Dear Friends
I am quite excited about the progress that has been made in various citizen political participation proposals.  All of these clearly have tremendous potential and the articulations of their rationales are becoming quite compelling.

With such innovative deliberative democracy proposals, I want them to be thought through well beforehand, engaging a variety of authorities and perspectives in a search of answers that can embrace that diversity with greater wisdom than otherwise.  I am especially interested in finding out people's concerns and what solutions appear when we seriously seek to understand and address those concerns (this being a basic principle of creative consensus processes and of collective wisdom in general).  I consider this vital if we seek to inject sane, powerful initiatives into the kind of toxic political environment that exists today.  There is just too much at stake to fail simply because we didn't explore our design issues sufficiently ahead of time.

With that intention in mind, I have the following twelve thoughts and inquiries to offer.  I would love to be part of a serious inquiry into questions like these, both in person and online.

Coheartedly,

Tom

1.  Some of the concepts propose that deliberators meet in discussion groups for "an hour or two every week or two for nine months".  That adds up to 20-40 widely dispersed hours of deliberation.  Alternatively, some proposals suggest a form of assembly that meets for "several hours or several days" of deliberations.  

Inquiry:  What are the positives and negatives of a long series of very short meetings versus more intensive face-to-face sessions, like 5-8 hours per day for 5 days (like a Citizens Jury http://bit.ly/CitizensJuryProcess) or longer -- or, on the other hand, one 8 hour day (like a 21st Century Town Meeting http://bit.ly/AmerSpeaksProcess)?

2.  Question:  In cases where a pool of citizens is on-call for input to officials or for deliberations with fellow citizens, what is the exact form of their work?  Who decides on the timing and purpose of their convening? How many people are convened where, for how long, and with what relationship to the public?  What are the positives and negatives of that (and any alternative) design?

3.  Some proposals call for randomly/scientifically selected citizens.  This is one way to cut the pie of "the whole country" or to "get the whole system in the room".  Another way is with stakeholders, those with an interest or role in the issue under consideration.

Inquiry:  What are the positives and negatives of similarly engaging a microcosm of a full range of stakeholder in conversations, integrated in some way with (or merely parallel to) the randomly selected group of citizens? 

4.  A strength AND weakness of some programs is that Congressional representatives or other officials, acting as convening authorities, approve the information and options given to the citizen deliberation or input group.  One advantage of this approach is that it makes the program more palatable to those representatives or officials.  A weakness is that it could constrain the presentation of novel and useful information and options to the group participants.  (This sort of thing has become a major issue in the IPCC reports on climate change, where scientific knowledge has been reframed and watered down by political forces before the reports are issued, distorting our ability to understand what we face.)

Inquiry:  What are the positives and negatives of doing one or more of the following (or similar) in an effort to help adequately wise options (which are often non-mainstream) be available for consideration by any citizen participants:
 

(a) encouraging the participants to search the web for additional information/argumentation/options and, if part of a deliberative council, bring their findings back to the council to share; 
(b) creating forums for such selected participants (and other citizens/experts?) to talk together before giving their final input, even if not in a face-to-face "council" or "assembly"; 
(c) in addition to any compiled and simplified briefing materials on mainstream positions, including a secondary database of non-mainstream proposals on the issue which is available to the citizen deliberators on a voluntary basis, into which interested partisans and citizens can feed their pet proposals; 
(d) using creative processes like brainstorming and Dynamic Facilitation

http://www.co-intelligence.org/P-dynamicfacilitation.html (used in Creative Insight Councils

http://www.tobe.net/DF/DF/page52/page52.html) or Iceland's National Assembly process

http://agora.is/2011/03/introduction-to-the-national-assembly-organisation to bring forth potentially breakthrough solutions? 

5.  Even though any one randomly selected citizen deliberative council or input panel strives to represent a cross-section of the society, the population at large does not have access to what the those selected citizens see and do nor to what happens to them as they deliberate together (when they do).  Some initiatives like Maclean's magazine's 1991 "The People's Verdict" exercise http://bit.ly/qSFmih and various deliberative polling exercises http://bit.ly/DelibPoll give the public a view of the process that allows a certain amount of vicarious participation (and therefore potential shift) in the larger population.  This factor becomes more important the more full or creative the group’s deliberations are, since those factors may increase the distance between what the group thinks and what the public (which hasn't deliberated) thinks.

Inquiry:  What are the positives and negatives of having a publicly visible dimension to these citizen deliberation processes?  What options can we think of for doing that (and what are the positives and negatives of those options)?

6.  A related issue is transparency.  How can the public, media, and various interest groups and officials know and trust what's going on in any given citizen participatory process?  This is vital for legitimacy.

Inquiry:  What would provide adequate transparency to each process?

7.  The naming of an issue, situation or problem can have a profound impact on deliberations, and the phrasing of a question can have a profound impact on how a person answers it.

Question:  Who decides what issues will be addressed by the group when, how they will be framed, and what questions will be asked about those issues? 

8.  In most cases, a citizen deliberation or input activity has a single source and single (albeit sometimes multi-faceted) approach.  Public opinion polls (if used, and, thus, the survey dimension of the group) have, I believe, been adequately demonstrated to provide legitimate information about "public opinion".  I know of no experimentation, however, that has demonstrated that one citizens deliberative council of a particular kind and size will come up with comparable recommendations to an independently run parallel citizen deliberative council of the same type.  If we were to establish this, it would, of course, have revolutionary implications (i.e., that we'd have found a way to provide an informed, deliberative, legitimate voice of We the People).  However, short of that proof, wouldn't it be appropriate to have any particular approach be companioned by similar "people's voice" initiatives to provide alternative "public voices" for balanced consideration and potentially corrective perspective?

Inquiry:  What are the positives and negatives of including certain initiatives in or around the any given process, initiatives such as

(a) Senator Gravel's National Initiative for Democracy http://vote.org and/or 
(b) the CII's grassroots "PeoplesVoice.org" proposal (in the attached citizen deliberation system comparison chart) and/or 
(c) the Interactive Voter Choice System http://bit.ly/bwGTJO and/or 
(d) National Issues Forums http://nifi.org and/or 
(e) other forms of citizen deliberation and input into the public policy process?  
What possible relationship(s) between such activities would add the most value to all the activities involved? 

9.  A related issue is the issue of power:  Input/consultation is low (not a very empowering approach) on the various ladders, scales, and spectrums of public participation that have been created by participation practitioners and democracy scholars (e.g.,

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Participation_(decision_making) and

http://www.co-intelligence.org/DD-CommunityIntelligence.html ).

Inquiry:  What are the positives and negatives of designing a particular approach with more or less power over public policy and/or partnership with public officials and/or influence on the broad electorate?  Initiatives (a)-(c) in point 8, above, all have more potentially direct influence over public policy or links to the electorate, as do initiatives like the Maclean's initiative http://bit.ly/qSFmih, the Citizens Initiative Review in Oregon http://bit.ly/OregonCIR, and British Columbia's Citizens Assembly on Electoral Reform  http://bit.ly/BCCAonElectoralReform.  

 

10.  It could be easy for someone with millions of dollars to influence any given approach in ways that would distort its recommendations or simply undermine it before or after it is established.

Inquiry:  How could the security and integrity of the process be increased?  If we were special interests wanting to attack, co-opt, influence, subvert or marginalize any given approach, how would we go about doing that?  What could be done to counter each of our answers to that question?

11.  Occasionally there are proposals for citizen deliberation to be established as a "fourth branch of government.  In these cases, what are the positives and negatives of the approach when compared to other proposals for official randomly selected citizen deliberation-based branches of government such as the following?

*  Ethan J. Leib's book "Deliberative Democracy in America: A Proposal for a Popular Branch of Government" (Pennsylvania State University Press 2004)
http://bit.ly/Leib4thBranchIntro
http://amzn.to/pzJ0Zr
*  Ernest Callenbach and Michael Phillips book "A Citizen Legislature" (Banyan Tree Books 1985)
http://www.context.org/ICLIB/IC11/Calnbach.htm
http://www.amazon.com/Citizen-Legislature-Ernest-Callenbach/dp/0960432051
12.  Could we enhance the membership and activity of the advisory group that advises a given program?  For example:

Inquiries:

   *  What are the positives and negatives of adding diverse experts on citizen councils and deliberation, notably Jim Rough or Rosa Zubizaretta (Wisdom Councils and Creative Insight Councils); Ned Crosby or Pat Benn (Citizens Juries); James Fishkin (Deliberative Polling); Carolyn Lukensmeyer (AmericaSpeaks)?  

    *  What are the positives and negatives of adding diverse experts on democracy, public participation, conflict resolution, etc., such as Benjamin Barber, Michael Ostrolenk, Sandy Heierbacher, and myself, Tom Atlee?

    * What are the positives and negatives of creating an online "learning community and discussion" forum for the advisory group, with space for outsiders to chime in but not interfere?

________________________________

Tom Atlee, The Co-Intelligence Institute, POB 493, Eugene, OR 97440
http://www.co-intelligence.org  /  http://tom-atlee.posterous.com
Read THE TAO OF DEMOCRACY -  http://www.taoofdemocracy.com and
REFLECTIONS ON EVOLUTIONARY ACTIVISM - http://evolutionaryactivism.com
Please support our work.  Your donations are fully tax-deductible.
