By Rich Wilson

A key lesson from our Listening to Each Other cell is that we must

let people shape the agenda, through informal everyday listening
activities as well as in more formal exercises like citizens assemblies.
How to do this is explored here by Rich Wilson.

If the pandemic taught us one thing it’s that
our everyday actions matter. Whether it’s
the pandemic, climate or cost of living crisis
we, the people, play an absolutely critical
role in the effectiveness of the response.

Theimportance of people power for
communities and local government s
particularly acute. We know local authorities
barely have sufficient resources to cover the
basics of social care, waste management
and highways. Given the spiralling cost

of social care, an ageing population and
growing inflation, we should assume the
situation will get worse before it gets better.

The problem is that transactional public
services and top-down local politics
systematically deactivate people, eroding
what the academics call self-efficacy and
collective-efficacy.

But you knew that already. What is new is
the opportunity to do something about it.

In the last few years we've seen arapid growth
in citizens’ assemblies and Good Help public
services. They are however rarely seen as
interdependent aspects of local people power
systems, but they are, and when recognised
as such hold a key to unlocking the civic
energy we desperately need. Here’s how.

In the last few years we've seen over 39
citizens’assembliesin the UK. These are fora
where citizens are selected at random and
are demographically representative of the
local population. They are usually 40-100
peopleinsize and deliberate onanissue like
climate change or public spending, making
recommendations to local decision-makers.
They are very effective at generating good
policy (i.e. that practically works and will
address theissue), overcoming polarisation
and activating participants to address the
issue in question.


https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/A4 STATIC IMAGE_04_1.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/A4 STATIC IMAGE_04_1.pdf
https://goodhelp.org.uk/
https://www.involve.org.uk/citizens-assembly-tracker

The problem is the number of people
participating is too small for the
recommendations to get real political
traction and the number of assembles are
too few given the need to activate as many
citizens as possible. The ‘tipping point’
forinitiating cultural changeis around 25
per cent of the population. So for a local
authority size of around 100,000 we need
around 25,000 people to start seeing
themselves as active citizens and being
invited to be part of governing the place.

For citizens’ assemblies to achieve their
promise of becoming the beating heart of
people powered places the following four
changes need to happen:

1. Make them inclusive, so anyone can
participate
The Global Citizens’ Assembly for COP26
was governed by two principles: that
anyone on earth could be selected for the
core assembly and anyone on earth could
run theirown Community Assembly. We
provided a toolkit that enabled anyone
anywhere to have the same resources as
the core assembly members, run a high
quality local workshop and upload the
citizens’ proposalsinto the core system.
We could invite every community group,
school child, business or religious society
into the citizens’ assembly, transforming
the quality of the data available and the
number of people participating.

1. Make them places for civicimagination
Citizens’ Assemblies work best when
they support participants to engage

with the emotional reality of a situation
(such as poverty or climate) and create
the space toimagine new futures often
outside what they thought was possible.
Thisis especially critical now when we
face unprecedented challenges that
require transformative, not incremental
responses. For example if your climate
assembly is recommending more
recycling or bus lanes you can be sure
your process is insufficiently imaginative.

. Make them political chambers in their

ownright

Inaprevious article, | explained how the
French national climate Assembly was
a powerful political chamber that sent
shockwaves across the political system.
Framing citizens’ assemblies as political
chambersis not justimportantin terms
of honouring civic voice, it’salso a true
reflection of the significant power that
citizens have, and the impossibility

of even the most diligent politician to
accurately represent them.

. Raise their profile

The best citizens’ assemblies capture the
imagination of the entire population. The
Irish and French Assemblies both had
awareness in the adult population well
over 75 per cent; and their deliberations
were followed closely by the populations.
A high profile generates public debate
about the recommendations, energising
local civic life and meaning that any
proposals will be carried by a wave of
popularinterest.


https://ndg.asc.upenn.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Centola-et-al.-2018-Science.-Tipping-Point.pdf
https://ndg.asc.upenn.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Centola-et-al.-2018-Science.-Tipping-Point.pdf
https://globalassembly.org/
https://globalassembly.org/ga-resources
https://larger.us/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/A-Larger-Us.pdf
https://www.peterlang.com/document/1111246
https://newint.org/features/2021/02/08/defibrillating-democracy

The 2018 Good and Bad Help report
described a national movement of people
and places, committed to making public
services engines of civic confidence and
action. The Good Help project did not start
life as public service reform initiative,
though; rather it was the conclusion of

a post-Brexit inquiry into why growing
numbers of people felt ‘excluded’,
‘deactivated’ and ‘wanting to take back
control’. It turns out that if you want to
support people to take control of their lives,
or as Jon Alexander’s recent book Citizens
argues, for people to be active citizens not
passive consumers, public services can be
key drivers for achieving this.

| became interested in this area having
founded and run Involve, the democracy
charity, and was struck by how initiatives
such as citizens’ assemblies were
insufficient to address the ‘deactivation’
crisis; and indeed were in danger of
exacerbating power inequalities, if the
only people who participated were already
activated.

The pandemic has seen arapid growth of
Good Help organisations as public service
commissioners have started to wake

up to their potential. Clean Slate, the
employment support organisation, grew
rapidly going from 15 to 53 staff in two
years. They now record annual financial
gains of £1.8 million for over 2,000 people,

nearly six times as many as before the
pandemic. Organisations like Grapevine,
Long Table and Community Catalysts can
all tell a similar story. What has not yet
happened, however, is for people to realise
that if citizens’ assemblies are the beating
heart of people-powered places, then
Good Help public services are the life blood,
supplying the activated citizens to both rise
to the challenges we face, and make the
brave decisions we need.

Thisisnotanargument forreplacing
politicians with citizens. Itis, though, a
practical plan for ensuring that people take
theirrightful place at the local governance
table.
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