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In the past few years, there has been a lot of talking about transparency in public institu-
tions. At the global level, a civil society organization such as Trasparency International 
has been leading the debate, publishing annual reports and developing a corruption per-
ceptions index that is widely referred to by the media. The Open Society Institute, a pri-
vate foundation funded by financial investor and philanthropist George Soros, has been 
supporting a number of initiatives across Eastern Europe and sub-Saharan Africa in or-
der to promote public accountability. In some European countries, chiefly Britain, new 
experiments have been developed to bridge the gap between citizens and their political 
representatives. The most well-known example is My Society.org, an online project that 
harnesses the potential of Web2.0 tools to involve citizens in controlling and assessing 
public policies, their implementation and the conduct of British parliamentarians.

In Italy, the group openpolis, a nonprofit association established in 2006 and based in 
Rome, has been pioneering the application of new methodologies to promote transpar-
ency, information and participation through the Internet. Web-based technologies, in-
deed, allow for a very efficient gathering and exchange of information, which can turn 
the hitherto ‘formal’ transparency into an actual reality for citizens. 

What do we mean by ‘formal’ transparency? Let us make an example. By law, most 
Italian institutions (both at the national and local level) are required to publish informa-
tion about proceedings, draft laws and other types of policy processes.  Yet, most of these 
documents are hardly accessible by ordinary citizens as they are often archived in dusty 
offices and dark basements, where only some die-hard doctoral students venture from 
time to time. If we look at the National Parliament, an institution for which the notions 
of transparency and accountability should be of primary importance, the access to many 
supposedly ‘public’ information is not much easier. In most cases, it would take you at 
least half a day to go through security checks, folders and antiquated software before you 
can find the information you need. In a few virtuous cases, some data might be published 
online, but it often gets lost in very user-unfriendly web pages, amid tons of endless foot-
notes, annexes and hard-to-navigate PDF files. At times, one gets the impression that 
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the concept of institutional transparency is simply equated to the mere existence of cer-
tain information: whether it is easily accessible or not does not seem to concern Italy’s 
public institutions. 

Openpolis was born with the mission of finding creative ways to make ‘all’ information 
about Italian political life publicly and freely accessible to a wide community of citizens 
through the internet, relying on basic technological tools that are now available to many 
households. Indeed, information technologies can help bridge the gap between formal 
and actual transparency as they can assist with gathering, elaborating and sharing infor-
mation produced by public institutions. In this regard, openpolis views information, moni-
toring and ideas sharing as fundamental elements of civic awareness and democratic par-
ticipation. Transparency without regular and easy access is an empty concept. This is why 
openpolis’ slogan is: “transparency one can see through” (‘la trasparenza che si vede’). 

Openpolis’ first initiative was the website www.voisietequi.it (‘you are here’), which 
provides an electoral test helping citizens understand which parties better represent their 
positions and stances on a range of issues. voisietequi.it collects all electoral programmes 
and manifestos published by political parties and, on the basis of this information, it for-
mulates a simple questionnaire for citizens to fill out. Once the citizen has completed the 
questionnaire, the website provides him/her with a spatial diagram positioning him/her 
on the political spectrum: this way each citizen can gauge the distance/closeness between 
his/her views and each party’s. In 2006, when voisietequi.it was first launched, over 
500,000 users participated in the experiment during the two weeks preceding the na-
tional elections. In 2008, more than 850,000 questionnaires were completed, triggering a 
widespread debate among online communities and the media. For the 2008 elections, 
the 25 most voted issues on the website were proposed to parliamentarians for official 
consideration in the policy making process.

In June 2009, openpolis inaugurated its flagship initiative: www.openparlamento.it 
(‘open parliament’). The openparlamento.it initiative focuses on the Italian parliament 
and makes a range of instruments available to all citizen-users in order to allow them to 
monitor, understand and participate in everything proposed, discussed and voted by 
members of parliament. Every day, the website gathers official information (directly from 
parliament’s online archives) and, after turning it into user friendly and ‘catchy’ quantita-
tive and qualitative data, it disseminates it through the Internet. Every detail on draft 
laws, speeches, interventions, amendments and votes made by parliamentarians becomes 
easily accessible through the website, in which each deputy or senator has got a personal 
webpage with regularly updated details on his/her activity and current interests. The 
website also allows each citizen-user to personalize information and focus on specific 
areas through a number of functions inspired by the Web 2.0 approach. By making pol-
icy monitoring simple and accessible, openparlamento.it also aims at supporting a new 
form of ‘community lobbying’. 

The openparlamento.it initiative has already had a significant impact in Italy. On the 
day of its official launch, hundreds of thousands of users visited the website, thereby 
crashing the servers repeatedly. Just one-year-old, openparlamento.it is regularly men-
tioned by the media (with, for instance, a weekly slot in L’Espresso magazine) and some 
parliamentarians often refer to it to improve their public image. Indeed, the personalized 
monitoring system developed by openparlamento.it, which focuses on the activities of 

Fioramonti, ‘Transparency one can see through’: openpolis, a growing community of citizen-users 

33

http://www.voisietequi.it
http://www.voisietequi.it
http://www.openparlamento.it/
http://www.openparlamento.it/


each individual MP, allows citizen-users to distinguish between bad and good perform-
ances, thereby avoiding the popular tendency to simply treat the political class as a whole. 
openpolis is indeed interested in promoting long-term structural changes in Italy’ culture 
of transparency (or lack thereof) and does not subscribe to generic attitudes of ‘antipoli-
tica’.

Among other tools, openparlamento.it also publishes an index of parliamentary activ-
ity. In 2010, a survey was conducted with Italian MPs to revise the methodology on 
which the index was based and incorporate their comments and views: over 150 parlia-
mentarians participated in the survey. As a result the new index includes both measures 
of the quantity and quality of parliamentary initiatives, including the progress made by 
each proposed law, the consensus registered among MPs (through the number of signa-
tories), the individual votes and the number of speeches made, motions raised and other 
types of interventions carried out by each MP. 

Besides vosietequi.it and openparlamento.it, openpolis also provides a wide range of 
additional data on all elected officials in the country through a comprehensive database 
accessible at www.openpolis.it. Arguably the most comprehensive database in the coun-
try, this system provides information regarding each and every elected official in Italy, 
from the smallest municipality to the European Parliament. One detailed page is dedi-
cated to each of the about 150,000 elected representatives in the country, displaying their 
socio-economic profile, institutional career, party affiliations, private properties, tax decla-
rations, public speeches, etc. Due to the sheer size of the database and the continuously 
updating information, citizens themselves play a central role in the construction of open-
polis’ database. While initial information is collected directly from the Ministry of Inter-
nal Affairs, its reliability and accuracy is continuously verified by a community of citizen-
users through a ‘wiki’ system similar to that developed by the famous Wikipedia, 
whereby each citizen can correct, amend and expand upon the information gathered 
from official sources. Each citizen-user can also ‘adopt’ one or more public officials to 
monitor his/her activities and update his/her information. Thanks to the support and 
participation of hundreds of citizens, openpolis.it is currently the most reliable and up-to-
date database of elected officials in Italy, with thousands of wikis updated every month.  

Although each tool developed by openpolis has its own specific characteristics, it is 
nevertheless possible to summarize the common phases of information gathering and 
dissemination as follows: 

• Official data gathering: development of a database where institutional data is 
gathered and elaborated upon through user friendly formats;

• Public dissemination through the Internet: standard formats  (open source), 
accessible, customizable and exchangeable information; 

• Citizens’ participation: bottom-up data gathering (continuous updates 
provided by citizens, especially at the local level) and participation (citizen-
to-citizen debates, citizens-to-representatives debates, public assessments of 
institutional performances, etc.).  
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The current field of work concentrates on public institutions (national and European 
parliaments, provincial legislatures, local municipalities). Future applications may regard 
public administration (citizens’ assessments of public services), the private sector (prod-
ucts, policies and initiatives of private corporations) and, potentially, organized crime (by 
matching police data with citizens’ direct experience, share risks, etc.).  

In October 2010, openpolis will launch a new edition of the Camere Aperte (Open 
Chambers) report, with the most recent updates regarding the index of parliamentary 
activity and other comparative analyses. The launch of the 2010 edition of the report will 
also be an opportunity to further openpolis’ advocacy campaigns. In the coming months, 
openpolis will exert pressure on parliamentary institutions to achieve the following: a) on-
line publication of all economic interests of MPs; b) a reform of current regulations re-
garding ‘doppio incarico’ (double-dipping/double-jobbing) in order to make it impossible 
for any elected official to hold multiple posts at the same time (including that of minister 
and MP); c) increase ‘actual’ transparency on parliamentary proceedings. 

Often, when citizens petition government for effective dissemination of institutional 
information, policymakers tend to reply that it is too costly. openpolis has demonstrated 
that it can be rather inexpensive and cost effective to use the Internet to disseminate in-
formation and has developed tools that can emancipate citizens directly: when institu-
tions are unwilling or unable to effectively publish information regarding their work, 
then civic associations can do it themselves, also with the support of openpolis’ tools. 

This experience shows that once data is made public and accessible, it can be further 
socialized, exchanged and assessed through an open debate. This can be done thanks to 
‘user friendly’ instruments, which allow for an integrated picture combining institutional 
data and information directly gathered by citizens (citizen generated content).

When the gap between representatives and citizens is filled or reduced, then it is pos-
sible to build a more proactive relationship between the citizenry and public institutions, 
which is not limited to election time. In this vein, it becomes feasible to establish regular 
monitoring activities involving citizens, ongoing assessments and also promote cam-
paigns to support citizens’ lobbying in certain areas. Such an approach opens up new 
possibilities for democratic participation and avoids granting politicians a sort of ‘blank 
cheque’, especially in countries such as Italy where clientelism and predefined hierarchies 
stifle genuine democratic participation, thereby undermining citizens’ trust in the politi-
cal system. 
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