ONTARIO’S CITIZENS’ ASSEMBLY, AND BEYOND

Towards a new model for citizen engagement in policy-making

By Jon Bricker

INTRODUCTION

It has been heralded as everything from a political revolution, to a stage-managed attempt by government to make Ontarians think their leaders are serious about democratic renewal.

In fact, the Citizens’ Assembly on Electoral Reform (Ontario CA) is neither of these things. Revolutions typically aim to overthrow governments, and require a great deal of popular support. By contrast, the Ontario CA was created by government, and has thus far generated little public interest. 


But while not exactly a revolution, nor does the Ontario CA seem like mere politics as usual. On the contrary, it is a significant development in at least two respects. First, it has the potential to radically revamp the way Ontario elects its governments. Second, the CA is itself significant, since average citizens have been entrusted with responsibility for making the sort of policy decisions that have traditionally been the exclusive purview of elected governments. This second feature of the Ontario CA provides the focus for this paper.

What prompted Ontario to assign responsibility for electoral reform to a group of average citizens who had little knowledge of electoral system design and virtually zero policy-making experience? 

In answering this question, it may help us to note that, while a first for this province, the Ontario Citizens’ Assembly is hardly the first initiative of its kind. British Columbia recently completed its own Citizens’ Assembly on Electoral Reform. Earlier this year, the Netherlands launched the Burgerforum, an electoral reform initiative modeled after British Columbia’s. And in California, citizens and state officials alike are part of a growing chorus demanding the establishment of a Citizens’ Assembly to discuss a wide range of potential reforms to the state’s electoral system. 

Nor are these initiatives confined to the realm of democratic reform. British Columbia recently announced plans to follow-up its Citizens’ Assembly on Electoral Reform with a “Conversation on Health,” which will give citizens a bigger role in shaping the future of the province’s healthcare system.
 Internationally, recent years have witnessed the rise of “participatory budgeting,” a process designed to give citizens a major role in the development of municipal budgets. Finally, non-governmental groups have recently begun convening citizen juries, civic forums and deliberative polling groups to engage average citizens in dialogue about virtually every policy realm imaginable, from globalization and international conflict, to healthcare, global warming, and what to do with used nuclear fuel.
 Which brings us back to the question posed earlier. Why the growing desire to put average citizens in charge of policy-making?

The answer requires a closer look at a concept that political scientists and politicians seem to enjoy discussing even more than citizen engagement – the “democratic deficit.” Recently, this term has become something of a catch-all for complaints about democracy’s ails. It has been used describe everything from low voter turnout, to concerns about excessive party discipline in Canada’s legislatures. However, I use the term here in its original, quasi-scientific sense. In particular, I use it to refer to the growing gap between citizen expectations with respect to government on one hand, and citizen satisfaction with government on the other. On the expectation front, value surveys have recently uncovered an interesting shift. In the last several decades, as the economy has stabilized, residents of many industrialized nations have grown increasingly “post-material” in their outlook. For these residents, it is no longer enough for governments to manage the economy and provide basic services. Rather, it is expected that governments will now also concern themselves with such post-material concerns as the environment, human rights and international poverty, to name just a few examples.
 However, as expectations rise, satisfaction with government has declined. Shifts in the media – new reporting methods and expanded access to news – have contributed to increasing suspicion toward political elites, as we are bombarded with stories about corruption and broken campaign promises.
 At the same time, rising education levels have made politics easier for most of us to understand. As a result, polls have revealed a decline in deference toward government, and a growing sense among citizens that “I could do better,” and that “politicians should listen more to me.”
 And taken together, these shifts have resulted in yet another shift – a growing desire among residents for more opportunities to meaningfully participate in the policy-making process.


Admittedly, this final feature of the democratic deficit – the growing desire to participate – might seem somewhat strange. As Canadians, we are often told that the real threat to Canada’s democratic health is apathy – that is, the complete opposite of a desire to participate. But this view assumes that the desire to participate can be measured by things like voter turnout and the number of people belonging to political parties. In fact, these conventional forms of political engagement involve very little meaningful participation.
 Voting involves little more than showing up at your local polling station to mark an ‘X’ on a ballot every few years. During an election campaign, voters are not required to engage with one another or defend their positions. And between elections, most voters have very few opportunities to influence the plethora of policy decisions made by legislators. Indeed, this is the great irony of the Ontario CA. Although the Citizens’ Assembly itself seems like a significant development, any recommendations made by the assembly stand little chance of addressing the democratic deficit. Electoral reform may produce a more representative legislature. But regardless of which electoral system the Citizens’ Assembly endorses, voting will continue to provide few opportunities for meaningful participation in the policy-making process.
 

Deliberative forums such as the CA, on the other hand, necessarily entail a bigger for citizens in the policy-making process. This is not to suggest that the CA model could ever replace conventional policy-making processes. But by involving citizens in those conventional processes, the CA model has enormous potential to address the growing desire for meaningfully opportunities to participate. Indeed, if claims by its proponents can be believed, the CA model may well be the solution to the democratic deficit.


This paper considers the merits of those claims. The first section briefly describes some of the theoretical arguments in favour of the CA model. In particular, this section considers claims that the CA model produces better, more legitimate policy, and claims that participants emerge with knowledge, skills, and feelings of efficacy that enhance the likelihood that they will remain politically engaged in the future. The next section considers the particular case of British Columbia, the site of Canada’s first CA. Here, the evidence suggests that results were mixed, at best. There is little doubt that British Columbia’s CA meaningfully engaged members. However, the public deliberation period that followed the release of the CA’s recommendations was marked by a near-total failure to meaningfully engage non-members. The final section begins with a brief review of Ontario’s plans for engaging non-members in the CA process. It concludes with a list of concrete recommendations that the provincial government would do well to consider, if it is serious about meaningfully engaging citizens in the policy-making process.

WHY CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT MATTERS

Literature on the CA model remains relatively scarce. However, the CA model is one of several models that fall under the much larger deliberative democracy umbrella.
 Therefore, while I try to draw specifically on the CA literature in this section, much of what follows is in fact drawn from the more general literature on deliberative democracy.


This literature is filled with a long list of bold claims about deliberative democracy’s merits. However, it is possible to categorize these claims. Below, two broad categories of benefits are identified.


First, it is often argued that average citizens may in fact produce better policy. Drawing on examples from science, markets and the corporate realm, Surowiecki contends for instance that large groups of average citizens routinely make better decisions than a relatively small group of policy professionals ever could.
 Admittedly, Surowiecki’s claim seems improbable at first. How can a group comprised of relatively uneducated, inexperienced individuals possibly make better policy decisions than someone who has spent an entire career studying a policy issue? The answer, according to Surowiecki, lies in the CA’s nature as a large body of randomly selected individuals.
 According to this view, a large, diverse group such as the CA is uniquely able to bring a wide range of competing views to the table, and to have those views challenged so that the worst ones are eliminated, and the best ones emerge.
 By contrast, the policy-making profession is relatively small, and comprised largely of individuals from similar educational and occupational backgrounds, who hold similar positions in society. In turn, their views are less likely to diverge, and there is little opportunity for a competition of ideas, from which the best ideas can emerge. 

Of course, this is not to suggest that citizens can be counted on to come up with better policy all the time. For example, although Yankelovich is a great fan of deliberation, he readily admits that groups of relatively uneducated citizens should not be left in charge of setting engineering standards for highway bridges.
 But while poorly suited to some policy realms, there are other policy realms for which the CA model seems ideally suited. For instance, Lang argues that citizens are ideally suited to setting standards for public-service delivery, since they have first-hand experience in using these services and know their own needs far better than any policy expert ever could.
 Similarly, several scholars have recently argued that CA’s are ideal venues for debating issues such as campaign-finance, term limits, and Senate reform. Asking legislatures to resolve these debates, Snider argues, is like asking them to set the rules for their own empowerment. The resulting policy may be driven by self-interest.
 Alternatively, politicians may be unable to achieve significant reform at all, because rival parties have too much stake and are unwilling to compromise, or because they are unwilling to expend the political capital that genuine democratic reform almost invariably requires. The CA model, by contrast, is designed so as to minimize the likelihood that participants will have a personal stake in the outcome, and break the political impasse so often witnessed when responsibility for democratic reform is left to traditional political elites. Indeed, Ruff notes that this was one of the main reasons why responsibility for electoral reform was taken out of political hands in British Columbia, and assigned instead to the Citizens’ Assembly.


Furthermore, it is sometimes argued that CA’s produce more effective policy, not because the policies produced are themselves any different than what professionals would come up with. Rather, the idea here is that policy is automatically conferred with legitimacy in the eyes of citizens, if citizens themselves had a hand in shaping it.
 In turn, the more legitimate the policy, the greater the likelihood of compliance. And the greater the likelihood of compliance, the more effective the policy. Of course, there is some risk here that the CA’s recommendations will achieve legitimacy in the eyes of CA members, but not in the eyes of non-members, who had no hand in shaping those recommendations. But this need not be the case. On the contrary, scholars have found that where average citizens are put in charge of policy-making, the results are viewed as legitimate not only by participants, but also by non-participants who see that these policy decisions were the work of people just like themselves.
 


The second category of benefits pertains to the CA’s impact not on policy, but on participants themselves. Indeed, it is here, in its impact on participants, that deliberative democracy’s potential is perhaps greatest.
 Within this second category of benefits, several sub-categories of benefits can be discerned. First, several scholars have argued that the CA model fosters understanding among citizens by providing participants with an opportunity to engage with people who come from different backgrounds and hold opposing viewpoints.
 Nor is this understanding simply a feel-good benefit. On the contrary, learning to understand one’s fellow citizens is a fundamental first step in accepting the consequences of one’s views, and the tradeoffs inherent in making a particular policy decision. Of course, participation cannot guarantee understanding; some participants may begin the deliberations with hardened views, and refuse to budge from their original position, despite having been exposed to debate and new ideas that challenge their original views. However, experience suggests this is rarely the case. For example, studies of participatory budgeting projects have found convincing evidence, that participating residents emerged more sensitive to the concerns of their neighbours, and often changed their minds as a result.
 Similarly, here in Canada, surveyors found that a remarkable 96% of participants changed their views as a result of hearing what others had to say during a recent civic forum on globalization.
 By contrast, conventional forms of input-giving such as voting or participation in a public-opinion survey provide few opportunities to hear from others, and little incentive to consider the consequences of one’s views for others.
 A voter can easily make it through an entire election campaign without once defending his or her choice, or hearing how that choice might affect someone else. Similarly, a survey respondent can easily tell a survey taker that he or she wants both lower taxes and more extensive public healthcare, with no regard to the fact those views may be incompatible.


Finally, its proponents argue that the CA model provides participants with a valuable civic education. Participants in deliberative forums similar to the CA often report that they emerged with a better grasp of the policy issues, and a better understanding of how government works, especially if deliberation was preceded by a learning phase, as is usually the case in CA’s.
 Participants also demonstrate improved active listening, public speaking and negotiation skills as a result of their participation. In turn, these participants report heightened confidence in their ability to make important decisions about politics, and in their ability influence the political events taking place around them.
 Perhaps more interesting, these feelings of efficacy are not merely confined to the specific policy issue discussed by the deliberative body. On the contrary, several studies have suggested that these are in fact spin-off benefits that enhance the likelihood that participants will remain interested and engaged in politics long after the particular policy issue addressed by the CA has been resolved.


To repeat, those are the benefits of the CA model in its ideal form. It remains to be seen whether any of them are actually achievable, in practice. The next section considers the extent to which these benefits were achieved in British Columbia, when that province staged its own recent Citizens’ Assembly on Electoral Reform (the BCCA). 

BRITISH COLUMBIA’s EXPERIMENT

The BCCA itself

Reviews of the BCCA have been overwhelmingly positive.
 In the end, public support for the BCCA’s recommendations fell just short of the supermajority threshold required to become law. Still, the BCCA’s achievements were remarkable in several respects. Members from different backgrounds and different parts of the province, most of whom had little knowledge of electoral systems and no experience with policy design, absorbed incredible amounts of information in a short time, got along famously with one another, and in the end, agreed almost unanimously on a new electoral system for their province.

In addition, the BCCA itself achieved many of the criteria for successful deliberation laid out in the previous section. In terms of policy, although voters ultimately rejected the BCCA’s call for a Single Transferable Vote (STV) system, the BCCA nonetheless brought British Columbia much closer to electoral reform than it had ever come before. This achievement is particularly remarkable when one considers that previous provincial governments had repeatedly tried and failed to bring about electoral reform by more conventional, legislative means. It is more remarkable still, when one compares the BCCA with electoral reform initiatives in other provinces, where the movement toward reform has been slow and faltering.
 What’s more, the BCCA’s recommendations may yet be adopted. Recently, the provincial government announced plans to hold a second referendum on STV, in 2009.
 

The evidence from British Columbia is even more encouraging as it relates to participants. Critics of the process derided participants as uneducated and unqualified for the job.
 But Carty’s survey of participants found that the opposite was true. Although most participants began the process with little knowledge of electoral system design, by the end, an overwhelming majority had clearly learned a great deal.
 Many participants went on to become teachers, staging events in their communities for others interested in learning about electoral reform. In addition, reviews of the process suggest BCCA members did indeed come to understand one another and accept some of the consequences of their views, as a result of their participation. For example, Lang describes how members’ attitudes about local representation evolved over the course of the BCCA’s deliberations. At the start of the process, BCCA members from urban ridings placed local representation low on their list of priorities for a new electoral system. But over time, as rural members advocating for a system that emphasized local representation, urban members responded by placing local representation higher on their priority list. Indeed, the concern with local representation was one of the main reasons why the BCCA ultimately opted for STV.


Furthermore, evidence from the BCCA suggests participants emerged from the BCCA better equipped to assume the responsibilities associated with democratic citizenship. Some members tried public speaking for the first time. Others wrote letters to the editors of their local newspapers, gave television and radio interviews, and collaborated with nongovernmental groups in their home communities to organize information sessions for local residents. A survey taken at the mid-point of the BCCA process revealed that members understood politics better, and were more interested in politics as a result of their participation in the BCCA process.
 In addition, many participants reported that they felt more empowered, and more confident in their ability to influence the policy-making process in the future.

Beyond the BCCA


While the BCCA itself was widely hailed as a success, the same cannot be said for the public deliberation phase that followed the release of the BCCA’s final report. 


However, before describing the public deliberation phase, it is worth noting that the public’s role in the electoral reform process in fact began long before the BCCA released its recommendations. Following the “Learning Phase” of the BCCA process, but preceding the “Deliberations Phase,” BCCA members took part in an extensive, two-month public hearings process. Public response was remarkable. The BCCA received more than 1,500 written submissions from British Columbians, while a series of meetings in various locations across the province attracted more than 3,000 attendees, of whom nearly 400 made presentations.
 Ratner tells the particularly remarkable story of a hearing in Smithers, B.C., a hockey-mad town of fewer than 6,000 people, where 60 residents showed up to learn about the CA’s work instead of staying home to watch seventh, deciding game of the Stanley Cup finals between the Tampa Bay Lightning and Calgary Flames on TV.


But while attendance at public hearings was certainly impressive, the hearing process itself left much to be desired. Attendees had the opportunity to listen to presenters, and occasionally ask questions. However, they had few opportunities to engage in the sort of sustained back-and-forth and negotiation that were the hallmarks of the BCCA’s own deliberations. Furthermore, some presenters complained that they were given too little time to present, and that BCCA members present at the hearings had little interest in what presenters had to say, while others complained that meetings were dominated by well organized interests, some of whom attended several meetings, giving virtually the same presentation each time.


However, disappointment over the public hearings was nothing compared to the disappointment that surrounded the public deliberation process that followed the release of the BCCA’s final report several months later. While the provincial government had set aside $5.5-million for the BCCA itself, it soon emerged that the government had set aside very little money for the referendum campaign period that followed. Moreover, the BCCA Secretariat’s mandate officially ceased the day the BCCA’s recommendations were released, leaving no one to oversee public education. To its credit, in the dying days of its mandate, the Secretariat succeeded in cobbling together enough money for a 16-page glossy mail-out describing the BCCA’s recommendations, which was sent to every household in the province. However, some recipients complained that the flyer contained little information about how STV actually worked, while others complained that it looked like “just another piece of junk mail.”
 Indeed, according to one estimate, nearly half of the flyers went directly into recipients’ recycling bins, unnoticed and unread.


Over time, Yes and No campaigns emerged, and began assuming responsibility for educating voters. However, the committees received little public funding and were forced to rely on budgets of less than $20,000 – barely enough to cover the cost of campaigners’ travel expenses, let alone advertising or salary for a professional campaign staff.
 In addition to official Yes and No committees, a group of former BCCA members also emerged during the referendum campaign period, to advocate for STV. Group members designed a website, delivered dozens of speeches, and made conscious efforts to discuss the referendum with friends, family and colleagues at every opportunity. But like the official Yes and No campaigns, group members complained that they had little financial support. Instead, the group was forced to rely on donations from members, which totaled just $400.


The media meanwhile, fared little better as public educator. Although the BCCA’s proposals attracted coverage when they were released, and again in the days leading up to the referendum, the intervening months witnessed relatively little coverage. There were notable exceptions. Many BCCA members gave interviews to their local newspapers or radio stations. In addition, the entire process received relatively good press from the Vancouver Sun, which assigned a reporter to cover the BCCA’s deliberations and agreed to distribute a copy of the BCCA’s mail-out to the newspaper’s subscribers. Coverage in other places was less helpful, however. A Globe & Mail editorial described STV as “perhaps the zaniest, most confusing and ill-considered position available,”
 while other outlets engaged in “horse race” journalism, reporting on the competition between Yes and No forces, but not the BCCA’s proposals themselves. 

Interestingly, the final weeks of the referendum campaign saw an increase in media coverage, as high profile ex-politicians and B.C. celebrities began to weigh in. The Yes side received vocal support from David Suzuki, former provincial Cabinet minister turned radio host Rafe Mair, and Krist Novoselic, former bassist for Seattle grunge music legends Nirvana. For its part, the No side received vocal support from an equally improbable alliance – former Social Credit Premier Bill Bennett, and his longtime political foe, former NDP Premier Dave Barrett.
 While these figures finally helped put the media spotlight on the referendum however, the resulting coverage did little to educate voters. Few reporters made serious attempts to explain STV, and among the small group that did, many either got it wrong, or else provided broadstrokes, but few details.


Notably, the Internet fared somewhat better as a source for information about the referendum. The BCCA’s official website remained on-line during the referendum campaign, and served as a clearinghouse for information about electoral reform.
 In addition, the official Yes and No campaigns both discovered the Internet’s potential as a relatively inexpensive way to disseminate their message. Furthermore, STV was the subject of a great deal of chatter on several Internet blogs in the weeks leading up to the vote. 


However, the Internet was clearly exceptional in this regard. As the campaign wore on, a series of public-opinion polls all found much the same thing – the public knew very little about the BCCA, its recommendations, or the referendum. With less than two months to go before the vote, one survey found that only 9% of eligible British Columbians could correctly name STV as the electoral model chosen by the BCCA.
 With less than three weeks to go, another poll found that only 10% of residence felt they knew “a lot” about STV, while nearly half said they knew “nothing” about it.
 Finally, in the campaign’s dying days, pollsters noted a slight uptick in the number of voters who said they understood STV.
 Still, the consensus was that they had not learned nearly enough. One STV critic quipped that voters were being asked to buy a “pig in a poke.”
 Proponents of STV meanwhile, struggled to find words that might put a more positive spin on their predicament. Rafe Mair, for instance, readily acknowledged the public education problem, but pleaded with voters to just show a little “blind faith.”



Indeed, given this near-total failure to engage the public, the real surprise on voting day was not that voters rejected STV. Rather, the real surprise was that they came so close to adopting it. In total, 57% of voters said “Yes” to STV, just a few percentage points shy of the 60% threshold set by the provincial government.  On closer inspection however, these figures hardly seem like evidence that the public had been meaningfully engaged. Few British Columbians voted Yes because they had learned a lot about STV and like what it had to offer. Rather, some figured that the BCCA must have known what it was doing, while others simply concluded that anything had to be better than the current electoral system. 


Nor was turnout for the referendum terribly impressive. In total, 56% of eligible voters cast ballots in the referendum. At first blush, this might not seem unreasonably low. It’s more or less consistent with turnout for most Canadian provincial elections, and only slightly lower than the 58% who cast ballots in the provincial election, which occurred at the same time and which was widely considered to be a relatively boring, low-stakes affair that would attract few voters to the polls. But these figures also suggest something worrying. In particular, they suggest that the referendum failed to attract anyone to the polls who was not already planning to vote in the provincial election. For reasons described in the Introduction, I am usually reluctant to view voter turnout as an indicator of public interest in politics. This referendum was different, however. In form, the BCCA was supposed to mark a fundamental change in way citizens related to government. And in substance, electoral reform was supposed to change the way they chose those governments. There is therefore a certain amount of irony in the finding that the referendum failed to attract any more voters than the elections that led to calls for electoral reform in the first place.

Analysis


Although they agreed on little else, by the end of the public deliberation period, fans and critics of STV all agreed on at least one thing – efforts to meaningfully engage the public had been a flop, particularly when compared with the meticulously planned and highly effective BCCA process.


First, in terms of policy effectiveness, the public deliberation process achieved very little. During public hearings, presenters felt they were not listened to, and that BCCA members had already begun to make up their minds.
 Nor was the public provided with much opportunity to shape policy during the referendum campaign. Instead, voters were presented with a fait accompli, and a choice to either accept or reject STV. Indeed, the entire process lent credence to the view that referenda are poor ways to resolve complex policy issues.
 It may be sufficient to give voters this sort of choice if there truly exist just two policy alternatives. However, when there exist a plethora of alternatives (as is the case for electoral reform), a binary choice to either accept or reject hardly seems like a recipe for high quality public decision-making.

The public deliberation phase arguably fared somewhat better in terms of legitimacy. One study of voter attitudes during the referendum campaign found that the more voters learned about the BCCA, the more likely they were to support its recommendations. Perhaps more interesting, the relationship was witnessed not only in voters who understood STV, but also in those who knew almost nothing at all about STV. 
 In other words, they didn’t vote Yes because they understood and liked STV; they voted Yes because they trusted the BCCA to make the right decision. There are several possible reasons for this trust. Voters may have liked that the BCCA was made up of citizens like themselves, and that the BCCA had reached its decision only after an extended learning phase.
 Voters also liked the fact these citizens had been chosen more or less at random, and the fact that the BCCA was relatively representative in its composition.
 Finally, the provincial government’s decision to abstain from the BCCA process may have actually made BCCA’s recommendations more legitimate in the eyes of the public.
 This stands in stark contrast to Prince Edward Island, where voters overwhelmingly rejected electoral reform proposals in another recent referendum – a result McKenna attributes to political interference in the process leading up to the vote.

But while all this seems encouraging as it relates to the BCCA, two caveats are in order. First, although absence of political elites from the political process was good news in terms of legitimacy, it posed big problems in terms of public education. This concern is described in more depth, later on in the analysis. 

Second, to the extent STV did achieve legitimacy, this legitimacy was rather tenuous. Lacking any first-hand experience with STV, and unable to grasp how it worked in practice, voters deferred to the BCCA. However, one wonders how long this deference would have lasted had STV been adopted. What if British Columbia’s first STV election produced unanticipated and undesirable results? First-hand experience like this might well have led the public to question the BCCA’s decision, and to question the legitimacy of a system that most of them had no direct hand in shaping.

Next, the public deliberation phase was also a disappointment in terms of learning. The polling numbers described earlier are perhaps the clearest evidence of the failure to educate the public. Further evidence can be found in the reactions of BCCA members themselves. Asked to compare the BCCA’s deliberations to the public deliberation period that followed, one former BCCA member remarked that the difference was like “night and day.”
 During the BCCA, members were given all the support they needed in order to ensure they learned about the options available to them. During the public deliberation phase on the other hand, official support was almost nowhere to be found.

Informal public education initiatives led by former BCCA members were exceptional in this regard. Still, these efforts were not nearly enough. Whereas members received a per diem for every assembly meeting they attended, they received no financial or organizational support for their efforts during the public deliberation phase. And even with support, former BCCA members could hardly have been expected to serve as objective teachers, explaining both the pros and cons of the STV to their fellow voters. After all, they had poured considerable time and energy in the BCCA process, and had a vested interest in ensuring that voters approved their recommendations.

Under different circumstances, some responsibility for providing the public with high quality, objective information could have been assumed by the media. However, many outlets seemed just as unaware as the rest of the public that there was even a referendum campaign going on. According to Chambers this was likely the unintended result of a decision on the part of the government, to refrain from speaking publicly about the BCCA or the referendum process.
 On one hand, this decision was understandable, since the mere appearance of political meddling might have led voters to conclude that the BCCA lacked independence. On the other hand, Chambers argues the decision to keep quiet may have hurt opportunities for media coverage, since the news agenda is typically driven by whatever political elites happen to be talking about in a given week. 

Furthermore, participants in the public deliberation process had few opportunities to engage with one another, and few opportunities to hone the sort of active listening, public speaking, or negotiation skills that had figured so prominently in the BCCA’s deliberations. Indeed, this may be the biggest downside to using referenda to engage the public. A referendum, like an election, demands relatively little from participants. Participants need not study the question, defend their choice, or listen to others explain why they are planning to vote differently. Instead, they need only show up at their local polling station to mark a ballot on an assigned day. Of course, this is an extreme example. Few voters will go through the entire referendum campaign without once discussing the issues with someone else. But for most voters, contact with other people will largely consist of informal discussion among the usual social networks – family, neighbours, colleagues, and so on. Although certainly valuable, this sort of discussion cannot possibly compare with the opportunity received in a structured setting such as the CA, where participants come from different backgrounds, and are typically exposed to a much wider range of opinions than they would otherwise hear in the course of their daily affairs. Consider the urban BCCA members described earlier. At the beginning of the CA’s deliberations, most of them placed local representation low on their list of priorities. But as they got to know their rural counterparts, the urban members developed a better understanding of the importance of local representation, and began placing it higher on their priority list. Opportunities like this, to engage with individuals from different backgrounds, are what distinguish the CA model; it is difficult to imagine voters ever receiving such an opportunity in the context of a referendum campaign however, it is difficult to conceive of most voters ever getting this sort of opportunity.


Taken together, this analysis also suggests an even bigger problem with the public deliberation phase, namely, that the BCCA wound up reproducing the very problem it was trying to combat. From the get-go, organizers viewed the BCCA as a “mini-public” – a surrogate, in other words, that would reach much the same conclusion as the public at large, had the public at large been asked to design a new electoral system.
 The appeal of this model seems obvious. In an ideal world, there would be no need for mini-publics; each of us could participate directly in political decision-making. However, the size of modern political units makes this sort of “assembly of everyone” unrealistic. Contact between participants would require a great deal of mediation, and face-to-face deliberation would be virtually impossible. In turn, engagement with other participants would lose much of its meaning, and any policy decisions reached – assuming such an assembly was even capable of consensus – would be highly suspect. The literature does contain some notable exceptions – stories of policy-making process that achieved both mass participation and meaningful deliberation. However, most of these efforts were local, and involved political units no larger than a municipality. At the provincial or national level, on the other hand, examples of successful mass-participation initiatives are few and far between. Instead, most efforts to engage the public in policy-making have focused on designing mini-publics such as the CA, whose small size facilitates more effective deliberation.


Problems arise however, when one begins to consider the mini-public’s relationship to the rest of the public.
 Whereas BCCA members had extensive opportunities to learn, engage, and deliberate, non-members received almost none of those opportunities. Admittedly, this kind of gap between insiders and outsiders is to some degree inevitable under the CA model. But in British Columbia, this gap was more like a vast chasm. An overwhelming majority remained on the sidelines, while BCCA members effectively became a new elite, pleading with non-members to “just trust us.”
 Indeed, the entire process wound up producing an elite-public gap not unlike the one that the BCCA was designed to counter.
 

There were exceptions, of course. Public hearings were well attended. Information about electoral reform was readily available on-line. And former BCCA members went out of their way to organize information meetings in their communities. However, even these efforts seem largely directed at the “attentive public” – term used by Yankelovich to refer to a relatively small subset of the population that is already well informed about, and active in politics.
 Attendance at public meetings consisted largely of individuals who learned of the meetings because the were signed up to a political party, political science department, labour union, or nongovernmental association electronic mailing list. Similarly, on-line information was accessible only to the extent that web users knew to go looking for it. In other words, engagement efforts may have reached the relatively small proportion of British Columbians who were already politically engaged on at least some level. But these efforts arguably failed to reach the overwhelming majority of the public, whose feelings of alienation from the decision-making process lie at the heart of the democratic deficit.


We are therefore left with a dilemma. On one hand, a CA made up of everyone in the province is clearly unrealistic. And even if it were possible, such an assembly would be unlikely to make effective policy decisions and hard-pressed to provide participants with meaningful opportunities for participation. On the other hand, by conferring responsibility on a small group of randomly selected citizens, we may wind up empowering the few, but further alienating the many. How to escape this dilemma? 

RECOMMENDATIONS


Before listing some recommendations for Ontario, it may help to consider any existing plans for engaging non-members in the Ontario CA’s deliberations, and in the public deliberation period that follows.


To date, Ontario has made a few significant improvements on the British Columbia model. The Secretariat has hired a Director of Citizen Engagement, a position that did not exist in British Columbia In addition, the Secretariat has established strong working relationships with several media outlets, including the province’s largest publisher of community newspapers, and TV Ontario, which is broadcasting CA meetings on its website.
 The Ontario CA also recently released its Consultation Guide, which contains information about making written submissions. In addition, the Ontario CA recently announced plans for a series of public hearings in locations across the province.
 Furthermore, like their counterparts in British Columbia, members have begun assuming personal responsibility for raising the Ontario CA’s profile. Several members have already contacted their local media to arrange coverage, or made presentations at their workplaces or to community groups in their home ridings.
 


On the other hand, there is also at least some reason to believe Ontario may wind up duplicating many of the mistakes made in British Columbia The budget put forward by the provincial government contains little money for broad-based public education during the Ontario CA process. Perhaps more worrying, the Secretariat’s mandate will cease as soon as the Ontario CA’s recommendations are released, leaving behind virtually no infrastructure for teaching Ontarians about those recommendations. Moreover, although the provincial government recently announced plans for a referendum in October, 2007, it has said nothing about plans to fund Yes and No campaigns, or to support Ontario CA members in their own public education initiatives. Finally, government officials have seemingly gone out of their way to avoid speaking publicly about the Ontario CA’s work.
 Once again, while this strategy may bode well for the Ontario CA’s independence, it may also serve to limit media interest in the CA and in its recommendations.


So, what could Ontario do differently? And more specifically, how can Ontario learn from British Columbia’s example, maintaining the best parts of the British Columbia model, while avoiding a repeat of British Columbia’s mistakes? Several recommendations come to mind.
 


First, the Ontario should seriously consider legislation to make citizens’ assemblies a regular affair.
 Admittedly, this recommendation may sound strange given the problems described earlier, in the review of British Columbia’s recent CA experiment. But the evidence from British Columbia was not all bad. The BCCA itself achieved many of the goals laid out in the literature on deliberative democracy. And to the extent that these achievements were not duplicated during the public deliberation phase, the evidence suggests that the problems at this stage were not inherent in the CA concept. Rather, they were fixable if only some way could be found to close the gap between members and non-members. This is exactly where calls for the Ontario CA’s institutionalization come in. If citizens’ assemblies were made regular affairs, over time, a much larger proportion of the public would have a chance to participate directly in deliberations. Of course, participation for most people would only be a one-time affair. And since each CA would be asked to tackle a different policy issue, participants may feel like they have had a meaningful opportunity to participate in policy-making in one policy realm, but not the others. However, if the BCCA is any indication, this outcome seems unlikely, since participation in one set of deliberations will enhance the likelihood that participants will continue to participate in politics in other ways, long after the particular policy issue addressed by those deliberations has been resolved.
 

Perhaps more important, regular citizens’ assemblies may also benefit those never actually drafted to take part. The mere knowledge that they could have been the ones randomly selected to take part in the Ontario CA, coupled with the knowledge that they might be drafted to take part in a CA some time in the future, may be enough to convince many non-members to take a more active interest in the Ontario CA, and play a more active role in deliberations by the public at large. 

Of course, several details would have to be worked out.  How often would a new CA be convened? How would a CA be triggered? How would topics be selected? How would the CA’s budget be established? But no matter how these details are resolved, the result would be the same – more opportunities for meaningful citizen participation the policy-making process. 


The next set of recommendations pertains to the period following the completion of the Ontario CA’s deliberations. This paper has pointed to several potential problems with using referenda to engage the public in policy-making. Taken by itself, a referendum provides few opportunities for most people to meaningfully influence decisions in complex policy realms, and does little to confer legitimacy on the eventual result. Furthermore, a referendum does little to inspire learning, understanding among participants, skills-development, or feelings of efficacy among voters.


But there are also advantages to referenda. Far more people can take part in a referendum than in a CA. And British Columbia’s example notwithstanding, a referendum can be a good way to draw media attention to a policy issue, since a referendum has all the marks of a good news story – a contest between determined opponents, with clear battle lines and clear winners and losers. Finally, whether referenda are appropriate or not, recent experience suggests that Canadian governments will insist that any major reforms – be they constitutional, like the Charlottetown Accord, or “quasi-constitutional” like electoral reform – be put to a referendum.


It is not enough to simply hold a referendum, however. Thought must also be given to referendum design issues, including standards for the vote itself. Recently, the Ontario government announced plans to follow British Columbia’s example, by adopting a 60-60 supermajority threshold for its referendum.
 On one hand, this plan is worrying, since it raises the spectre that the CA’s recommendations may fail, notwithstanding the fact they received support from a clear majority of voters. On the other hand, the supermajority threshold may not be the insurmountable hurdle to reform that some commentators have made it out to be.
 On the contrary, the more British Columbians learned about STV, the more likely they were to vote for it. It follows, according to Cutler, that with a more extensive public education campaign, voters would have voted for STV in numbers sufficient to easily meet the supermajority threshold. Public access to information about the CA’s recommendations, in other words, seems like a far bigger concern than the threshold employed for the referendum question’s passage.


While not terribly concerned about the threshold used for passage, Ontario might consider adding a quorum requirement to its referendum legislation. Admittedly, a minimum-turnout requirement may seem unusual. Like mandatory voting rules, quorum rules are relatively rare in modern democracy. It is generally assumed that responsibility for voting lies with the voter, and that non-voters should not be allowed to hold up the democratic process. But a quorum rule need not be viewed solely as a bar to reform. Rather, it can also serve as an incentive for reformers to get out the vote, and engage not only the attentive public, but also individuals who are not typically active in politics. Of course, these incentives may not be evenly distributed. While Yes supporters would be motivated to reach out to as many voters as possible, a quorum requirement might actually motivate No supporters to refrain from educating the public, in hopes voters will simply stay away from the polls. But this seems unlikely, since No supporters are unlikely to sit idly by while Yes forces spread their pro-reform message. Furthermore, the quorum threshold could be set relatively low, so as to encourage public outreach, without unfairly tilting the balance in favour of the No side.


In addition to rules for the vote itself, more thought should be given to the referendum campaign. Strong Yes and No campaigns are perhaps the best way to ensure that the public and media are made aware of the referendum, as well as the arguments on both sides. But these campaigns need support. In particular, they require sufficient funding to cover such basics as advertising, travel costs for campaign workers, and perhaps a small team of professional campaign staff. One possibility is to allow these campaigns to collect private donations. However, a better alternative is to provide public funding, so as to ensure a relatively level playing field, and that both sides have the resources they require to mount effective campaigns.


Next, although Yes and No campaigns seem like effective mechanisms for promoting awareness of the referendum, they can hardly be counted on to provide objective information. Thus, Ontario should also give serious consideration to the establishment of an independent referendum information office. This office could be modeled after New Zealand’s Electoral Referendum Panel (ERP), which was established during New Zealand’s 1993 referendum on electoral reform to provide voters and the media with information that was more balanced than that provided by the official Yes and No campaigns.
 Headed by the country’s Chief Ombudsperson, the ERP was widely praised for its work, and for helping to achieve remarkably high levels of public education about electoral reform.
 


Other measures meanwhile, need not be tied to a referendum at all. Instead, as Mendelsohn and Parkin argue, a referendum should be viewed as but one part of a much larger attempt to engage the public in the policy-making process.


First, resources should be made available to support Ontario CA members in their own efforts to educate non-members. As experience from British Columbia makes clear, CA members can be an enormously valuable resource during public deliberations. By the time CA deliberations wrapped up in British Columbia, few people in the province were more qualified to teach others about electoral system design than BCCA members themselves. And since most members already enjoyed recognition in their home communities, they had a relatively easy time organizing local meetings and earning the trust of their neighbours. Indeed, many former BCCA members needed little encouragement to engage in public outreach. After all, members had already invested so much time and energy into the BCCA process, that investing a little more in the public deliberation process seemed like a small price to pay, if it meant they could secure public support for the CA’s recommendations. But while BCCA members were willing ambassadors, official support for their efforts was sorely lacking. In Ontario, support for CA members could take several forms. The Secretariat could provide members with media training. In addition, it could provide organizational support to members who are interested in staging local information sessions, but whose family and professional commitments leave them with little time for event-planning. Finally, members should be provided with financial support to cover the basic costs associated with attending these public events, as is the case during the Ontario CA process itself.


Next, more thought should go into the role that political elites play in public education. No doubt the Ontario CA requires independence to do its job and to preserve public perceptions of its legitimacy. But this cannot be an excuse for political elites abstaining from the deliberation process altogether. First, the desire for independence should not stop political elites from providing others Ontario CA Secretariat, Yes and No committees, the ERP, and CA members themselves with the financial and organizational support required to ensure a robust public engagement campaign. Second, although political elites should perhaps refrain from publicly speaking about the specific options before the Ontario CA, there is no reason they cannot speak publicly from time to time about the general policy issues before the CA, and about the deliberation process itself. Comments along these lines seem unlikely to compromise the Ontario CA’s independence, but quite likely to draw more public and media attention to the process. 


Next, attention should be paid to the nature and format of any public meetings, be they public hearings timed to coincide with the Ontario CA’s deliberations, or information sessions following the release of the CA’s recommendations. For instance, thought should go into how these events are promoted. Although existing communication networks offer an efficient, inexpensive way to attract a crowd, they may limit opportunities for individuals who are not already politically engaged to learn about scheduled events. Furthermore, the format for these meetings should be established and clearly communicated to participants ahead of time. Of course, meetings should not be so rigidly structured as to limit opportunities for attendees to engage with one another. However, a certain degree of structure is necessary to ensure that well organized interests and individuals with public speaking experience do not dominate the discussion at the expense of other participants whose questions or comments may be just as useful, but who may feel uncomfortable about speaking up.


 Finally, public discussion need not always involve face-to-face meetings. Several studies have recently pointed to the Internet’s potential as a venue for citizen deliberation.
 Admittedly, electronic forums may have drawbacks, as well. Participants who meet on-line may not feel that others understood their concerns as well as they might have in a face-to-face setting. In addition, when participants disagree, they may simply shut-off their computers, rather than try to work through the disagreement. Moreover, if participants are not sharing the same physical space, they may feel less inclined to remain civil and employ respectful language. No doubt concerns such as these are legitimate. But they hardly seem like grounds for dismissing electronic deliberation’s potential outright. Although far from perfect, the Internet has enormous potential to reach individuals who might be unable to attend a community meeting because their mobility is limited, because they live in a remote part of the province, or because they work evenings and weekends, when most community meetings are held. Furthermore, Internet forums may attract individuals who could attend an in-person meeting, but who feel more confident expressing themselves in electronic form, than in front of a large audience.

CONCLUSION

Although the establishment of the Ontario CA provided the impetus for this paper, the lessons contained herein have relevance that extends far beyond Ontario. Driven by dire warnings about the democratic deficit, jurisdictions across the industrialized world have begun turning to deliberative democracy, and a handful have placed their faith in one deliberative model, in particular – the Citizens’ Assembly. 

To what extent is their faith warranted? This paper suggests cause for both optimism and pessimism about the CA model. On one hand, the model has enormous potential to produce policy that is both effective, and legitimate in the eyes of those who participate in the process. Perhaps more important, the CA model provides those participants with a remarkable opportunity to learn, engage with one another, hone deliberative skills and develop feelings of efficacy.


On the other hand, the CA itself cannot possibly engage the entire public. And in engaging only CA members, there is a real risk that the CA will wind up reproducing the very problem – an elite-centred policy-making process, from which most people feel left out – that the CA was designed to address. 


However, this paper also suggests a way out of this dilemma. Although a CA is alone insufficient, combined with measures like the ones described above, a CA can at least be a starting point for citizen engagement. Of course, the above is not an exhaustive list of prescriptions. On the contrary, my hope is that these recommendations mark the start of a much larger discussion about ways to maintain the CA model, while creating more room for the public at large in the broader deliberative process. Admittedly, even if this discussion occurs, CA model is unlikely to cure Ontario’s democratic deficit once and for all. But with a little improvement on the existing model, this paper suggests that the Citizens’ Assembly model has enormous potential, indeed.
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