PAGE  
2
Dessislava Boshnakova - May internet transform political apathy into civic action? 

May Internet transform political apathy into civic action?

Dessislava Boshnakova, Ph. D., Associate professor, New Bulgaria University

The new technologies are here to stay. What wise man should do is to find a way to explore these technologies for better living. There are two main tendencies in today’s life – less free time and more time spend for online communications. Without getting to details for each country most of the young people don’t spend time for voting. That tendency let mature generations electing the people who will govern the young people’s life. Donald Trump says that “One of the key problems today is that politics is such a disgrace, good people don't go into government”. (1)  At the other side years ago Charles de Gaulle declared that “Politics is too serious a matter to be left to the politicians”.(2) 
Following that thinking what people can do is to exercise its right to vote during elections. But it is a world tendency of decreasing of voting percent from each nation. The reasons are different, but they may be lack of interest, lack of free time or lack of interest in traditional form of political communications. It seems logical for upcoming generations of politics to look forward to find new ways of communication with the electorate. New ways for politics, but not new ways for young electorates, is the online communication. Each year the number of Internet users is increasing dramatically. The time each person is spending online is highest every month. The things that each one of us is doing online became more and more. The last decade shows us that online campagins are as much important as the offline campaign as they interact with different publics. “Just weeks before he demonstrates whether his campaign's blend of grass-roots appeal and big media-budget know-how has converted the American electorate, Sen. Barack Obama has shown he's already won over the nation's brand builders. He's been named Advertising Age's marketer of the year for 2008.  Mr. Obama won the vote of hundreds of marketers, agency heads and marketing-services vendors gathered here at the Association of National Advertisers' annual conference. Mr. Obama won the vote of hundreds of marketers, agency heads and marketing-services vendors gathered here at the Association of National Advertisers' annual conference.”(3)
In online communication there is one big imperative – The imperative of trust. The trust factor allow us to buy online, to pay bills, to talk with a lot of people, to vote for different causes, to participate in charity initiatives etc. More and more experts are talking to Politics 2.0. (4)
In the whole world the establishing of e-government practices is on the way. When we go to e-government it is obvious to think about e-voting. The e-voting systems have to take place when two main forces in that process are ready. The first force is trust in information and communication technologies and the second is electorate who has to use these technologies to decided using them. 

I am not an expert in technologies so I will not get in depth in the aspects of inventing secure and innovative systems for e-voting. A lot of IT companies all over the world are working on that. Indeed, the Internet seems to be ideally suited to the task – raising percentage of voting citizens. Electronic elections can be cast from any computer with online access, enabling a person who lives in remote village to vote just as easily as someone living next to a polling station in Sofia or anywhere else. Moreover, elections can be verified and counted in real time, making it possible to issue election results as soon as the polls close. 
Everything looks very simple why then e-voting is not a reality now a day? After all, the technologies for it has been available for several years. The answer lies in the endemic sluggishness that pervades politics. Economic changes come quickly, as witnessed by the flourishing of e-commerce. Changes in the political system take a lot longer. Televisions have flattened, phones take photographs, radio comes from satellites, and Internet voting still raises the same old concerns. The security holes that experts say plague the concept of online voting from a personal or public computer remain utterly unchanged in three years, a time period that could be considered as many as two generations by those who follow the rapid development of technology. From political point of view two major obstacles to online voting are security concerns and the fear that putting elections on the Internet could have the unwanted effect of deepening the digital divide that separates the rich from the poor. 
I am absolutely convinced that governments will make the necessary change and soon the access to Internet will be as easy and cheap as any traditional form of communication. We can see who computers and online technologies became less expensive and for affordable on global perspective. Today e-literacy is a must for every working person. For that new generation online activities are so adecuate as television and mobile phones. One of the main benefits of e-voting is that it will open the democratic process not only to the young and the technologically advanced, but to everyone. 
Everyone knows how much the government affects our lives and how important it is for us all to be informed and engaged citizens. Voting is one small step in the larger effort to bring about the massive social change that we need. And each responsible government must strive for different ways for stimulating voting activity. We know that voting requires minimal effort and is the very least one can expect of citizens in a democracy, but most of the citizens are kept by political apathy. If you want young people to vote you should go where young people are and talk with them in their language. The best thing that can be said about Internet is that you can find everything. So for the more interested in online voting one useful link (http://www.louiseferguson.com/resources/evoting.htm) is to the site of London-based consultant Louise Ferguson. Of course Microsoft has what to say about e-voting. On their web site (http://www.microsoft.com/issues/) you can read what they think. 
Universities not only in USA are using e-voting systems in different ways. “The e-voting system is part of an e-democracy website for a young people’s parliament. The aims of the system are to provide a convenient and reliable way to elect representatives and to give an early and positive experience of democracy through participation.”(5) These generation will not only expect to vote through their computers, they will reject others forms of voting process.
Which are the main reasons for such interest in Internet voting or e-voting as it’s most popular to say?

· Low voter turnout

· Credibility of government -- make the vote more representative

· Inefficient elections 

· Greater deliberation

· Cost of elections

· Direct democracy

· Public Demand:  e-commerce?  Why not e-politics? (6)
Of course together with the enthusiasm of e-voting there are some real barriers which delay online voting from present: 

· Privacy
· Security
· Access
· Laws/Regulations
· Social/Psych
· Inspection
· Technology
· Standards
· Marketing
· Digital Sign.(7)
At the same time when government are preparing, but not using e-voting, private companies have gain advantage of the new medium. "Every week, in the private sector, there are elections," says Jeff Zaino, vice president of elections at the American Arbitration Association in New York City. "They use a variety of voting technologies." As usual private sector is moving fast than government. A recent private sector election - seeking ratification of a bankruptcy reorganization plan by a major airline -- was conducted over the Internet and through interactive voice response telephone systems. No paper ballots were used, but turnout was extraordinary, said Zaino, who noted 70,000 voters participated. Pilots, flight attendants and baggage handlers all voted, with pilots achieving a voting rate of more than 90 percent.(8) Everybody working in communication knows how difficult is to achieve 90 percent participation. Of course, for companies is easier to take decisions, they are more flexible, and freer from public scrutiny. I can’t remember such huge percentage in parliamentary elections, except of course the results that were announced by communist parties in the past. 

Let’s me gives you on more example from business practice. In an effort to reverse declining participation in annual board elections, the Society of Cable Telecommunications Engineers, Exton, Pennsylvania, implemented online voting: 

The problem. In 1997, 23 percent of SCTE's eligible members cast a ballot. By 2002, the voter response rate was down to 18 percent.
The impact. Voter response reached 24 percent in the 2003 elections, which translates to a 30 percent increase (representing 762 members) in the actual number of voters. International voter response (outside the United States and Canada) also rose to 17 percent compared to 6 percent in 2002. 
Keys to success. Hiring an online election firm was critical to our success. Given that bidders' pricing was relatively uniform, our decision to hire Intelliscan, Phoenixville, Pennsylvania, hinged on the company's level of experience and client feedback.(9) 
But before witnessing the e-voting practice there is a way to be marched. Technologies are emerging on web sites like selectsmart.com that match a voter’s views on issues with the positions of candidates. This kind of "comparison shopping" will empower voters by allowing them to obtain substantive and current information about candidates’ positions, and to make informed decisions at election time.
The first step in done yet. Each new election campaign can’t be effective without a web site. This new medium allows candidates to inform people more quickly, to be engaged in discussions, to establish a two-way communication with electorate. 

It will come as no surprise, but according to an often-quoted report by Morgan Stanley, the Internet is the fastest growing medium ever. It took radio 38 years to get 50 million listeners, television took 13 years to reach that same audience level, and the Internet achieved that in five years. The same organization estimates that there are currently more than 750 million Internet users worldwide using the Net an average of 30-45 minutes a day.

One obvious answer is that the Internet (which includes, websites, email, newsgroups, listserv subscriptions and even blogs) maximizes resources and reach. It does this by cutting costs and by being almost instantaneous and almost everywhere, and by building communities of interest.
Internet yet is part of the life of most of the people. As such powerful instrument of communication Internet quickly became an instrument in the hands of PR practitioners. As the world's largest information source, the Internet provides the public relations industry with an exciting communication medium offering unlimited message dissemination potential. Since effective public relations not only involves sending information to target audiences, but also requires forming relationships with these audiences, the building of relationships with key publics is a fundamental goal of what public relations professionals do.(10)

The PR practitioners are using Internet not only for their corporate clients, but also for political candidates and political parties. It is not something new to compare politics with products, when we talk about elections and buying habits. But the main difference between politics and products is that elections are made at least in two years, most of the time in four or five period. So it will be not exaggeration to say the products have to work harder to win each day your trust and sympathy. 

"It is the Swiss Army knife of politics," Phil Noble, an online political consultant, says of the Internet. "It can be used in dozens of ways, limited only by the imagination and creativity of the candidate." (11)

Since its mass usage Internet it an important communication channel in political campaign all over the world. Analysts see the flowering of a medium destined to be central to politics. Future campaigns, could feature searchable online donor lists and activate them by the click of a mouse.

Results of a year-long investigation reveal ten fundamental issues facing communication professionals using the technologies of the information superhighway. These issues are: (12) 

• Culture Wars: Managers of Information Superhighway v. Public Relations/Affairs: 

Controlling the onramps to the information superhighway is a critical battleground

in many of today's corporations, non-profits and governmental agencies. MIS

departments, because of their technological savvy, are frequently winning the first round of the fight, but effective organizational communication is likely to be the first casualty of the war. In addition, many small organizations have downloaded responsibility of Web site development and management onto the overburdened shoulders of any employee with technical savvy. The best structure for managing the use of information highway technologies depends on the nature, tradition and situation of each organization, but should involve public relations at a policy level, especially in the management of all content and interactive services.

• Monks in the Digital Scriptoria 

Systems administrators in many organizations, both large and small, maintain the

mystical nature of the Internet in order to maintain their organizational powerbase.

• The Loose Employee Cannon

Employees with technical skill have created many personal Web sites, sometimes

useful for their organization, sometimes useful only to themselves, and sometimes

damaging to an organization's carefully cultivated public image.

• Public Mobilization

Educated and active publics are capable of rapid and powerful issue-based mobilization on the information superhighway, not just domestically but internationally.

• Unofficial Sites

Anyone can create an unofficial Web site. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, exist on

everything from celebrities to politicians to corporations, especially those in the public

spotlight.

• Legal Issues

The lawless frontier called cyberspace presents a spate of legal challenges to

communication professionals, including legal liability for the Web activities of

employees, intellectual property rights and copyright, libel, privacy, piracy and the

Telecommunications Act of 1996.

• Lessons from the Response to our Online Review

Automated and human responses to our online queries suggests that MIS and IT

personnel frequently set the de facto rules for the management of public affairs

communication activities in the realm of the information superhighway.

• Effective Message Design

The design of online communication should follow many of the same rules of

message design in any other environment, including creativity, quality and consistency

with overall organizational image. In addition, rules of the Web and other new media

should be considered, including keeping content fresh, interactive and uncluttered.

• Intranet Concerns

Technologies of the information superhighway present opportunities inside as

well as outside organizations. Web-based communications, electronic mail, list serves and chat rooms, all can be used effectively to communicate with employees, shareholders,

volunteers and other "internal" publics.

• Preparing for an Uncertain Future

In an world of increasingly rapid technological change, forming alliances with

non-traditional partners, especially those in the academy, provides the best bet for

keeping abreast of new developments on the information superhighway.
Some of the PR practitioners very quickly start using the new technologies. This is a way for all communication practitioners; especially those how want to communicate with young generations. Sometimes with online PR, you're simply taking traditional PR and extending it to the online community. And that kind of communities are different from offline communities. These people like to share information, like the speed of exchanging information, like the opportunity to communicate with lots of people without necessarily to be in one place physically. This includes targeting online and traditional media that have a significant online presence. PR on the Net is so widely used because of its ease of distribution, the broad potential of contacts and, of course, its cost-effectiveness. Positioning it as you would your traditional PR will increase the bottom and top lines of your business.
The Internet revolution has profoundly changed the way the PR business is done, but not its principles. Credibility, accuracy and honesty in translating the client to the public and vice versa are more important than ever, especially since the Internet has many charlatans and unethical communicators. Yet, process change has imposed a burden on practitioners to learn the new medium and how to use it to support better, faster and less expensive communications. Regrettably, for most PR practitioners that part of the Internet  revolution is yet to come.(13) 

Online PR is not simply about posting media releases on your web site. There are also various online announcement services you can use to announce your new site or major content changes. 

Another way you can use the Internet for public relations is to actively participate in appropriate online newsgroups or forums used by your target audiences. This is a perfect opportunity to create awareness about politician or political party. The trick is to contribute content of value, not to be overtly commercial, and ensure you abide by the forum rules. 
If you do this and post regularly enough you'll develop credibility as an expert and people will click through to your web site. Becoming a forum moderator, whilst time consuming, can enhance your credibility even further. (14) 

Internet in fact is a medium with broad applications internally and externally. A medium that has shrunk relationship distance worldwide. Online lacks independent gatekeepers who vet information for you. Hence, online information is more suspect. Talking about online communication we can’t miss one major source of information - commentary Blogs, which influence news coverage and the decision making process. 

Nielsen//NetRatings, reports that Web surfers are more politically active than the general population as the online population reported greater levels of voter registration and political activity than the general population. (http://www.nielsen-netratings.com/pr/pr_040319.pdf) 

The Online Publishers Association (OPA) and University of Connecticut's Center for Survey and Research Analysis conducted a survey showing two thirds of voters will likely turn to the Internet to research political candidates.(15)

Far from dwelling in the shadows of the Presidential campaign Internet behemoths, many state and local campaigns saw the huge potential of the Internet and created some of the most innovative and groundbreaking web strategies seen on the Web to date. These campaigns represent the real future of Internet politics, moving far beyond mere fundraising and targeted e-mail to create a seamless join of virtual and the traditional campaigns.

The Influentials are the ones who tell everyone who to vote for, where to eat, and what to buy. They are overwhelmingly Internet savvy, clearing the way for the masses to follow. To find out which are top issues that concern these Internet elites and discover how you to harness their energy for your cause is main goal for PR practitioners.  In fact influentials are the 10% of the population who shape the attitudes and behaviors of the other 90%. That target is very important as Internet is important for civic engagement: 
► Online influentials are more likely to use the Web to research candidate positions, voting records, and to take political polls than they are to do these activities offline.

► 75% of online Influentials have contributed money to a political candidate or organization. (16)
People are heavily using the Internet for interpersonal communication. Yet claims about the impact of the Internet on social relationships are controversial. The role of PR is to help build an understanding a company has with its ‘publics’. This has the effect of augmenting and increasing the source credibility of messages improving the image and reputation. An person or organisation is judged by its behaviour. In politics a lot of time people vote just in the base of the reputation, the behaviour is coming after wining the election. PR is about goodwill and reputation. At its best, public relations can be the discipline that really determines the content of the messages send to their electorate and other target audiences.
Public relations in the social context.   Developed from the desire of people to hold political power and to profit from entertainment and business.
Talking on global base it will be good to give some examples from Internet impact on political life in my country – Bulgaria. (17) PR efforts of the most liberal-thinking politics are targeted to the Internet community, of course. During elections parties strongly used the Internet for organizing a specially designed, Internet-users oriented promotion of their program, using banner slogans in most visited web sites, discussion forums, e-mails, facebook pages, blogs, twitter, etc. 

As I hope it was shown Internet is a preferable channel of communication for active citizen. The using of a secure technology for e-voting will for sure increase the percentage of voting citizens. 

But we have to look for the handicaps of e-voting. At the web site http://www.electronic-vote.org/ we can read that “electronic voting is unfit for political elections in democracy and no technology can change this”.(18)
According to the arguments, electronic voting is not compatible with Democracy because of:

a. In Democracy the governmental power is transferred by counting secret votes during elections. To accept such transfer people and parties must be 100% sure that electoral results are fair and square: doubts about the legitimacy of the winner can damage the political life of the country and even bring riots and revolutions.

b. Votes must be forever secret from everybody because otherwise voters could undergo illicit pressure to vote according to somebody else's will. Criminals (and/or governments and/or politicians) have enough power to compell people to vote in a certain way.

c. Electoral procedures are obviously setup and managed by large organizations which span all over the country and give contracts to private and public companies.

d. Many people and/or organizations are interested in falsifying electoral results to maintain or to get the governmental power. They can be highly motivated, well financed, sophisticated, and could be outsiders as well as insiders with full knowledge of the election system. These attackers could be political operatives, voters, vendor personnel, polling place workers, election administrators, foreign countries, international terrorist organizations, or just pranksters.

e. Sitting governments are in charge of guaranteeing the accuracy of electoral results and the secrecy of votes, but the social groups & the economical powers, which are the base of any government, have the obvious interest in falsifying electoral results and violating the secrecy of votes to preserve the power. They could also succeed thanks to the complete control they have over the electoral process.(19)
Obviously we can’t miss those serious arguments. At the same time we can’t skip the changes that technology brings to our live. Where we will be in the next years we can’t tell for sure. But one thing is clear – the debate about e-voting will continue to be part of any political system. And we have to find the right solution. 
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