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You heard it here first:  the future of public service sector development could be shaped by sous-veillance.  Yes, that’s right SOUS-veillance – a term used to describe citizens looking up at, monitoring and informing those in charge, as opposed to state or organisational surveillance looking down over people.  

That’s just one of the things six parliamentarians heard at the third political dialogue hosted by EURIM that took place in Westminster last week

This final session focused on how citizens are given a voice in the development and delivery of public sector services, and parliamentarians, chaired by Margaret Moran MP, heard from residents, service directors, GPs and programme creators from across the country as they shared their experiences.  What came through very clearly was a strong ‘entrepreneurial’ vibe. 

“Far better to grasp a problem and take effective steps to deal with it by engaging with the public” said Nigel Tyrell, Head of Environment, London Borough of Lewisham, “If the Council doesn’t respond effectively, people will take photographs of graffiti and videos and post them to social networking sites such as YouTube, advertising what a terrible Council they have..”

One result of this forward-thinking attitude is ‘Love Lewisham’, a scheme started by Lewisham Council in 2004 that asked its own workforce to use mobiles to report graffiti and other problems.  In 2005 ‘Love Lewisham’ was made available to residents as well. The result has been a resounding success.

A similar scheme is in place in Oldham.

“We’d rather take the risk of being overwhelmed with reported incidents than do nothing” said Mark Odell, Service Director, Oldham Borough Council “‘Tidy Oldham’ evolved from a desire to create a system for listening to and engaging with residents, especially younger people, and encouraging them to take photos of problems and ‘grot spots’ on their mobile phones for inclusion on a dedicated web site.”

One of the spin-offs of giving Lewisham refuse drivers and street care teams mobile phone devices was that all streets would be surveyed once a week for graffiti and fly-tipping, and access problems had to be photographically documented.

“The thought at the beginning was: we may find out we have insufficient resources to deal with all incidents reported, but at least we’d have evidence to prove it!” said Nigel Tyrell. “In fact, this has dramatically reduced the incidence of non-collection, and thus of overtime payments, and better yet, those on the frontline love the fact that their work is visible on the web and recognised within the community”.

The result is a happy population.

“As a resident who has a complaint to make, the system is fantastic.” said Barry DeVille, Oldham resident and member of Litterwatchers.  “I’m delighted with what’s being offered.  It’s improving services and not increasing costs; it’s working extremely well. I don’t know how it can be improved.”

“There’s been a noticeable difference in the tidiness and safety of streets in the Ward since photo reporting began.” stated Jackie Millar, Lewisham resident “Graffiti is removed within 24 hours from being reported.  And now we’re engaging 7-17 year olds in taking ownership of the bigger picture by taking photos.  Everyone is involved in ‘Love Lewisham’.  It’s generating a healthy environment.”

The entrepreneurial vigour is equally strong in the third sector.

“Sometimes, the public sector is not always best equipped to identify or deliver services to those people most in need.” shared Ushrat Sultana of Equality Networks in Luton “For example, an online ‘befrienders’ network to support survivors of forced marriages is preferable to a physical support network; attempts to visit buildings known to be supporting victims are likely to be watched by family members hostile to such approaches, with potentially harmful consequences.”
“Patient Opinion is a not-for-profit social enterprise that is separate from the NHS so that users know they can trust it” said Paul Hodgkin, GP and CEO of Patient Opinion. “Anyone can share the story of their care in the health system.  Subscribers from the PCTs have a right to respond, and where possible we direct comments to the appropriate manager for speedy resolution – irrelevant of whether they are at the granular ‘why is the food always cold on Ward 15?’ level or the bigger ‘what is happening about maternity reconfiguration in Manchester?’ level.”

It all comes down to this idea of ‘sous-veillance’, with citizens who are more organised and adept than state bureaucracies, looking up at, monitoring and informing those in charge, and needing forums that will enable their voices to be heard.

“Giving service users a confidential forum to express their views and provide information is incredibly powerful” said Nigel Tyrell “Especially for the vulnerable, such as children, who need to know their comments will reach the right people without risk to themselves.”

“Citizen-generated reputation is very important for driving quality across public service, and for generating confidence and trust” said Paul Hodgkin.

The risk, of course, is of lobbyists taking over, or of reported incidents to be used as ‘evidence’. However, the witnesses were positive:

“GPS information from the evidential images was used not to report crime, but to guide traditional policing activity by providing intelligence on graffiti locations so as to enable apprehension of offenders.” reported Nigel Tyrell.
“Although infiltration of lobbyists on sites like Patient Opinion will almost certainly happen,” said Paul Hodgkin, “moderating website content can help mitigate this, or alternatively, space can be given to recognised pressure groups, for example “this is the view of the local Alzheimer’s Society” and an invitation made to others for comment.”

“In fact” said Nigel Tyrell “Social networking sites actually represent the reverse of the lobby group.  These days anyone with a mobile phone or internet connection can communicate directly with their Council; it’s no longer the domain of those with time on their hands to attend the meetings.” 

At the end of the day, it’s about listening and responding visibly, rapidly and effectively.

“In all cases, it is essential for the community itself to be involved from the outset in service design, delivery and feedback.” stated Ushrat Sultana “This builds a sense of ownership and confidence in the services.  It is social enterprise at its very best: bringing the public sector and the grass-roots together.”
The final report from the three political dialogues is due in January 2008.

