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Abstract

Nowadays, daily life is unimaginable without information and communication technologies (ICTs).
“New” reality dictates tectonic changes in communication processes that affect all spheres of life,
including political ones. In recent years, there has been a trend towards more open and transparent
governance. The purpose of this article is to assess the current status of civic participation platforms
in the Russian regions of the Greater Caspian Sea on the basis of a comparative analysis of the institu-
tional foundations and practices of their operation. The main empirical method of the research was
the monitoring of civic participation platforms in Astrakhan region, the Republic of Dagestan and the
Republic of Kalmykia, as well as qualitative content analysis of the texts posted on the above-
mentioned portals. Civic participation platforms have a positive impact on the community. Despite
the wide range of opportunities that new technologies offer to engage the party concerned and

the citizens, the initiatives fail to achieve the expected results and to mobilize a sufficient number of
active users. New forms of interaction between the authorities and civic society are just beginning
to develop in our country. The development of electronic civic participation portals in the three
Russian regions of the Greater Caspian Sea is taking place in different; their level of development can
be estimated as average (in Astrakhan region), below average (in the Republic of Dagestan) and zero
(in the Republic of Kalmykia). The main reasons for this state of affairs are digital divide between

the regions and the governance practices of the federal and local governments in the regions.
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AHHOTaLU4

CeroJiHs NIOBCEIHEBHYIO KM3Hb HEBO3MOXKHO IPEICTaBUTh 6€3 MHPOPMaLIMOHHO-KOMMYHUKALM -
oHHbIx TexHosoruil (VIKT). «HoBasi» peasbHOCTb AUKTYET TEKTOHNYECKHE U3MEHEeHNs B IIPOLIeccax
KOMMYHMKALIAY, KOTOPbIE 3aTPAaruBalOT BCE CQPEPDI )KU3HY, B TOM YUACIIE U TIOJIMTUIECKYIO.

B IIoCyieJH1E rogbl HAMETNJIACh TEHOEHIIVS K 6oJiee OTKPBITOMY U ITPO3PAYHOMY YIIPABJIEHUIO.
Llesnbio aHHOM CTaTbU SBJISIETCS OLEHKA COBPEMEHHOT'O COCTOSIHUS M1IaTHOPM IPaskKAAHCKOTO
y4acCTHs B POCCUMCKUX PErMoHax bosbimoro Kacnus Ha OCHOBE CPaBHUTEILHOTO aHAIM3a MHCTUTY -
LVIOHAJIbHBIX OCHOB U IPAKTUK UX Cl)yHKLLI/IOHI/IpOBaHI/IH. OCHOBHBIM IMITMPUYIECKNM METOIOM UCCJIE-
TIOBaHMS CTaJl MOHUTOPYHT I71aT(GOPM IPaKAAHCKOTO y4acTusl B ACTpaxaHCKo# obsactu, Pecry6irke
Jarectan u Pecrny6srke KasmbIkus, a TakoKe KQ4€CTBEHHBIV KOHTEHT-aHAIN3 TEKCTOB, Pa3MEIIEHHBIX
Ha YKa3aHHbBIX ITOpTaJlaX. HJIEITCI)OprI I'Pa>XIAaHCKOI'O Y4aCTHS OKa3bIBAIOT IIOJIOCKUTEJIPHOE BJIMSIHUE
Ha coob6m1ecTBO. HecMOTpsl Ha MMPOKKUI CIIEKTP BO3MOXKHOCTEH 117151 BOBJICUEHUSI 3aMHTEPECOBAHHBIX
CTOPOH U I'PXIAH, MPEAIaraéMbIX HOBBIMU TEXHOJIOTUSIMU, OTMEUYAETCSI 0011ast C71ab0CTh STUX
VHULMATUB [J14 OOCTDKEHN A OKNIAEMbIX DEIYJIbTATOB, MO6I/IJII/IBaILI/II/I OOCTAaTOYHOI'O YrCJjia
aKTHUBHBIX [I0JIb30BaTeseil. HoBble (hOpMBI B3aMMOZEICTBUS BJIACTU U IPAKIAHCKOTO OOIIECTBa
TOJILKO HAYMHAIOT Pa3BMBAaTLCS B HAIlIEW CTpaHe. Pa3BuTHE NOPTAJIOB 3JIEKTPOHHOTO IPaKIAHCKOTO
y4acTus B TPEX POCCUNCKUX pernoHax bosbimoro Kacrnus nporucxogyuT pa3HOHAIIpaBIeHHO, YPOBEHD
UX Pa3BUTHSI MOSKHO OLIEHUTh KaK cpeIHUM (AcTpaxaHckas 0671acTh), HibKe cpenHero (Pecry6rka
JarecTaH) 1 Hys1eBOY ypoBeHb (Pecry6srka Kaambikust). OCHOBHBIE IPUYMHBI TAKOTO COCTOSIHUS —
111(POBOE HEPABEHCTBO PETUOHOB U YIIPaBJI€HUeCKUe PAKTUKU OPraHOB IOCYJaPCTBEHHOM BJIaCTy U
MECTHOT'O CaMOYIIPaBJIEHVSI PETMOHOB.
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Introduction

In 2011, the United Nations Human Rights Council recognized the right of
access to the Internet as a basic human right (Human Rights Council, 2011).
The speed of its global coverage is reaching enormous proportions. According
tothe data of “Digital 2019: Global Internet use accelerates” provided by
“We are social” agency, the audience of the Internet grows at the rate of approxi-
mately 1,000 users per day. In 2020 it totaled 4.5 billion unique users (Digital 2020:
Global Internet use accelerates, 2020).

Today, technology is creating an entirely new generation of forms and tools of
public participation that promise to raise the level of public discourse in unprece-
dented ways, while providing an interactive network environment for decision-
making.

New channels of communication allow marginalized groups to be heard.
Online interaction reveals a diversity in a society that has always existed but previ-
ously had no voice in decision-making.

The most popular view today is that new forms of communication are
emerging in the political space through which citizens can obtain important social
and political information through access to information and communication tech-
nologies.

New forms of interaction between the authorities and civil society are only just
beginning to develop in our country. This is particularly the case at the regional
level, where examples of the use of e-participation technologies are common but do
not always successfully achieve their objectives.

The analysis of Russian and foreign practices, as well as theoretical studies,
shows that digital transformation of social and political systems is carried out on
the basis of digital platforms integrating economic, social and technological
processes, that form digital service ecosystems.

The creation of platforms specifically designed for democratic participation is
the key to creating a digital space for political communication. They operate
on the basis of people’s motivation to assert their rights, discuss and vote, or simply
facilitate access to information and the state. Unlike most other information tech-
nology tools (e.g. social networks, portals), the platforms are a space created by the
state for comfortable two-way dialogue between the local government and the citi-
zZens.

The aim of the study is to assess the implementation practices of civil partici-
pation platforms and their current status in the Russian regions of the Greater
Caspian Sea.

Theoretical framework and research methods

The concepts of the Information Society (J. Masouda, E. Toffler), Network
Public Communication (M. Castells), States as platforms (T. O'Reilly), Participatory
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Democracy (J. Zimmerman), Electronic Democracy (L. Grossman, A. Etzioni) and
digital divide (E. Helsper) were used as the theoretical basis.

The study used the traditional analysis of legal and regulatory instruments of
the Russian Federation, which studied the quality of the regional institutions’ of
institutional readiness to introduce electronic participation mechanisms, in combi-
nation with the analysis of statistical data of Russian scientific and analytical
centers: E-government Expertise Centre', Federal State Statistics Service®, and
Unified Interdepartmental Information and Statistics System®. The main empirical
method of the research was monitoring civil participation platforms in Astrakhan
region, the Republic of Dagestan and the Republic of Kalmykia, as well as qualitative
content analysis of texts posted on the above-mentioned portals.

Key results

Participation in public and political life has long been recognized as an essen-
tial element of democracy and an important expression of civil society. In recent
years, various forms of civic engagement have become increasingly important
in the debate on the role of public policy openness.

Civic participation is characterized by a variety of forms and an even greater
variety of technologies that arise within these forms.

In 1969, American researcher Sherry Arnstein defined civic participation
as synonymous with civil governance. That is, the redistribution of power that
enables citizens to participate in political, economic and social processes (Arnstein,
1969). He also for the first time systematized eight possible strategies (levels) of
citizen participation. For illustration they are represented in the form of a staircase
(Sh. Arnstein’s “ladder of participation) (Fig.), where each of the eight steps corre-
sponds to the degree of citizen participation in the final decision:

1 Manipulation is an “illusory” form of participation, where state institutions,
officials or administrators mislead citizens into believing that they are being
given power in a process that was deliberately fabricated.

2 Therapy - Participation as a therapy occurs when government officials and
administrators “assume that powerlessness is synonymous with mental
illness”, and they create pseudo-programs of participation.

3 Information Level with no action with Civil society actors. It is one-sided
information channels.

4 Consultation - two-channel channels of communication through which the
authorities receive information and feedback from citizens come to the fore.

5 Placation - Participation as appeasement occurs when citizens are given a
limited degree of influence in the process, but their participation is largely or

1  E-State Expertise Center. https: /d-russia.ru/
2 Federal State Statistics Service. Official Website. https: /rosstat.gov.ru

3 Integrated interdepartmental statistical information system. Official Website. https: /fedstat.ru
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entirely symbolic: citizens simply participate to demonstrate that they were
involved.

6 Partnership - Participation as a partnership occurs when government agen-
cies, officials or administrators allow citizens to negotiate better deals, veto
decisions, share funding or make requests, which will be partially imple-
mented.

7 Delegated Power - Participation as a delegation of authority occurs when
public agencies, officials or administrators transfer a certain degree of
control, management, decision-making or funding to citizens.

8 Citizen Control - Participation as Civic Control takes place: participants or
residents can handle a program or institution, have full political and manage-
rial responsibility and are able to negotiate terms and conditions.

8 Citizen Control i

7 Delegated Power —  Citizen Power
6 Partnership ]

S Placation ]

4 Consultation — Tokenism

3 Informing |

2 Therapy ]

1 Manipulation —  Nonparticipation

Figure 1. Sh. Arnstein’s “ladder of participation”

The role of the citizen changes at all stages, from the information consumer
to the active decision maker. At the latter levels, information and communication
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technologies support citizens in their willingness to cooperate with the authorities
(G2C and C2G) and among themselves (C2C) to develop policies and make decisions.

Today, a more frequent distinction is made between formal (constitutive) and
informal (unconstitutional) participation (Mtller, 2011).

Formal participation encompasses all forms of legal power to influence deci-
sion-making. They vary according to the contemporary forms of democracy. In both
direct and representative democracy, participation is linked to the right to vote, so
that some groups, such as children, adolescents and migrants, are excluded from
formal participation. In most cases, procedures in the formal system are regulated
by law.

Informal participation permits and allows for the inclusion of some issues of
groups that are unable (for example, migrants) or not yet able (for example, children
and adolescents) to participate formally in decision-making processes. Informal
participation also allows interested groups or the party concerned to contribute,
depending on the issue or problem (Miiller, 2011).

In this study, “civic participation” is considered (to be) a category that,
on the one hand, differs from “political participation”, but on the other hand, cannot
be attributed entirely to the non-political sphere. One of the main purposes of civic
participation is to influence power and influence decisions taken in public power
structures. In this sense it is inseparable from the political process. The forms of
such influence are thus integral to the political process.

Today, so-called “digital aborigines”, representatives of digital generations will
be the main actors of political life. The term was introduced by Mark Prensky
in 2001 (Prenski, 2001). “Digital Aborigines” or “Generation Z” are people born
in the mid 1990s - early 2000s, for whom digital environment is the norm.
They seek to use their skills in dealing with the new environment to solve socially
significant problems. The Internet for the younger generation has become part of
the fabric of everyday civic life.

The goal of civic engagement is to improve the standard and quality of life of
the community through commitment and motivation. Young people are important
actors in civic engagement as they bring new and innovative ideas. Besides, due
to the increasing challenges and limited resources to address them, many govern-
ment leaders recognize the opportunities that Web 2.0 technologies offer not only
for the electoral process, but also for improving the quality of life.

Web 2.0 replaced Web 1.0 in 2004. The main differences are the flexibility of
web design and the ability to co-create content (Murugesan, n.d.). In other words,
Web 2.0 provides an opportunity for people to interact and share their experiences
and knowledge. The most relevant technologies created at this stage are blogs,
social networking sites of the platform for data exchange and problem solving.

In the digital world, the word “platform” is used to denote the technologies
that are the basis for developing applications. It may be hardware or software,
an operating system or a web browser with appropriate application programming
interfaces.
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The term “platform” burst into the political research environment in 2010,
when Tim O'Reilly proposed the concept of “States as platforms” (O'Reilly, 2010).
O'Reilly emphasizes that “Government 2.0% like “Web 2.0”, uses technology to better
solve collective problems at the city, state, national and international levels. This is
much more than the use of social media by government agencies. It's the trans-
parency of government built through cloud computing, crowdsourcing, mobile
applications, and other Web 2.0 by-products that can be applied to government
activities.

One of the functions of the platforms is to increase the level of coordination
among the users. They are a new open ecosystem that provides dialogue and
produces network effects (Jang, 2016).

The implementation of e-participation platforms can help to:

« to enable citizens to engage in dialogue with the State;
« optimize the flow of information from civil society to the State;
 tobuild an image of a government open to the ideas of its inhabitants.

The Government, as a provider of the platform, creates the necessary infra-
structure and major applications that demonstrate the power of the platform,
inspires external actors to promote it, and ensures compliance with the “rules of the
road”.

The Platform has the potential to create a Government where citizen partici-
pation does not end on Election Day. In this model, the Government is the initiator
and organizer. This is a radical departure from the model that Donald Kettle
described as “the vending machine government’, where “we pay taxes and expect
services” (Greve, 2009). If the services we receive don't meet our expectations, we
protest.

Platforms are an important management tool, as they imply that no problem
can be solved by one organization alone, and solutions can only be found collec-
tively with motivated participants. A State can provide the basis for a reliable,
diverse and sustainable ecosystem of tools and mechanisms to unite efforts
in meeting societal challenges.

In 2018, the Center for Strategic Development published a report stating that
the goal of the state as a platform is the well-being of citizens and the promotion of
technology-based economic growth. The priority is to create conditions conducive
to the development of human potential, to the creation of a comfortable and safe
environment for human life and to the creation and implementation of innovative
technologies (Petrov et al., 2018). As the concept suggests, the development of
the State as a platform implies not only passive receipt of public services online,
but also the active participation of the citizen in management activities.

In the context of e-government, the web platform should meet the following
requirements (Cabrera-Guzman et al., 2020):
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« compatibility - the platform should be accessible for any type of device using
any type of communication based on international standards;

« flexibility - the platform must be accessible to any citizen from any place and
at any time;

 inclusiveness - the platform should be accessible to any citizen with or
without physical limitations;

« scalability - the platform should have sufficient capacity to process and store
data to process every request from citizens;

« security - the platform should be based on security standards that ensure
authentication, confidentiality, integrity in every transaction between
government and citizens.

The development of information and communication technologies in Russia is
steadily improving. This is the reason for the illusion that the Internet is ubiquitous
in our country. However, it is not. With a steady increase in the number of Internet
users in the country, almost a quarter of the population over the age of 12 is still
outside the World Wide Web (Mediascope: The Internet Does Not Reach a Quarter
of Russians, 2018). Ninety-four per cent of citizens aged between 14 and 23 use
the Internet, while in the 54-63 age group the proportion is 37 per cent, while
among persons aged over 64 it is 13 per cent (Broadowskaya & Shumilova, 2013).
This shows that the proportions of social groups in the virtual world are unequal,
which can lead to discrimination in the interests of part of the population.

In addition to the age criterion of digital inequality in Russia, access
to the network is uneven in different entities. Despite the relatively low cost of
the Internet in Russia compared to other countries, according to “Rostelekom” data
for 2017, the average cost of the Internet (up to 10 mb/s) varies from 300 rubles
in Voronezh to 1999 rubles in Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky. Also indicative, within
the framework of the digital inequality of regions, is the index “Digital Russia” for
federal districts. The first place is held by the Ural Federal District with the index of
65.81, which is 1.5 times bigger than the index of the North Caucasus Federal District
closing this rating (Index “Digital Russia”.., n.d.).

At the beginning of 2021, the Center for Financial Innovation and Non-cash
Economy of the Moscow School of Management “Skolkovo” presented the full
version of the rating “Digital Russia” for the subjects of the Russian Federation for
the second half of 2020. On a 100-point scale, the interval of “Digital Russia” indices
in the second half of 2020 has narrowed and is in the range from 39.2 to 81.14
(in 2019 this interval was 36.06-78.01) (Digital Life of Russian Regions 2020 What
Defines Digital Gap?, 2020). This result shows a decrease in the gap between leading
and closing rating subjects of the Russian Federation.

To date, feedback platforms based on the Unified Identification and Authenti-
cation System have been operating since 2020 in all regions of Russia. At the same
time, external regional projects for electronic interaction between power and
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society are operating successfully in many entities. The large number of different,
overlapping services makes it difficult to build a quality dialogue between govern-
ment and society. Three entities of the Russian Federation belonging to the macro-
region of the Greater Caspian Sea were selected to analyze the implementation of
civic participation platforms: the Astrakhan Region, the Republic of Dagestan and
the Republic of Kalmykia.

These regions are not characterized by a high rate of development and adop-
tion of digital forms of communication in public space. In August 2021, the Ministry
of Digital Development, Communications and Mass Communications of the Russian
Federation presented a rating of the “digital maturity” of the subjects, which
demonstrates the level of progress of the regions within the framework of digital
transformation measures. The Astrakhan region is one of the group of subjects with
a medium level of digital maturity (values from 50% to 25%). Dagestan and Kalmykia
were among the 14 entities whose level of digital maturity was identified as lagging
behind (Filatov, 2021).

In November 2020, the digital resource “We the Astrakhans’ started to work
in Astrakhan region. According to the Centre for Strategic Analysis and Project
Management of Astrakhan Oblast, the idea of the Internet platform was to become
an effective mechanism for conveying public opinion to the authorities in the field
of urban development in the region. Registration on this platform is possible
through a single identification and authentication system, after which all platform
services will be available. At this stage, the platform is divided into modules:

+ voting,

« regional News;
*  surveys;

« master plan.

As of 1 September 2021, there are no active votes on the platform. Since 2020,
there have been 5 votes on the platform on the improvement of public spaces
in Astrakhan. There is no survey information on the portal. The news module is
operational and highlights implemented initiatives for urban improvement
in the region.

The big project on the platform was the discussion of the master plan of
the Astrakhan agglomeration. Any authorized user from 1 to 31 August 2021 had
the opportunity to send his initiatives and suggestions, ask questions and make
comments.

The platform “We the Astrakhans” has good potential and functionality
covering all levels of civic participation (from information to control), but the plat-
form interface does not allow to assess the degree of citizen involvement. It is worth
noting that the platform does not have information support, which hinders
the introduction and popularization of electronic communication mechanisms
in the region.
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In the Republic of Dagestan in 2019 the platform “Active Citizen” was launched,
analogous to the platform of electronic interaction of Moscow. Every inhabitant of
the Republic of Dagestan had the opportunity to vote on various topics. Later,
in parallel with the platform “Active Citizen”, the digital resource “My Dagestan” was
launched. It was intended to be a platform for monitoring the implementation of
priority projects of the Republic. The key project on the portal was the “Interactive
Map”, where priority projects were marked, clicking on which it was possible to get
detailed information.

It is noteworthy that as of September 2021 the platform “Active Citizen” does
not function, and the platform “My Dagestan” has stopped performing tasks that
were assigned to it at the start. With the arrival of the pandemic, “My Dagestan”
became an information resource about COVID-19. On-line information is provided
on vaccinations (percentage of those vaccinated, number of vaccines allocated)
throughout the Republic. The news part of the portal has not been updated since
May 2021.

Thus, to date, there is no operational platform for real electronic interaction
between the authorities and civil society in the Republic of Dagestan.

The Republic of Kalmykia is currently lagging behind Astrakhan region and
the Republic of Dagestan in the development of electronic civic participation plat-
forms. To date, there is no civic engagement platform in the region, and there are
few electronic communication channels. They are developed only at the first stage
of e-participation and consist in informing the public through Internet resources.
The only two-way channel of communication is the Internet in the Head of
the Region reception room. Such a channel does not respond to the trend of
modern communications in the information and communication environment.

The development of civil participation platforms in the regions faces a number
of obstacles:

« low level of involvement of citizens in determining the development of State;
« shortage of information on the results and contributions to public objectives.

As a result, the State makes decisions on limited vision and sometimes does
not know the real needs of citizens at all. Many web-based platforms created by
the State or local authorities do not contain elements to establish a real link
between the authorities and civil society.

Conclusions

The analysis of electronic cooperation practices in the constituent entities of
the Russian Federation in the Caspian Sea region has shown that the level of devel-
opment of civil participation platforms is low. The real functioning platform exists
only in the Astrakhan region. There is lack of involvement not only of citizens but
also of the authorities into electronic communication processes. Platforms func-
tionality which should cover all levels of civic engagement (from information
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to monitoring) is not well developed. The management practices of the State
authorities and local governments of the regions, the underestimation of the role
and prospects of the digitization of the public sphere are one of the reasons for this
state of affairs. The main reason, according to the authors, is the digital divide
between regions, at all three levels: access, digital skills and motivation.
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