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Decentralization: digital tools
The decentralization reform has been ongoing since 2014. During this time, nearly 900 Amalgamated 

Territorial Communities (ATCs) have been created. They received an opportunity to establish the 
activities of a new local government unit from scratch. This study examines how the new ATCs 
employ digital solutions, namely websites and social networks. To analyze how ATCs management 
uses online tools to interact with their residents, and how it engages them with local governance, 
we analyzed websites and social media pages from 241 ATCs (30% of the total number as of 
January 1, 2019). We supplemented this data with summaries of 10 semi-structured interviews with 
the representatives of ATCs leadership.

Summary of the research
In general, today, it is typical for the amalgamated territorial communities in Ukraine to have 

their website, as well as to have accounts on social networks. Only 5.4% of communities do not 
have their website; however, half of these “websiteless” ATCs (7 out of 13) have accounts on 
Facebook. Thereby, only 2.5% of the amalgamated territorial communities are not represented on 
the internet at all.
Among ATCs that had been created before the fall of 2017, only 1 village community does not have 

a website; among those created after fall 2017, only 1 small-town and 11 village communities do 
not have one. Hence, creating a website is not always a top priority for ATCs, but with community 
development, ATCs leadership pays attention to this issue. 

For public bodies, the website is required for compliance with the law “On access to public 
information” and the decree on open data (No. 835 of October 21, 2015) issued by the Cabinet of 
Ministers of Ukraine, as well as several other regulations. Last but not the least, the website can 
enhance communication between the ATCs management and the residents.
In particular, a website may be the most convenient source of contact information, such as 

telephone numbers, email addresses, and information regarding the ATCs management reception 
schedule. 97% of community websites from the sample have telephone numbers, 95% — an email 
box, and 72% — a reception schedule.
Some communities created a website from scratch, and some developed a new one on an 

existing website of their local council. In some cases, both community and council websites 
operate simultaneously, making it difficult to understand which website is up-to-date and may 
be a reliable source of information.
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There are ready-made solutions of websites on the market both from commercial companies 
and from international technical assistance projects. The latter allows amalgamated territorial 
communities to avoid high costs for the development and launch of a website. It is especially 
crucial at the beginning of ATCs’ activity.
80% of the analyzed communities that have an email address created it on a private mail service. 

This step is meaningful only from financial reasons since it creates the risk of third-party access 
to the correspondence of community leadership and a loss of access to emails if there is a 
problem with the password and its recovery (a situation that is easily solved if one uses an own 
mail server). Therefore, it is recommended: paying attention to the list of people who have access 
to email accounts, updating email passwords regularly, and storing access recovery codes in a 
secure and accessible place.
The traffic to the community website varies by type of ATCs and falls from town to small-town 

and from small-town to village. The median  of monthly visits for a town community website is 
4,500 hits, small-town — 800, village — 500. The traffic to ATC’s website is influenced, in particular, 
by community profiles on social networks (including YouTube), where links to website articles 
are published. There is also a positive correlation of those websites that contain information 
about community incomes and expenses and website traffic (discounted to the population of the 
community).
Up to a half of traffic (44%) the community websites receive from web search engines. Sometimes, 

this can be happening because it is easier for a user to search a website or contact information 
of particular ATC using web search engines, than type in the address bar, say, “kropyvchankivska-
otg.org.ua” and search for the necessary contact information there. However, this proportion may 
illustrate that residents use the website solely to access documents or static information, such as 
contacts. Accordingly, this proportion of website traffic indicates the relevance of SEO optimization 
for the web representation of amalgamated territorial communities; if ATC’s web resource gets to 
the leading positions on the relevant search request, it will make it easier for residents to access 
information.
40% of websites update the news section less than once a week or do not update at all. The 

updates depend on ATC staff and financial resources. However, the news section gives free access 
to the public information about community activities, so if management does not fully use this 
resource, they lose the opportunity to inform residents of their actions. This situation is especially 
true in village communities, where half of the websites (48%) are passive. 
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The results of the study demonstrate the positive correlation between the quality of the content 
on websites or social networks accounts and the activity of residents on these resources. Since 
investing in online presence pays off, it is essential for the ATCs’ management to find ways to 
overcome the challenges created by the lack of staff or relevant skills of their employees.
61% of the analyzed communities have Facebook accounts. Out of them, 44% have only a Fb-page, 

12% have only a Fb-group only, and 5% have both a Fb-page and a Fb-group. The average  Fb-page 
covers 7% of the community population, and the group — 11%. When comparing Fb-pages and Fb-
groups of amalgamated territorial communities, in town communities, people leave comments 
more often on Fb-pages than in Fb-groups. Instead, in small-town and village communities, 
people more often comment on Fb pages than Fb groups.

Consequently, it is recommended for communities to create Facebook pages and groups 
simultaneously with a website, or even before its launch (if there are no resources for creating a 
website). Analysis of the data found that, even though the Fb-page is the most common option 
for an organization’s presence on Facebook, it is possible to get better interaction with residents 
in Fb-groups. It is worth noticing that the number of members in Fb-groups is almost twice larger 
than the number of subscribers to Fb-page. Given that in these Fb-pages and Fb-groups citizens 
will publish information on their community activities, ATC’s management needs to develop a 
scheme for responding to such publications and to identify those responsible for monitoring, 
collecting and responding to them. We would recommend ATC’s management to comment on 
critical issues, demonstrating by this their attention to the issue raised in publications.
ATC’s leaders (mayors and deputies) are local political figures. It means that in the politicized 

Ukrainian segment of Facebook, they will have not only to discuss the mundane problems, but 
also face the expression of residents’ attitude to the managers or face opponents’ attempts to 
influence the level of trust towards the authorities in their community. Therefore, community 
leaders should decide how to respond to negative messages, identify people who leave them and 
apply specific strategies of communication with them on Fb-pages and in Fb-groups. We do not 
recommend excluding the possibility of commenting on posts, as the leadership then loses the 
opportunity to receive feedback from the residents. This feedback may allow them to adjust the 
activities and maintain the necessary level of trust.
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According to the data, citizens more actively post their complaints and messages on Fb-groups 
than on Fb-pages (40% vs. 17%). Hence, the ATC’s management should consider creating the Fb-
group and treat it as an internal platform for residents to express their opinions and criticism. 
At the same time, the Fb-pages are more likely to be ATC’s “showcase” on Facebook, so the 

community management should consider them as a source of news and notifications.
77% of the analyzed Fb-pages make less than one publication per day (or less than 30 publications 

per month), and 22% make from one to 2.5 publications per day (or 30-75 publications per 
month). Due to Facebook algorithm settings, frequent updates have a positive effect on audience 
growth, but a negative effect on the number of posts that subscribers will see. Due to this ATCs’ 
management should maintain a balance in the content of their pages.
17% of the analyzed communities have a YouTube channel. In town communities, this figure is 

31%, in small-towns — 26%, and in villages — 9%. YouTube is a free video-hosting service that 
further attracts visitors. There is interdependence between the number of channel hits and site 
visits. That is, either YouTube is giving an increase in website traffic (what is unlikely), or residents 
are watching the video when it is embedded in a post on a community website. In any case, such 
correlation is an argument in favor of creating and developing a YouTube channel. The more 
views a video has, the higher is the number of subscribers. Hence, if management encourages 
residents to subscribe to a YouTube channel, this will increase the number of views. In general, 
more than half of channels (21 channels, or 54% of ATCs that have YouTube channels) have up to 
10 videos, and the median of video publishing activity is 1 video per month. Such an average video 
gets approximately 100 views.
Instagram is used by 11% of town communities, 6% of small-town communities, and 2% of 

village communities. The average profile publishes 15 photos per month and has 274 followers, 
of which about a quarter are «bots» (28%). Four out of the eleven survey profiles (27%) do not 
receive any comments. Instagram is an effort to engage young people in community activities. 
This engagement generally works because the increase in the number of published photos has a 
positive effect on the number of subscribers and attention to the channel.
In general, amalgamated territorial communities actively use digital tools to engage with 

residents. However, at this point, it is difficult to fully assess the efforts to engage, since we do 
not know how many people are not involved because of a poor management’s communication 
strategy, and how many are lacking the technical means or skills to visit websites and subscribe 
to social networking profiles. Nonetheless, the average monthly number of views of community 
websites of more than 700 visits, and the median number of Fb-group subscribers of more than 
750 people are the positive arguments to support the relevance of websites and profiles on social 
networks for community residents, and therefore for their further development.
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Brief Recommendations:

1. It is valuable for newly created ATCs to launch and maintain their own websites, as the activity 
of these web resources increases their traffic — that is, ATCs websites are not just a formality.
2. Citizens are more likely to use Facebook than the website of the ATC to communicate with its 

administration.
3. Communities that do not have sufficient resources to run a full-fledged website would benefit 

from creating Facebook profiles, in particular, Fb-page as a showcase of community life and Fb-
group as a platform for communication between community and ATC’s management (Fb-groups 
are more numerous and active than Fb-pages).
4. Only 20% of communities placed their email on a community web site or domain gov.ua. Given 

the information risks and the threat of loss of access to correspondence, it is not recommended 
to create and maintain an official ATC email on private email service.
5. Every sixth ATC has its own YouTube channel. The presence of YouTube channel positively 

correlates with website visits. Although it is difficult to determine a clear percentage of influence, 
significant positive dynamics have been recorded. Particularly, even one video per month brings 
an increase to ATC website views.
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