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notes for a documentation and report concerning:
Prospects for more democracy in
Great Britain
Michael Wallace-Macpherson

Introduction

Britain is an aristocracy and monarchy. Britain is a parliamentary democracy. Both of the
latter statements, although paradoxical, are true. Given the nature of these prevailing systems
it would seem that there could be little if any place for direct democracy. There is evidence
that a great number of British citizens would like to have more say in public affairs. We
cannot fully review that evidence here but will describe some recent developments and
events which taken together indicate, we argue, that reform, even revival of democracy in
Britain is possible.

The history of procedural direct democracy (e.g. referendums) in Britain is according to most
experts very short. The first countrywide referendum in Britain was held in 1975. All
countrywide and large regional referendums have been imposed by government - indeed
whether or not these plebiscites may be classified as direct democracy is debatable. The
citizen-initiated referendum, with which the people can direct or over-rule their elected
government, has almost certainly never existed. In recent years there have been hints of
improvement starting "above", among academics close to ruling politicians and in local and
central government. And "below" there have been signs that "ordinary" people are
increasingly beginning to take public matters into their own hands, more often to take
political action, some of which has the form of direct democracy. Firstly these latter
developments "from below" will be illustrated by some examples.

    Current practice and developments

Some real-life examples. Is local democracy awakening?

Law which explicitly permits elements of local direct democracy, passed by the British
parliament in 1972, was "re-discovered" in the late 1990s. It applies in small communities of
England (parishes) and Wales but apparently does not apply in cities, nor in Scotland and
Northern Ireland. Just a small number of citizens have the right to demand that the district
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council should finance and organise a referendum in the parish or community. For more
detail see Appendix, "How to organise your own local referendum".

Case 1. Fire brigade.
In 1998 there was a firefighters' strike in Essex over cuts in services and training. Under the
Powers and Constitutions of Local Councils, ten people present at a parish meeting can
demand a poll on any issue, which the district council must then hold on similar lines to an
election. This the firemen did, calling for a referendum on whether the people of Essex
wanted the cuts. Although the result could not be legally binding, it would have been
embarrassing for the council to contradict. So, even before the referendum was held, the
Chief Fire Officer made an offer which the fire brigade trade union reportedly found
acceptable, so that this dispute was resolved with aid of a direct democratic procedure.
(WWW report which cited The Guardian of 15/9/98).

Case 2a. Gene-manipulated crops, St. Osyth
In 2000 a trial of gene-manipulated crops was stopped after a local referendum had been
organised. Even before the vote Scimac, the industry umbrella group supervising the trials,
abandoned a site for oil seed rape in St Osyth, near Clacton in Essex. The farmer concerned
had already promised to abide by the decision of a parish referendum on the planting. (The
newspaper reported: "The government wants an average of 75 trials a year for three years to
monitor the effects of GM crops on the environment and wildlife. This year it wanted 30 sites
for sugar beet or fodder beet for animals, 25 for maize, and 25 for oilseed rape, much of
which should either already have been planted or be in the ground within a few weeks.")
James Meikle, Thursday May 4, 2000, The Guardian. Another report (unconfirmed) stated
that the referendum was held and that three-quarters voted against the trial.

Case 2b. Gene-manipulated crops, Tavistock.
On 16th August 1999 a parish Referendum was held in Tavistock, Devon on Genetic
Engineering. Two questions were asked:
1. Do you agree that GM crops should not be grown in the Tavistock area?
Yes - 487 votes, No - 58 votes
2. Would you like to see Tavistock Council work proactively toward
becoming a GM free zone ?
Yes -Ê 487 votes, NoÊÊ - 59 votes.
Thus 89% voted no to gene-manipulated crops in their area on both questions. (Source: GE -
Catch up no 3. August 24th 1999. <genetics@gn.apc.org)

Case 3. Strong feeling in the parishes against the single european currency.
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From the Daily Telegraph, Monday 10 September 2001 (Report which follows has been
shortened.)

The Campaign Alliance for Referendums in Parishes (Carp), a Euro-sceptic pressure group,
used local government legislation to compel district councils around the country to organise
polls asking: "Do you want to keep the pound as the currency of the United Kingdom?"
Referendums held in 12 parishes in Devon, Cornwall, Dorset, Lincolnshire, Wiltshire and
Essex showed that 93.8 per cent of voters were in favour of retaining the pound. Further polls
are pending in about 40 other parishes. So far the parish polls have recorded turnouts of up to
56 per cent, and an average turnout higher than the 24 per cent that voted in last year's
elections for MEPs (Members of the European Union Parliament). The councils have been
forced to hold the polls because Carp members have invoked a little-known section of the
1972 Local Government Act. The act states that if 10 or more people attending a parish
council meeting vote for a poll on a subject of their choosing, the governing district council
must agree to organise it within the boundaries of that parish. Voters attending the polls are
also asked if they would like to stop councils spending time and money on preparing for the
euro in advance of a national referendum. In the 12 parishes canvassed so far, more than 90
per cent said that they would. The parish referendums have been criticised by district
councillors, some of whom have claimed that the polls could cost up to &pound;1,700. At
Iver Heath in Buckinghamshire a parish poll organised for October 5 was called off suddenly
when South Buckinghamshire council said it believed that a parish poll should be on local
matters only. This view was disputed by the poll organiser.

Some real-life examples Ð  Spontaneous and "do-it-yourself" referendums.

Within the last few decades there have probably been dozens of referendums held in towns
and districts. These were initiated in some cases by local politicians, in others by citizens
petitioning, mandating or appealing to their local councils, or by persons acting
independently.

Case 4. Conflict about a war memorial
From: The Independent Newspaper.
A village divided over whether the name of a disgraced First World War soldier should be
inscribed on its war memorial will vote on the issue today in a referendum organised by its
vicar. Each of the 1,700 inhabitants of Shoreham, a picturesque commuter village near
Sevenoaks, Kent, will be invited to answer "yes" or "no" to the question: Do you think that
Thomas Highgate's name should be included on Shoreham war memorial?
Highgate, 19, a private in the Royal West Kent Regiment, became the first Great War soldier
to be shot for desertion, on 8 September 1914, after he was found cowering in a shed far from
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the front line in France. The referendum follows a fierce debate in Shoreham, where the local
branch of the Royal British Legion is refurbishing the village memorial. At a meeting last
November, the legion was evenly divided over the move to include Highgate's name. An
attempt by the parish council to adjudicate also failed when it was decided that the memorial
was the legion's responsibility. In an attempt to resolve the issue, Shoreham's vicar, the Rev
Barry Simmons, has offered his church as the polling station for today's vote. Mr Simmons,
67, padre of the Shoreham branch of the legion, said: "There is talk that Parliament may
grant those shot at dawn a pardon but, even if it does, it is still the villages and towns around
the country who are going to have to solve the memorial problem. I believe we should grasp
a privileged opportunity to speak to the nation on what is a very difficult issue."
(Result of this referendum is not known. Source:
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/UK/This_Britain/2000-03/memorial130300.shtml)

Case 5. A campaign about homosexuality and education
The Labour government announced in autumn 1999 that it intended to abolish Section 28
(known in Scotland as Section 2A), introduced under the Conservative administration of
Margaret Thatcher to prevent local government providing funding for gay and lesbian groups
and discussing homosexual relations in sex education classes in schools. A campaign to keep
"Section 28", accompanied by much public debate, was funded by a rich businessman, a free
church member, who formed an alliance with certain religious groups and conservatives.
Allegedly four million ballot papers were distributed, and about forty percent returned. Not
surprisingly, those against teaching about homosexuality were more likely to take part and
80% voted to keep the bill. A poll of this type has no legal effect and the Scottish parliament
had announced in advance that the result would be ignored. Parliament duly abolished
Section 28. A left wing group complained however that the Labour-Liberal government
made concessions about sex education to the rightist group. (Sources: www.eurogay.co.uk,
World Socialist Web Site www.wsws.org)

Cautious steps towards reform "from above"  Ð
Choosing to elect a mayor and form of local council.

With the Local Government Act 2000 the Labour Party government seeks to improve the
functions of local councils, for instance by allowing voters to decide if they wish to directly
elect a mayor and to compel councils to decide upon one of several offered executive
structures.
From the internet version of The Stationery Office Limited, Explanatory Notes to the Local
Government Act 2000, ISBN 010 562 000 9 :
Referring to Part 2:
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"28. This Part of the Act allows the Secretary of State to specify further forms of executives
and forms of alternative arrangements. It requires local authorities to hold a referendum:
where their proposals involve a form of executive which includes a directly-elected mayor, or
a further form of executive specified in regulations under section 11 for which those
regulations specify a referendum is required;
where 5% or more of the council's electorate petition for a form of executive for which a
referendum is required; or where the Secretary of State requires an authority or group of
authorities to hold a referendum on one of the forms of executive available in or under the
Act."

Regarding direct democracy there is an important innovation here. For the first time in
British legal history acts of governance may be initiated and carried through by citizens, that
is, if the five percent hurdle can be jumped and the local electorate so brings about a
referendum, then the people will have made a decision, about a public matter, which is direct
and not mediated by political representatives. The problem is, most people seem to be
uninterested. Reasons for this include the fact that the issues on which people may decide are
(again, as in all previous large referendums) imposed upon them by government, secondly
there is probably only a minority of citizens who know about their new rights, thirdly the five
percent petition hurdle is arguably too high. The first referendum of this type was probably
held in London. A commentator writes:
"The danger of apathy. By Jim Mortimer.
In the referendum on London local government the outcome was a demonstration of
indifference on the part of the overwhelming majority. Despite millions of pounds spent by
the Labour government to stimulate public interest approximately two out of every three
eligible voters did not vote." Source: http://www.poptel.org.uk/scgn/articles/9806/page2.html

Since the London referendum, which led to the direct election of mayor, several others have
been carried out, for instance in Watford, a town near London. The referendum was initiated
by the council, not by a petition of citizens, putting a question whose content was pre-
determined by central government. A narrow majority voted in favour of the proposal to elect
a mayor, only a quarter of voters turned out.This "yes" vote followed three previous 'no'
votes involving councils in other parts of England.

Cautious steps towards reform "from above"  Ð Local authorities organise referendums.

In recent years there have been several referendums of this type. It seemed that a difficult
decision, or one which the council did not wish to take itself, was passed over to the
electorate. This is a poor form of direct democracy because the issue selected has not,
necessarily, had the attention of nor been important for a substantial number of constituents.
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Debate about the issue and a will to resolve the problem, developed in the society, have not
led to the referendum being held. These referendums, although weak forms of democracy,
are not to be entirely dismissed. They provide examples and precedents of referendum
actually being used as an instrument of public policy; they illustrate Ð not least because
having called the people to vote a council rarely dares to ignore or negate the result Ð that
everyone involved accepts that sovereignty is of the people; and they allow citizens and their
political representatives to get used to the ideas and practice of a form of direct democracy.

The city council of Bristol called its citizens to decide by referendum how much council tax
should be increased. On voting documents they described the effects of three different tax
increases or "no change" on several aspects of public education and asked voters to rank their
choices from one to three. Voting could be done by post, by telephone or via internet.
According to The Guardian newspaper, "ministers and MPs had been hailing the referendum,
the first of its type in a large city, as a groundbreaking consultation exercise which could lead
to other experiments designed to rekindle interest in local democracy. Council election
turnouts often drop to just 20%. In Bristol, which used a combination of postal and e-voting,
turnout for the referendum was 40%." A majority of Bristol's citizens voted for "No tax
increase". Again quoting The Guardian, "In a similar exercise two years ago in Milton
Keynes, tax-payers opted for a 10% increase, almost four times the rate of inflation, after
being presented with the option of big cuts in services."

In Croydon, the largest local authority of greater London voters were presented with three
options: a 2%, 3.5% or 5% council tax increase. A majority voted for a 2 percent tax
increase. 80,383 voters (35.1%) took part in the ballot.The overall turnout was 2.7% less than
the 37.8% turnout at the last municipal election in May, 1998, but exceeded by far the best
figures that Croydon had previously enjoyed for involvement in public consultation . Of
those who voted, 91.7% did so by freepost, 4.9% via freephone and 3.4% through the
internet.
Ê

What the political parties promise.

The following remarks arise from "on-line" observations made by the author in the run-up
period to the British general election of 2001. Their accuracy cannot be guaranteed partly
because on-line publications may be changed and may not be identical with printed
statements. A study and research project would be needed to allow the preparation of a
satisfactory report on the attitudes of the British political parties to direct democracy.

In recent years the Green Party carried a manifesto at its internet website which contained a
clear commitment to introduce elements of direct democracy. These included citizens'



8

initiative and referendum (I and R) at all levels of government and the right of electors to
dismiss their representatives. Their pre-2001-election manifesto contains much less detail
about direct democracy. In the section Democratising the EU appears the statement: "The
right to initiate legislation should be extended to the European Parliament, member states, the
Committee of the Regions and citizensÕ initiatives."

The Liberal Democrats probably for the first time included a commitment to direct
democracy in their 2001 manifesto. From Chapter 8 Freedom, Justice, Honesty: Reforming
Politics and the Constitution. "Voting: Introduce new methods of voting. We will extend the
right to vote by post and investigate internet voting, while ensuring that votes remain secure.
We will also promote public involvement in decision-making, through Citizens' Juries,
Citizens' Initiative Referenda and electronic consultation."

The Conservative Party surprised observers by including a promise to introduce obligatory
referendum on tax increases proposed by local governments.They stated, "we will look at
ways in which local councils proposing increases in their budgets significantly above the rate
of inflation can be obliged to hold a local referendum on the increase in the Council Tax
which this would entail. We will also retain Section 28 of the Local Government Act."

The Labour Party during their first recent period in power allowed some very cautious
progress of direct democracy. Local governments were encouraged to consult their
constituents more and perhaps as a result of this some referendums were held. Labour
changed the Local Government Act to allow citizen initiative and referendum but with
extreme limitation. The questions which may be put involve decisions only about type of
local government, scrutiny of the executive and whether or not to directly elect a mayor.
Even the referendum questions are pre-set by central government. A council may hold such a
referendum only once every five years. A body of law has been passed to control the conduct
of referendums. Reading this Westminster legislation as a physician, one is reminded of the
sort of public health regulations needed to prevent the spread of bubonic plague after a few
fresh cases have been suspected, let us say, in Watford. (See: Statutory Instrument 2001 No.
1298. The Local Authorities (Conduct of Referendums) (England) Regulations 2001)

Further very small steps of the Labour government are commented (2001) upon by John
Laughland for the British Helsinki Human Rights Group. "To general public indifference, the
government whipped two Acts through Parliament last year (the Representation of the People
Act and the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act) which comprehensively re-
write the procedures for holding referendums and elections. The new rules on referendums
have been written specifically to deal with the euro referendum, for there are no foreseeable
circumstances under which this country will hold a referendum on any other subject."
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With this sobering remark we will leave our account of recent developments in British
democracy and glance into its murky past.

An historical note

An australian author is reported to have stated that "Britain has favoured representative
institutions rather than direct democracy and, as we have seen, had never held a national
referendum until 1975." This is presumably correct. The roots of direct democracy arguably
reach much deeper in history. After listing the referendums which have been held in
"mainland*" Britain since 1975 we will add some remarks upon the roots of direct
democracy, which are arguably the true roots of all democracy. (* further referendums were
held in overseas territories)

It deserves to be repeated that all the referendums listed below were imposed by government
and parliament. A special law must be passed in order to allow each and every referendum.
Apart from the minor and seldom-used exceptions at local level described above, there is NO
right of the people to demand a referendum on a question of their choosing.
NORTHERN IRELAND - 22.5.1998 - Belfast Agreements
WALES - 18.9.1997 - Introducing a Regional Assembly
SCOTLAND - 11.9.1997 - Introducing a scottish parliament
SCOTLAND - 11.9.1997 - Tax-varying powers for the scottish parliament
SCOTLAND - 2.3.1979 - Regional autonomy
WALES - 2.3.1979 - Regional autonomy
GREAT BRITAIN - 5.6.1975 - Remaining in or leaving the European Community
Source: Centre for the Study of Direct Democracy, Geneva.

The London Correspondent of The Referenda Society, Geoffrey Munnery sees precedents of
British democracy in ancient Greece and "possibly the early Scandinavian popular
assemblies, which were to produce the Icelandic parliament in 970 A.D..." A contemporary
society for "Middle England" claims that village gatherings for decision-making, called
moots, were known hundreds of years ago in the British Isles. A recent ripple of democratic
renewal, described above (referendum in Watford) moved the city council to include the
following passage in their published introduction to the referendum in 2001:

"Watford people can be proud that their town is leading in the innovation of local democracy.
This is not the first poll on a single issue of importance to the town. In1908 concerned
citizens organised themselves into the ÔWatford Poll CommitteeÕ and organised a referendum
on the purchase of a portion of Cassiobury Park for a peopleÕs Park and pleasure ground. It
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too was a postal poll. A majority voted ÔnoÕ to the purchase, which would have cost the
Watford Urban District Council &pound;16,500. The following year however, the council
bought 65 acres. Local people were instrumental in winning borough status for the town.
Citizens Ôhumble and nobleÕ presented the case to the KingÕs representative one Thomas
Reginald Colquhoun Dill at the inquiry held on 10th March 1922. There are many other
instances in history of local people taking action to affect change in the town dating back to
the peasantsÕ revolt in the 14th century. Once again the people of Watford have a choice
before them."

In Victorian Britain, notes Andrew Adonis, polls of local ratepayers (citizens who paid
property tax) were common; indeed, they were obligatory before certain important decisions
could be taken by councils. It seems that in 19th century Britain, as in other countries of
Europe and in the United States of America, considerable support for direct democracy had
developed. In a published letter to the Daily Telegraph Munnery writes, "In 1911, during the
passage of the Parliament Bill, which endeavoured to bring reform to the House of Lords (...)
an amendment was brought forward in the upper house. This stated that any bill which raised
constitutional and other issues "of great gravity on which the judgement of the country has
not been sufficiently ascertained" should not become law "unless and until it has been
submitted to, and approved by, the electors in a manner to be hereafter provided by Act of
Parliament.

"This amendment pointed the way to direct, accountable democracy."

The amendment failed to become law.
Ê

Promoters of democratic change

Who and what , if any, are the agents for revival and renewal of democracy in contemporary
Britain? We are especially interested in those who promote the introduction of citizens
initiative, referendum called by the people and obligatory for grave and constitutional
matters, and electoral recall of representatives and officials. A comprehensive survey and
analysis cannot be made here. We are able only to list a few actors and add our impressions.

Ê
Political parties, uncertain allies

Some political parties appear to be supportive, as indicated above. The Green party published
quite detailed proposals to introduce citizens' initiative and referendum if elected and the
Liberal Democrats made a clear but very brief statement of a similar kind. Some small
groups, which may have the form of political parties, place elements of direct democracy
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among their published aims. The latter include a "Rainbow" party , a World Party and a
"progressive party". The Referendum Party, later a movement, is critical of the European
Union and aims "To campaign to give the British people an opportunity to decide for
themselves in a wider referendum what form the relationship between the United Kingdom
and the European Union should take." Their on-line list of aims does     not    include a proposal
to apply direct democracy on a regular basis, e.g. to apply it to issues other than their "single"
one or to introduce citizens' initiative but presumably some of their sympathisers could
favour such proposals.

Ê
Evidence of broader support for I&R and direct democracy

A europe-wide association of organisations known as TEAM (The anti-Maastricht Alliance),
which lists affiliates in Britain, proposes that referendums should be held on the Maastricht
treaty in all affected countries.

A group called Third Way states in its manifesto "We believe that the peoples of this country
should adopt the Swiss system of direct democracy. Based on self-governing local
communities co-operating within a loose framework, it has enabled four distinct cultures and
language groups (French, German, Italian and Romansch) to work together yet at the same
time preserve their distinctive identities. It promotes active citizenship, giving each citizen a
true stake in his or her community. Switzerland enjoys an enviable degree of political
stability and ecological sustainability." and goes on to make clear proposals for the
introduction of citizens' initiative, referendum and recall in Britain.

In addition to the movements and groups who have published pro-direct democracy
statements and have started referendum campaigns others if approached could be expected to
be supportive. In the opinion of this author it would be feasible within the next one or two
years to call together a syndicate or alliance of organisations who would agree to the endorse
and support I&R. Support might come too from groups and concerned persons associated
with causes such as pro-environment, civil rights, "rights of way" and "right to roam",
constitutional rights, "anti-globalisation", critics of European union and of reduced state
sovereignty. The well-established group Friends of the Earth has published a detailed guide
to citizens' referendum at the local level, referring to the Local Government Act 1972.

It seems that few academics and intellectuals have explicitly expressed support for direct
democracy. Writing on the world wide web pages of Charter 88, Andrew Adonis writes that
"Reform is needed to promote fair government and good government, but it can do neither
unless it exploits the potential of the British people for more democratic government. It is a
striking fact that more than a century after the creation of a mass electorate, the opportunity
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for voters to participate in their government has actually declined with the emasculation of
local democracy. In Victorian Britain polls of local ratepayers were common; indeed, they
were     obligatory     * before certain important decisions could be taken by councils; nowadays,
direct public involvement in local decision-making is nugatory." (*emphasis added, MM).
Adonis states that these are his own views and not necessarily those of the group known as
Charter 88, which campaigns for electoral and constitutional reform and has apparently not
explicitly proposed that direct democracy should be strengthened  in Britain.

Gerry Stoker, Professor of Politics at the University of Strathclyde, appears to have
encouraged cautious reform of local democracy. He writes (with J. Williams)
"The proposed use of trigger referendum to force a referendum for an elected mayor is an
innovative development in the Government's approach to constitutional reform. Trigger
referendum start to take this country down the road of citizen initiative referendum, more
commonly used in the US and Australia. No country as far as we can tell has ever used this
mechanism to force referendums for new political institutions or reform of electoral
systems."
Draft Local Government (Organisation and Standards) Bill Appendices to the
Minutes of Evidence - First Report APPENDIX 38 Memorandum from Professor Gerry
Stoker, Chair and John Williams, Executive Director, New Local Government Network
http://www.nlgn.org.uk/news/parliam/draftbil.htm

The opinion of Stoker and Williams, that "Trigger referendum start to take this country down
the road of citizen initiative referendum" seems over-optimistic. Although the citizenry (now
that the law has been passed) has been given the right to initiate a referendum, the subject
and even the formulation of the allowed few questions, as we have seen (Cautious steps
towards reform "from above") are dictated by the government. The option to decide on which
type of local government there will be, probably in part because local government has been
left so few powers, has not proved at all popular.

The contemporary politician who speaks out in favour of direct democracy is a rare bird. A
social democrat and former psychiatrist David (Lord) Owen is reported to have suggested to
parliament in April 2000 that bills (law proposals) of "first class constitutional importance"
should not come into force until a referendum has been held. (G. Munnery, The Referenda
Society. Daily Telegraph 2 May 2000). A chink of light may occasionally break into the
democratically gloomy Houses of Parliament as the following report illustrates, "My hon.
Friends and I share the view of the hon. Member for Brent, East that we have to do
something to reduce the relatively unrestricted power of the mayor as proposed. We intend to
table an amendment, on which we shall be happy to negotiate, that would provide a power of
recall. If, say, 90 per cent. of assembly members passed a motion, they could force the mayor
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to resign; or if 10 per cent. of Londoners signed a petition, they could trigger a referendum
that might force the mayor to resign." (Hansard, Commons 14th December 1988, pt19).

A human developmental approach to the study of democracy, in Britain and internationally,
appears to have been neglected in the social and educational sciences, a deficiency which
must be corrected urgently. In this report we cannot review these scientific fields but only
offer some impressions. Some of our working assumptions are that relationships between
children and parents and in families, and processes of learning in school are of importance
for the development of democratic attitudes, behaviour, values and expectations. In Britain
an authoritarian family has been the rule and schools have imitated this "in loco parentis".
Corporal punishment is widely used at home, was formally abolished only recently in public
schools, and persists legally in some private schools (some of which are confusingly termed
"public"). The corresponding authoritarian interpersonal patterns (e.g. teacher-pupil, parent-
child) prevail. All of these entrenched practices mitigate in favour of conserving a
hierarchical social and political system and against the emergence of independent thought,
expressive civil courage, responsible civic and political behaviour, and expectation plus
demand of own right to co-decide in collective and public affairs. Political education in
general and education for participation in democratic processes are almost certainly very
deficient, with few exceptions, in primary and secondary schools and in higher educational
institutions. Signs of positive social and educational change may be found in recent years, for
instance, judging from its internet website, the Hewitt School, Norfolk, teaches about the
history of democracy and offers pupils an opportunity to learn about and discuss both direct
and indirect (representative) forms of democracy. Also, materials placed "on-line" by the
educational services of both a teachers' association (History Learning Site) and a major
newspaper (The Guardian) present elements of direct democracy as realistic possible
democratic innovations for Britain.

Usenet, a wide area computer system which pre-dated internet and now appears to merge
with it, is a forum in which a broad range of social and political topics are discussed. The
contributions to Usenet "newsgroups" may be searched using "tools" such as Google
("groups"). In Usenet, as in the broader internet (world wide web etc.) some British
contributions about direct democracy may be found, indicating that in recent years numerous
users have thought about the topic. Some clearly formulate their approval, a few are opposed.
In the run-up period to the general election 2001, this author observed and contributed to
information and debates about direct democracy in uk.politics.misc, uk.politics.constitution
and in regional newsgroups. Several long exchanges of views occurred "on-line" (to be found
archived), and the founding of at least one new campaigning group was apparently
stimulated.




