (Starr, 2009: 28).

To the extent that the interests of the actors engaged in public communication are
known and the results can be evaluated, the conditions of the democratic system are
improved. The new technologies of the information society have given rise to a form of
government that is more open, transparent and responsive to recipients, on the basis
of a more democratic and less hierarchical society. A distancing from the principle of
unilateral government thus emerges, in order to demand an alternative way of managing
relationships and accountability. In this respect transparency is perceived as an ideal
mechanism to replace the exclusive control of centralised government bodies (Chun et
al., 2010).

New media have accelerated this accountability so that it is almost available in real
time. In the case being discussed here, our interest is focused on the ability for citizens
to influence local authorities and other local institutions through the intensive use of
technology. This involves making actors look at themselves in the mirror in order to
modify their behaviour. In the political sphere, communication policies study the legal
and political conditions that affect the development of civil liberties. The doctrine of the
Spanish Constitutional Court on freedom of information strongly advocates the special
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importance of freedom of information in democracy, as information and its availability
conditions public opinion. In a state that recognises the rule of law and is responsible
for the social and democratic rights of its citizens, public authorities must guarantee the
right of citizens to know how the public authorities act. Citizens must be free to ask about
whatever they deem appropriate and to form their own opinions within an environment
where the public sector, the private sector, and the citizens are constantly interrelated.
In an increasingly complex society, the exercise of freedom of expression requires more
access to data and sources.

A number of studies have been previously conducted with regard to the transparency
and accountability of governments (Alguacil Gdmez, 2006; Guerrero, 2006; Labio Bernal,
2006; Molina Rodriguez-Navas, 2008; Reig, 2009; Villoria, 2001). In addition, under the
umbrella of the project entitled “Communication and Journalism for Citizen Participation
in Monitoring and Evaluating the Management of Local Government” (CS02012-34687)
mentioned above, findings and conclusions have also been published on the topic (Molina
Rodriguez-Navas et al., 2011; Moreno Sarda et al., 2013a; Moreno Sarda et al., 2013b).

Our research examines local government websites in hope that by noting how they
make government action transparent and accountable we can promote improvements
in the information provided and thus advocate the right of access to information and
transparency, based on the principle of actively making information public. This principle
appears in the Law for Transparency, Access to Public Information and Good Governance,
access to public information and good governance, approved by the Spanish Council of
Ministers on 27 July, 2012.

The principle, which advocates actively making information public as currently
drafted reads:

Information subject to transparency requirements shall be published on the relevant electronic sites and
webpages in a manner that is clear, structured, and understandable to all stakeholders. Appropriate
mechanisms shall be established to facilitate accessibility, interoperability, quality and the reuse of
published information, as well as its identification and location. (BOE, 2013)

If enacted correctly, this principle could be instrumental in transforming political
action. It involves the mandatory publication of valuable information and affects local
councils, county councils, regional governments and the national government. It must
be considered that the publication obligation includes not only administrative contracts,
the distribution of grants and their subsequent criteria, but also any signed agreements,
details of activities carried out, the list of assets owned by senior officials, and the status
of various legislative projects and their legal amendments, among other items of a
more basic information (government action plan, the biographies of public officials and
the list of professionals employed by the council who have been freely appointed). In
particular, the proposed project calls for public institutions to become sources of healthily
transparent information, and to begin working on communication at the local level as a
type of experimental laboratory.
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In addition, the set of practices employed by institutions aimed at bringing democratic
usages to citizens are the foundations of future improvement in the management of public
affairs. Transparency in public activities is a means of encouraging citizen participation in
decision-making and in the management of relevant affairs, as well as reducing injustice
and, ideally, corruption (Stasavage, 2003).

It seems of interest to investigate the potential that exists in social networks and other
digital forms of online participation, as tools that extend the public sphere (Simelio and
Molina Rodriguez-Navas, 2014). It is appropriate to consider what the current practices
are (what is done) and what potential is consistent with added information and increased
participation (what could be done).

In an increasingly complex society, the exercise of the freedom of expression requires
more access to data and sources. This aspect is even better understood by taking the
management of local communication as a starting point, since this close environment
deals with and solves matters of everyday life, in contrast with national and global issues
(Zamora, 2011).

The transparency project is already in the political, media and civic agenda. Therefore,
a research project that links local public communication, accountability, management
and participation is both relevant and necessary. It could represent a step forward to the
extent that, thanks to public information, citizens can participate in public life and have the
necessary knowledge to influence its development, prevent and control administrative
inefficiencies, correct mistakes, denounce injustices, and establish deeper relationships
within the local community.

HYPOTHESIS

As noted above, the websites of the local councils of two Spanish Autonomous
Communities, Navarre and Murcia, both containing only one province, have been taken as
the focus of our case study. The sample includes all of the municipalities of both regions,
that is, 272 municipalities in Navarre and 45 in Murcia. In total, the sample size includes
317 local councils. The analysis was conducted before the local election held in May 2015.

This paper starts from a general hypothesis (H1). The websites of Spanish local councils
show deficiencies when accounting for the management carried out by the municipal
governments. These deficiencies are reflected in several ways: there is a lack of relevant
information (legislative projects, agreements and contracts signed, action plans); the data
appearing on government websites is not well-explained and poorly conveyed to the
citizens; the information presented is not neutral, accessible and reliable; and there is no
tool devoted to interact with citizens.
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These insufficiencies affect the role these institutions play as sources of public
information, sometimes hindering public debate and informed public participation,
generating distrust among citizens.

Within this general hypothesis, we assume a second on (H2): the more populous
municipalities will have a greater degree of transparency and encourage a more fluid
relationship, thanks to the technologies used, than those with a smaller population,
mainly due to the greater availability of resources. Moreover, an assumption has also been
included that, in these two single-province regions, the model of local administration
involved — Navarre is more decentralised, with a greater number of councils, while Murcia
is more centralised, with fewer councils — can make a difference in terms of implementing
the transparency and participation criteria identified.

METHODOLOGY

To test these hypotheses (H1 and H2), we conducted a quantitative analysis of the
presence/absence of a set of indicators that measure the level of transparency and
participation offered by the websites of the local councils selected in the sample.

To evaluate the information provided by the websites, 41 indicators related to four
main questions were used: who the political representatives are; how common resources
are managed; how information is provided about their management; and what tools are
published to facilitate public participation. The results of the analysis were introduced
into a digital platform where they were automatically allocated a color according to their
score on a numeric scale. These indicators are based on the Map of Good Practices of Local
Public Communication. Some of the indicators used are also listed in the Transparency
Index of local councils (Transparency International Spain, 2010).

The data were initially recorded in an Excel spreadsheet and then transferred to the
platform’s content management tool. Once the differences and similarities were identified,
a comparative analysis of the information provided on these websites was carried out.
The purpose was to gauge in which cases journalistic treatment was given (or not), so
that complex information was made intelligible to the public; and to see in what aspects,
according to the indicators used, there was a greater lack of information and transparency.

Some specific considerations must be mentioned in connection with the analysis of
the websites. Firstly, to evaluate the information posted on the websites of local councils
in agreement with the indicators, the official website of each local council was identified,
considering that it may not be the name of the municipality, but a touristic information
website. And secondly, some official websites may have been divided creating other
webpages that could be defined as virtual offices or some functional equivalent. The data
we assessed were considered basic information and therefore, should be available in a
maximum of three clicks.
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In addition, it must be borne in mind that the data must be kept up to date. The
website, once designed, set up and equipped with content, must have a process of
constant updates. If this is not done properly, the information becomes obsolete, the links
do not work and the opposite effect of the one desired when setting up a service of this
type is achieved.

The indicators have not been designed so much to assess the transparency of
management, but more to evaluate the provision of basic information, so that anyone
can see who the political leaders of the local governments are and how they manage the
common resources.

The 41 indicators, in turn, make up four thematic blocks: indicators aimed at
identifying the composition of the council; indicators that provide information on how
the administration and the local government operates; indicators linked to current
information about the municipality, including their awareness of transparency; and
indicators that provide public information about the local council and contact details.

RESULTS

In order to present the study’s findings, the four blocks of indicators mentioned
above will be analysed, based on an initial general assessment of performance against
the indicators included in each block.

Before assessing the results, it is important to take into account the different
distribution of municipalities according to size in of the each two cases. As shown in Table
1,in Navarre there is a large number of small boroughs with fewer than 1,000 inhabitants,
while in Murcia medium-sized boroughs predominate, with an average number of
inhabitants of approximately 20,000.

Table 1. Navarre and Murcia population share of municipalities by size

Population size class Autonomous Community Autonomous Community
of Navarre of Murcia

< 1,000 inhabitants 59.6% 6.7%

1,001-10,000 inhabitants 35.7% 26.7%

10,001-20,000 inhabitants 3.3% 28.9%

20,001-50,000 inhabitants 0.9% 28.9%

50,001-100,000 inhabitants 0% 4.4%

> 100,000 inhabitants 0.5% 4.4%

An important initial result is seen in the case of the total sample from Navarre (272
municipalities), about 22% of the sample (59 municipalities) had no website at all at the
time of the study. Most of these municipalities are the smallest in terms of population size.
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This contrasts with the Community of Murcia, in which 100% of the municipalities had a
local council website.

Indicators of transparency related to the information on the composition
of the council

Overall, the analysis identified significant shortcomings in both regions in terms of
the basic type of information for any local government website, such as the composition
of the government team. In most local council websites there was hardly any basic
information that any citizen might need, such as who their local representatives were, or
what their professional training was. Even the information provided on the website about
the most visible face of the local political administration, the mayor of the city or town
was insufficient.

As data shows, although this pattern was repeated in both of the regions included
in the analysis, some differences were found. In Murcia, 75.6% of the municipalities did
include some information on the mayor, such as their full name and/or a photograph.
This contrasts with Navarre, where 77.9% of the local council websites did not include
this information. However, the biographical data of the mayor was available in a very few
cases in both regions (only in 1.4% of cases of Navarre and in 17.8% in Murcia). This lack of
information means that citizens are deprived of the knowledge about the professional or
political path of their highest representative in their village, town or city.

Informationwasalsosparseontherestoftherepresentatives ofthelocaladministration,
with both names and photographs lacking, and considerable differences between the
two cases under study. In Navarre, in only 1.9% of the cases was information offered on
both the government representatives and on those who make up the opposition, while in
Murcia almost one in two councils identified the government representatives, although
only 24% of the available websites did the same for members of the opposition.

The fact that this information and the biography of each of those political
representatives in the local government was only offered in 0.9% of the cases in Navarre
and 13.3% in Murcia, and information about members of the opposition was only available
in 0.9% of the cases in Navarre and 6.7% in Murcia, clearly breaks the link between
representatives and those they represent.

Transparency indicators related to information about the local
government and administration

Another key issue in relation to transparency has to do with how collective resources
are managed. While there are legal obligations whereby certain procedures and decisions
are required to be public, there was a considerable information deficit in both regions.

Specifically, as shown in Table 2, information on the jurisdictional capacities of the
governing bodies (plenary council meeting, council board and advisory committees)
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appeared in only 4.7% of the Navarre municipalities, with a significantly higher proportion
in the case of Murcia, where it was available in 40% of the cases.

Information on the composition of these governing bodies was slightly more widely
available in both communities, with less than half of the municipalities making it available
(45% in Navarre and 37.8% in Murcia). However, there was little information about the
work schedule of these governing bodies, as this data appeared in only 5.2% of the cases
for local governments in Navarre and in 2.2% for local governments in Murcia. This lack of
transparency prevents citizens from exercising real control over the work of their political
representatives.

In regards to plenary council meetings, an activity that attracts more media attention
locally, we found that, contrary to what might be thought, the agenda for these meetings
was not generally available on municipal websites (only in 3.8% of the cases in Navarre and
in 15.6% of the cases in Murcia). The information provided was restricted to the minutes of
the plenary sessions at the most, and even then the minutes were not uploaded in most
of the examined municipalities (27.7% in Navarre and 33.3% in Murcia).

The plenary sessions are the fullest expression of the local government as a
democratic institution, and this lack of information undoubtedly makes it unlikely for the
municipality's citizens to be aware of the decisions made and resolutions adopted by the
local government, which were also rarely published in either case (4.2% in Navarre and
13.3% in Murcia).

In every municipality there are a number of plans that affect different local
government jurisdictional capacities and should also follow a criteria for transparency.
This applies, for example, to the Government Plan (known by its initials in Spanish as
‘PG’) and the Municipal Action Plan (known by its initials in Spanish as ‘MAP’) and/or
the Municipal Strategic Plan. Our analysis shows that only 3.8% of the local government
websites in Navarre and only 6.7% of those in Murcia provided information about these
plans. Information about the Urban Development Plan (known by its initials in Spanish as
‘POUM’) and other rules concerning urban planning was similar. In this case, we identified
some significant differences in terms of the information published about this plan by the
local governments in Navarre (only 12.7%) compared with those in Murcia (57.8%), mainly
justified by the importance of the urban planning and the construction sector in the latter.

Information about other local government plans that may be of interest to citizens,
such as Agenda 21, Youth, Participation, etc. was also more commonly found in Murcia
(35.6%) than in Navarre (9.9%).

But undoubtedly the indicator that stood out as far as citizens are concerned was
the list of local government posts and the salaries paid. It is noteworthy that in Navarre,
only 0.5% of websites provided this information, with something similar in Murcia, where
only 8.9% of the total websites providing this information. Another very interesting
finding from a social perspective is the data on the remuneration of elected officials.
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The information published online in this regard remained problematic, as only 1.9% of
Navarre’s local governments and 8.9% of those in Murcia surprisingly made this data
public at the time of our analysis.

Something else that citizens need to know are the ordinances or regulations issued
by the highest authority of a metropolitan district or a local council that are valid within
the relevant metropolitan district or village/town/city. In this respect, while most
municipalities of Murcia provided public information concerning ordinances (75.6%), in
Navarre the percentage dropped to 37.1%.

Finally,theinformation providedaboutthe municipal budgetwasof crucialimportance.
According to the data, this information is severely lacking and is absent from the majority
of the local government websites in Navarre (23.5% of cases) and Murcia (42.2%). This is
compounded by the fact that, when it comes to specifying the level of implementation of
the budget, this information is fairly opaque in the municipality websites in Navarre, since
it appears in only 1.9% of cases (compared with 28.9% in Murcia).

Other economic management reports, such as the reports on the annual general
accounts and the financial management report, rarely appear on local council websites

(in 2.8% of cases in Navarre and in 13.3% of cases in Murcia).

Table 2. Transparency concerning the management of collective resources in Navarre and Murcia

Compliance with transparency criteria Navarre Murcia
Information on the government bodies’ jurisdictional capacities 4.7% 40%
Information on the composition of government bodies 45.1% 37.8%
Information about the work schedule of government bodies 5.2% 2.2%
Publication of notices for meetings (including the agendas) 3.8% 15.6%
prior to holding plenary sessions

Publication of plenary sessions’ minutes 27.7% 33.3%
Publication of local government or council board resolutions 4.2% 13.3%
Information about the Government Plan, Municipal Action 3.8% 6.7%
Plan and/or Strategic Plan

Information about the Urban Development Plan and other 12.7% 57.8%
urban planning rules

Information about other local government plans: 9.9% 35.6%
Agenda21, Youth, Participation, etc.

Publication of the salaries of local government posts, by category 0.5% 8.9%
Publication of the salaries of elected officials 1.9% 8.9%
Publication of council ordinances 37.1% 75.6%
Publication of council budget 23.5% 42.2%
Publication of information about the implementation 1.9% 28.9%
of the budget

Publication of the reports on the annual general accounts 2.8% 13.3%

and the financial management report
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Indicators of transparency related to information about current issues in
local government and awareness of transparency

The third block of results presented here concerns how the councils in the study
provide information about the management of collective resources. In general, some
significant differences were identified between the regions. The websites of Murcia’s
local councils typically include news as a standard practice (93.3%) more often than the
websites in Navarre’s local councils (38%). Many of these pieces of news have to do with
the activities of government’s members level of accountability (46.7% in Murcia, and
only 9.4% in Navarre) and, to a lesser extent, with the activities of the members of the
opposition in connection with the monitoring of the local government’s management
(only 6.7% of cases in Murcia and 0.9% in Navarre).

Other valuable information of public interest is the granting of contracts and
concessions signed by the local authorities with other institutions, companies or
individuals, as well as the contractor's profile. While this information is scarcely present on
council websites in Navarre (5.6%), it has a much greater presence and visibility on local
government websites in Murcia (86.7% of cases).

Finally, a general lack of awareness of transparency issues was shown by local
governments’ websites in both Autonomous Communities. Only 6.7% of the councils
websites in Murcia, and 0.9% in Navarre, show any kind of explicit support for the
Decalogue for Good Practice for Local Public Communication (Decdlogo de Buenas
Prdcticas de la Comunicacién Local Publica), a similar proportion to that of councils that
manage to make the referred Principles publicly available, or anything related to it on
their webpages (0.9% in Navarre and 4.4% in Murcia). Despite the guidelines stipulated
under Law 19/2013, on transparency, public access to information and good governance,
it seems that local governments have not yet felt social pressure and do not show an
awareness about such issues.

Transparency indicators related to public information about the local
government and contact details

This fourth and last section examines what tools are offered by local council websites
to promote citizen participation and democratic control. Table 3 shows the presence of
relevant information (in percentages) shown for each of the applicable indicators.

The majority of the councils have information relevant to the status of the relevant
village/town/city on their websites (73.2% in Navarre and 53.3% in Murcia), as well as its
history (80.3% in Navarre and 80% in Murcia). This kind of information, shown on the local
council website turns it, somewhat into a tourist portal for the relevant municipality.

However, information that would assist citizens in contacting their representatives
or members of the opposition is less often found (only in 3.8% of Navarre’s websites,
compared to 26.7% of Murcia’s websites for representatives, and 1.9% compared to 11.1%
for members of the opposition). This limits any kind of direct interaction between citizens
and local politicians.
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Another way that a citizen could interact with the local institution is through their social
media profiles. The transparency criteria in this regard are not met either, considering that
only 17.8% of Navarre’s councils offered access to this profile on their website, compared
to almost half of Murcia’s councils that did provide this data.

With regard to the real possibilities of exercising citizen participation in local decision-
making, most local governments did not include in their websites any regulations on civic
participation (only 2.3% of cases in Navarre, as opposed to 20% in Murcia). It was also
unusual to find other mechanisms for civic participation, such as regional committees,
city/town committees, sector committees, etc. (only 1.9% in Navarre versus 6.7% in
Murcia).

There are other types of practical information that are usually present in municipal
websites, such as information about the schedule of activities, sometimes clearly (with this
being the case for 66.7% of the council websites in Murcia) and other times (as in the case
of Navarre, with it being available in only 26.8% of cases) only in certain municipalities.
Something similar applies to information about the directory of council bodies, which also
tends to be very helpful for many citizens (present in 71.1% of Murcia council webpages as
opposed to 31.5% council webpages in Navarre).

Through their website, councils have an opportunity to offer participation tools for the
preparation and/or monitoring of the Government Plan, the Municipal Action Plan and/
or the Strategic Plan. However, this is quite anomalous in light of the results of our study,
as it happens in only 1.4% of the cases in Navarre and 2.2% of the cases in Murcia. When it
comes to civic participation in the preparation of the municipal budget, local government
websites are also rather opaque: only 3.8% of Navarre councils have this option available,
as compared to 4.4% of Murcia councils.

Finally, every website should include a section to receive criticism or suggestions
from the public, and should also provide the details to contact the institution through
the communications manager. Although it seems that this first criterion of transparency
is met by the vast majority of councils in both Navarre and Murcia (55.4% in Navarre and
80% in Murcia), the options available to directly contact the communication managers for
each local council could be much improved. This has a negative impact not only on the
relationship between citizens and the institution, but above all, in terms of the potential
contact by the media with local, public institutions.

Table 3. Transparency regarding the management of collective resources in Navarre and Murcia

Compliance with transparency criteria Navarre Murcia
Information on the village/town/city location: territorial area, 73.2% 53.3%
population size, social diversity, etc.

Historical information about the village/town/city 80.3% 80%
Information about the email addresses of members 3.8% 26.7%

of the local government
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Compliance with transparency criteria Navarre Murcia
Information about the email addresses of members 1.9% 11.1%
of the opposition

Information about accessing the council’s social networks 17.8% 48.9%
Information about regulations concerning citizen participation 2.3% 20%
Information about other participation mechanisms:regional 1.9% 6.7%

committees, village/town/city committees,
sector-related committees, etc.

Information/agenda about council and citizens’ activities 26.8% 66.7%
Information/directory of council bodies 31.5% 71.1%
Participation tools for the preparation and/or monitoring of the 1.4% 2.2%

Government Plan, Municipal Action Plan and/or Strategic Plan

Participation tools for the preparation and/or monitoring of the 3.8% 4.4%
budget or other council plans

Tools to report incidents about the public thoroughfare, 55.4% 80%
complaints or suggestions

Publication of the contact information for the local council’s Press, 0.5% 15.6%
Information and/or Communications manager

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

In this research we have presented some proposals on the theoretical and empirical
aspects of transparency at the local government level, and the first overall results
regarding two single-province regions (Autonomous Communities) in Spain.

From this analysis of 317 websites of local councils in Murcia and Navarre, the initial
general hypothesis has been confirmed. At the time of the study (May 2015) it was estimated
that there was a deficit in the implementation of the Law on transparency, access to public
information and good governance, published by the Spanish Government on 9/12/13,
which provided a broad framework for local administrations to update and improve
their public information mechanisms. This need to improve transparency affects the role
these institutions play as sources of public information, since they sometimes hinder
public debate and citizen participation. Certainly, there is ample room for improvement
and little time for it, because Law 19/2013 requires Autonomous Communities and local
government bodies to adapt and comply before the end of December 2015.

Another consideration to be taken into account is the different organisation of the
municipal map of the two communities. The sample included all the local councils, but
Navarre, with a population size of 640,154 in 2014, has 272 municipalities; while Murcia,
with more than twice the population (1,466,818) has 45 municipalities. This difference in
the size of municipalities highlights an imbalance that makes the two difficult to compare
and, therefore, the differences in the implementation of the transparency criteria should
be considered in the light of this situation. Establishing minimum population sizes (for
example, 20,000 or 10,000) was not viable, because this would not reach 5% of Navarre
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municipalities. Perhaps that barrier could have been established at a minimum of 1,000,
but almost 60% of Navarre’s councils and only 6.7% of those from Murcia would fall outside
of this limit. As the data shows, those municipalities with the largest population have a
greater degree of transparency and encourage a more fluid relationship than those with
a smaller population thanks to the technologies they offer, mainly due to the provision of
more resources in the larger areas and the channelling of information by other analogue
channels in the smaller ones.

With regard to the four main questions,

(1) In terms of the transparency indicators linked to information about the composition
of the local government, it has been ascertained there is a serious problem for citizens
to have access to information about the composition of councils and the professional
and/or educational merits of the people who occupy posts in the local councils in both
Autonomous Communities. The level of basic data provided by any council website
about the composition of the team that made up the local government (including the
opposition), in order for citizens to know who their political representatives were, did not
reach 50% of the set criteria (50%).

(2) Concerning the transparency indicators related to information about the local
government and administration, there are clear differences between the Navarre and
Murcia municipalities. In both cases there was a remarkable lack of information available,
even though there are legal obligations in place for certain procedures and decisions to be
made public. This opacity seems particularly serious considering the lack of information on
plenary meetings, Government Plans, Municipal Action Plans and the municipal budget.
Still, the situation of the local authority websites in Murcia gives less cause for concern and
provides more information than those in Navarre. Such is the case of data on the Urban
Development Plan, which, perhaps due to the importance of the urban planning sector,
appears in 57% of council websites in Murcia, in contrast with 12.7% in Navarre.

(3) Regarding transparency indicators linked to information provided about the local
government current affairs and awareness of transparency, significant differences were
also identified between the two regions. Local government websites in Murcia typically
included news as standard practice more often (93.3%) than those in Navarre (38%).
But much of this information referred to members of the local government, and rarely
included news about the activities of members of the opposition related to the monitoring
of government management (only in 6.7% of the cases in Murcia and in 0.9% in Navarre).
Therefore, it seems that local authority information is intended to give visibility to the
activities of the local government in power, and not perceived as a local council for all
citizens, with useful information that covers all of the parties.

(4) And lastly, concerning the indicators of transparency related to the councils’ public
information and contact details, much better scores were obtained by websites, but
only in terms of their use as dissemination channels. That is, on the indicators regarding
location, history and local activities they scored well, but on those to do with participation
or which allowed interactivity, such as email addresses, social networks and regulations
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for citizen participation, much worse scores were obtained. Consequently, local council
websites were perceived as tourism portals for the village/town/city, with little ability
for interaction. Only the first criterion of transparency, which is to include a section for
criticism or suggestions from the public, as well as offering information to contact the
institution through the communications manager, was met by the vast majority of local
council websites, both in Navarre and Murcia (55.4% in Navarre and 80% in Murcia).

In short, there are some relevant implications from this first look at the websites
of the local governments in Murcia and Navarre that point to deficiencies in terms of
accounting for the management carried out by local authorities. The websites of the
local councils analysed did not offer, in general terms, the minimum resources necessary
to promote informed citizen participation. We part from the idea that information
is a fundamental right for the proper functioning of democracy. Citizens, in order to
evaluate how their political representatives manage collective resources, contribute to
public debate and make decisions based on solid criteria, need information supplied
by transparent, high-quality sources. Just as there are two sides to every coin, for every
right there is a responsibility. In this case, politicians and administrators are required to
provide information that is both complete and trustworthy. Today, the Internet eases this
task of providing information and enabling participation, as it reduces the limitations
of space and time. But the information available from local authorities must meet a set
of standards, because informed political participation demands criteria for managing
transparency. For future research, other Spanish regions should be included in the sample
in order to get an overall national view of the transparency level in local structures.
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TRANSPARENTNOST, ODGOVORNOST
| PARTICIPACIJA U TUELIMA LOKALNE
VLASTI: KOMPARATIVNA ANALIZA MREZNIH
STRANICA SPANJOLSKIH VUJECA

Marta Rebolledo :: Rocio Zamora Medina :: Jordi Rodriguez-Virgili

SAZETAK Nezadovoljstvo gradana politickim institucijama rezultiralo je sve izraZenijim udaljavanjem
demokratskih institucija od gradana koje one zastupaju, ali i proporcionalnim porastom gradanskih inici-
Jjativa usmjerenih prema zadobivanju veceg stupnja participacije u javnom zivotu. Zbog neravnoteze koja
sejavlja u okviru predstavnicke demokracije pojavila se potreba za poboljsanjem nacina na koji institucije
komuniciraju. Cilj je ovoga istraZivanja ocijeniti lokalnu komunikaciju u regijama Murcia i Navarre kroz
analizu razine transparentnosti mreznih stranica njihovih institucija. Primijenit ¢e se ukupno 41 indika-
tor, temeljen na spanjolskoj platformi Mapa Infoparticip@ (www.mapainfoparticipa.com), kako bi se u
te dvije autonomne zajednice, koje imaju svaka po jednu provinciju, utvrdile slicnosti i razlike na temelju
kriterija transparentnosti i participacije. Rezultati istraZivanja pokazuju deficit u implementaciji norma-
tiva transparentnosti, sto utjee na ulogu tih institucija kao izvora javnih informacija, kao i na gradansku

participaciju, $to je osobito vidljivo u op¢inama s manjim brojem stanovnistva.
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