
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We believe democracy matters – can you help us restore trust in politics?  
With a general election approaching, it is worth reflecting on the record low turnouts to elections 
and the evidence that large numbers of people feel that national politics and politicians do not 
represent them or respond to their needs. 

We are deeply concerned that people do not trust politicians, parties or the political process. 
Membership of political parties has fallen dramatically. People feel powerless to influence 
decisions at any level or even fearful to speak out. 

This lack of trust and participation in civic life matters greatly for the health of our country. 

Despite this, there are signs of hope. Many people are

For democracy to be real, people need to know how the system works, how to influence 
decisions and how to have an effective voice. People need opportunities to take part in ways that 
make a difference. And they need to be able to develop confidence, skills and understanding of 
practical politics through civic life -  in community associations, school governing bodies, 
chambers of commerce, trade unions and civic groups of all kinds, as well as political parties.  

 active citizens, as volunteers, members of 
community groups, school governing bodies, pressure groups and  grassroots movements. There 
is also a growing network of support for active citizenship and campaigning. But the formal 
political system does not connect well with these movements and does little to involve those who 
do not take part at all. 

At a time when the country faces difficult decisions over public spending and many in local 
government predict a ‘perfect storm’ of cuts in services and rising demand, it is particularly 
important that all citizens have an effective voice in decisions. Large companies, charities and 
professionals are able to employ lobbyists and campaigners to advocate on their behalf. Other 
citizens and community groups should at very least have the opportunity to learn how to make 
their voices heard effectively. 

We appreciate initiatives by national and local government as well as Parliament to promote 
public participation and political education, for example through citizenship education in schools, 
Take Part, Together We Can, Community Champions, the Empowerment Fund, LINks (Local 
Involvement Networks), Parliamentary Outreach, the Duty to Involve and others. But too often 
these programmes have been short-term, small scale, invisible to most people and not joined up, 
while the Duty to Promote Democracy has been deferred. 

These initiatives show that effective participation in democratic politics by citizens in all parts of 
the country can only be achieved with more support for individuals, groups and communities to 
take part.. 

With this in mind, we are calling on the leaders of each major party to make public understanding 
and participation in politics a priority at a local and national level:  

First – and this costs nothing - to make public your support for the independence of citizens, 
community groups. charities and voluntary organisations to lobby, campaign or speak out 
about the issues that matter to them, in the interests of their beneficiaries or 
communities. This should hold true even if you are the party or person that they want to 
influence or challenge. 

Second, to respect the Charity Commission’s guidance on campaigning (CC9) and 
acknowledge the value of charities having an effective voice on issues that concern them, in 
line with their charitable objectives. 

Third, to support our efforts to provide and promote education for democracy through 
accessible and affordable opportunities for adults to learn practical politics and capabilities for 
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citizenship as part of formal and informal post-school education as well as associations of 
civil society. This will require some resources, which could be found by bringing together 
current budgets for consultation, participation and citizens empowerment with resources from 
mainstream education and skills into a more coherent and sustained offer.   

Linked with this, we would like rapid implementation and strengthening of the Duty to 
Promote Democracy by local government, in partnership with local education providers, 
community groups, civil society and other stakeholders, possibly in the form of independent 
democracy hubs, as recommended by the Power Inquiry, to promote democratic 
participation, practical politics and effective citizenship. 

We have other ideas and evidenced solutions that we will be happy to discuss with you. 
 
You know as well as we do that society benefits when citizens question those in power, challenge 
decisions, offer solutions and campaign for what they want, because it leads to better decisions. 
It may not be easy, either for citizens or those in authority, but our democratic society is better  
for it. 

We look forward to receiving your support and to working with you to strengthen our 
democracy through education for practical politics and effective citizenship.  

We aim to publish and disseminate responses to this letter from 6th April. 
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On behalf of - 
 

Judith Robinson, Alban Neave Deaf Association 
Ben Hughes, Chief Executive, bassac  
Matthew Scott, Director, Community Sector Coalition 
Tony Breslin, Citizenship Foundation 
Tony Burton, Civic Voice 
Kevin Curley, CEO, Navca  
Linda Butcher, CEO, Sheila McKechnie Foundation 
Zoraida Mendiwelso-Bendek Chair, Take Part National Network 
Richard Bolsin, Workers Educational Association 
Prof Bob Fryer, member of the Independent Commission of Inquiry in the the Future of Lifelong Learning 
 

… and others 
 


