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Citizens’ assemblies: are they a good way to clear political logjams?
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Exam success


The up-to-date facts, examples and arguments in this chapter will help you to produce good-quality answers in the following specification areas:






	NAT5 Modern Studies

	Higher Modern Studies

	Higher Politics






	




•  Participation — rights, responsibilities and opportunities for individuals (Scotland)



•  Power and decision making (Scotland) + (UK)



•  Representation (Scotland)







	




•  Possible alternatives to the governance of Scotland



•  Implications of the UK’s decision to leave the EU



•  Ways in which citizens can influence government decision making







	




•  Political systems — constitutional arrangements
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Context


Whereas most chief executives in other democracies around the world are directly elected, or at least elected in a contest in which all citizens have some kind of input, UK prime ministers hold their position by virtue of the fact that they can command the confidence of the House of Commons. Therefore, with the Conservative Party in government already, Boris Johnson only needed to convince a majority of party members in order to succeed Theresa May as both party leader and prime minister in July 2019. While it is true that a change of prime minister occurring in such circumstances is always contentious, not least because the absence of a general election raises questions about the nature of the new administration’s mandate, Johnson also took office at a time of considerable uncertainty regarding both Brexit and the very future of the union of Scotland and England.


In the face of such constitutional flux, many have suggested that citizens’ assemblies might be an effective means of affording the government a clearer mandate for action, while at the same time widening political participation. This chapter examines the extent to which citizens’ assemblies of the type widely advocated at home and used extensively elsewhere could indeed be useful in clearing political logjams.


In doing so, it will consider the following issues:





•  What are citizens’ assemblies?



•  Where have citizens’ assemblies been used previously and to what effect?



•  How might citizens’ assemblies help to clear political logjams?



•  How do citizens’ assemblies sit alongside UK democracy?
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What are citizens’ assemblies?


Although citizens’ assemblies were very much ‘in vogue’ in 2019, they are hardly novel. Alongside citizens’ juries (see Box 1.1) such groupings were mooted in Gordon Brown’s Constitutional Renewal Bill 2008–09, and have been used widely since — in one form or another — both in the UK and beyond.
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Box 1.1 Citizens’ juries





•  a panel of citizens brought together to hear evidence and deliver their verdict on a specific government proposal or area of policy



•  used widely outside the UK, most notably in the US and Germany



•  a panel of specialists considers the jury’s feedback, but politicians have the final say
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Citizens’ juries and citizens’ assemblies are similar in the sense that they look to engage a representative cross section of the population in the policy-making process, in a way that is more meaningful than the kind of consultation that is often undertaken at the Green Paper stage of the legislative process.


However, citizens’ assemblies differ from juries in the following ways:





1  They actively involve a lot more people (perhaps hundreds or thousands, as opposed to tens).



2  They generally have the power to decide upon a particular course of action, which can then be formally confirmed by referendum.





Put simply, while elected politicians retain the final say in respect of any proposals arising from a citizens’ jury, establishing a citizens’ assembly has the potential to entirely remove politicians from the decision-making process (see Box 1.2).
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Box 1.2 The four phases in the lifecycle of a citizens’ assembly





1  Selection: members are chosen.



2  Hearings: specialists present evidence.



3  Deliberation: the assembly considers the evidence and their responses to it.



4  Recommendations: the formal proposals are codified and taken forward for approval.
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Where have citizens’ assemblies been used previously and to what effect?



The House of Lords’ introduction to citizens’ assemblies, published in February 2019, provides a clear overview of some of the ways in which such devices have been used in the UK in recent years (see Box 1.3).
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Box 1.3 Recent usages of citizens’ assemblies


Assemblies have been set up to consider subjects such as English devolution, adult social care and a range of different matters in Ireland (including abortion laws and climate change). These have been organised by a range of bodies, including think-tanks, academic institutions, parliamentary committees and, in the case of Ireland, the Parliament itself.


Source: Taylor, R. (2019) Citizens’ Assemblies: An Introductory Guide, House of Lords Library Briefing.


Weblink: House of Lords Briefing Paper (LLN-2019-0017): https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk
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Although most of those assemblies held in the UK have been established by specific institutions, as opposed to by government itself, government-sanctioned assemblies have been used widely elsewhere — for example in Ireland (see Box 1.4).
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Box 1.4 The Irish experience





•  The Irish Parliament passed a resolution backing the creation of a citizens’ assembly.



•  The assembly recommended changes to Ireland’s abortion laws.



•  The government legislated to approve these changes.



•  The changes were confirmed in a referendum held on 25 May 2018.





Weblink: The Irish Citizens’ Assembly:


www.citizensassembly.ie/en/


[image: ]





How might citizens’ assemblies help to clear political logjams?


As we have seen, citizens’ assemblies have already been used to address a range of complex and/or intractable problems, both within the UK and further afield. However, the widespread interest in such devices in 2019, as reported in the press, was prompted by the apparent impasse over Brexit in the wake of the Commons’ repeated rejection of Theresa May’s EU withdrawal agreement, and the possible knock-on effects that this might have in the face of growing support for ‘IndyRef2’ (a second Scottish independence referendum) in Scotland.


While the experience of the Citizens’ Assembly on Brexit, organised by University College London (UCL) in 2017, would suggest there is some mileage in employing assemblies in such circumstances, it is clear that the nature and quality of the process put in place determines just how useful such assemblies might be in clearing the kinds of logjams identified above.


Weblink: Citizens’ Assembly on Brexit: www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit


Discussion for discussion’s sake, without any sense of how it might feed into the decision-making process, always runs the risk of feeding political alienation and disaffection, as opposed to combatting it. As Runswick noted in 2007, the best way to ensure that a citizens’ assembly is meaningful and effective is firstly to give it real power and secondly to make the process transparent from the outset (see Box 1.5). A failure to deliver on either front is likely to result in the assembly being seen as yet another expensive and fruitless exercise in pseudo-consultation or window dressing.
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Box 1.5 What makes a good citizens’ assembly?





•  The assembly has to be seen to be independent and have the power to propose change.



•  Citizens’ assemblies have been successful where it has been established from the outset that their findings will be put straight to a referendum, without government amendment or modification.



•  In these cases the assembly was seen to be independent and consequently the public and media bought into the process.



•  Where it is not clear what the outcome will be, or the assembly merely reports to Parliament, as in the Netherlands, the assembly is dismissed as ‘yet another consultation exercise’ that is ‘unlikely to lead to change’.





Source: Runswick, A. (2007) A Guide to Involving Citizens in Constitutional Reform, Unlock Democracy.
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How do citizens’ assemblies sit alongside UK democracy?


In common with most Western democracies, the UK has traditionally been characterised as an indirect or ‘representative democracy’. The term ‘representative democracy’ describes a system of government under which citizens elect representatives to enact legislation and take decisions on their behalf (see Box 1.6).
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Box 1.6 The Burkean model of representative democracy


Edmund Burke (1774) summed up the essence of representative democracy when he stated that, ‘your representative owes you not his industry only but his judgement, and he betrays you if he sacrifices it to your opinion’.


What this means in practice is that:





•  citizens elect individuals to represent their interests in the legislature until the next election



•  these elected representatives are not simply delegates and are therefore free to make decisions that are contrary to their constituents’ wishes
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