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California voters' rejection of Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger's reform package last year may well have strengthened the hand of those whose personal, financial, political and/or ideological interests lie in maintaining the Capitol's status quo - but the election didn't alter the simple fact that state government is dysfunctional and massive reform is needed to restore its relevancy.

Schwarzenegger appears to be abandoning the reformist role that he adopted when he ran for governor in 2003, busily negotiating deals with the Legislature to enhance images of both in this election year. However, two state legislators - one a Democrat, the other a Republican - are undertaking an out-of-the-box effort to change the state's political dialogue.

The odds against success are astronomical, but Assemblymen Joe Canciamilla, D-Pittsburg, and Keith Richman, R-Northridge - a mortician and a physician, oddly enough - are promoting an audacious scheme to create a "Citizens Assembly" and empower it to develop sweeping reforms in the way California government is constituted and present them to voters for ratification.

Conceivably, the Citizens Assembly could propose such things as proportional voting, which would give minority parties a seat at the table; open primary elections; and taking the drawing of legislative districts out of the hands of lawmakers. It could even entertain the idea of a unicameral (one-house) Legislature and/or a shift to parliamentary government that most of the world's democracies use rather than the federalist system of the United States.

Canciamilla and Richman, rare moderates in a Legislature dominated by ideologues of the left and right, are rightfully frustrated with the Capitol's evident dysfunction. They have seen themselves marginalized and largely ignored as warriors on the right and left play their political games - a situation that led Schwarzenegger to propose his own reforms that failed at the polls after a massively financed opposition campaign characterized them as a power grab.

The two spent months in an ad hoc quest for some approach to reform that might work, seeking a way around the Catch-22 of structural reform. While the state constitution allows amendment by popular initiative, any revisions - more fundamental changes than amendments - must flow through either a constitutional revision commission or a constitutional convention; and the memberships of both are controlled by officeholders, thus negating any chance of fundamental reform. The most recent constitutional revision commission was created in the early 1990s, but it was dominated by forces of the status quo and could agree only on changes so weightless and meaningless that they were quickly consigned to the dustbin.

Both major parties and professional politicians in and out of office would instinctively oppose any open-ended approach to recasting government. They hold power under the current system, as bollixed up as it may be, and resist changing the system and thus placing themselves at risk.

Canciamilla and Richman believe - or at least hope - that were their approach to be challenged legally, the state Supreme Court would conclude that if Californians voted for an alternative method of constitutional revision, it would be constitutionally permissible. They will introduce their proposal as legislation this year, but perhaps only as a formality since the chances of the Legislature agreeing to such a sweeping process lie somewhere between remote and nil, and say they will pursue an initiative to place the Citizens Assembly concept directly before voters.

It's still an uphill battle, regardless of the venue in which the Citizens Assembly proposal surfaces. It would be very easy, given enough money, for the Capitol's change-resistant politicians and interest groups to slander it and its two authors and introduce enough doubt to sink it at the polls. And it's uncertain whether there would be more than a modicum of money available to campaign for sweeping reform, as vital as it is.

If Schwarzenegger hasn't completely abandoned the notion of remaking California's government, he should stop negotiating the terms of his surrender to the Legislature and make the Canciamilla-Richman proposal his new crusade.
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