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What would happen if a panel of executives from Chevron, Exxon-Mobil and British Petroleum got together to reform air-quality regulations in California? 

Chances are pretty good that, despite their best intentions, they couldn't bring themselves to make changes that would hurt the bottom line. Whatever they came up with, the public wouldn't trust it. 

Assemblyman Keith Richman figures the same dynamic applies to political reform: You just can't trust the politicians to do it because they've got too much self-interest at stake. And even if they did come up with a good idea or two, the public wouldn't trust it. 

That's why Richman, the maverick Republican whose district includes much of Simi Valley, and his pot-stirring Democratic partner, Assemblyman Joe Canciamilla, are proposing an off-the-wall idea to reform politics in California — to redraw political districts, to look at campaign financing, to consider ethics regulations, to re-examine term limits, to think about instant-runoff voting, perhaps to blow up the boxes and establish a one-house Legislature or part-time legislators. 

Richman and Canciamilla are proposing a constitutional amendment to establish a "Citizens Assembly" — a grand jury-like body that would consist of people selected at random from each of California's 80 Assembly districts, a man and a woman from each. They'd have a year to put together a comprehensive political-reform proposal, and then deliver it to the Legislature for an up-or-down vote whether to put it on the ballot. 

The Citizens Assembly would fully reflect the geographic, ethnic and socioeconomic diversity of California. Its members would be paid all of $1,000 a month plus expenses and be required to attend meetings two weekends a month. Their mission, Richman says, would be nothing less than "to renew and reinvigorate our representative democracy by addressing the issues of electoral reform that the Legislature clearly has a conflict of interest with." 

It is a radical idea, but not without precedent. The Canadian province of British Columbia, beset by a political system "highly polarized and partisan," pulled off such a project in 2004, said Gordon Gibson, a former British Columbia legislator and architect of the plan. 

Gibson was summoned to Sacramento by Richman and Canciamilla last week to help promote their California proposal. He told reporters that if California were to try a Citizens Assembly it would be embracing a process that works. "We designed an airplane and the thing flew — it flew magnificently," he said. 

The panel's chief recommendation was to switch to a system of proportional representation, a plan the citizens' group said would result in less partisanship. 

"Political parties will remain at the centre of the electoral process, but they will give up some of the excesses of party discipline and the adversarial style that alienates many voters," the final report concluded. 

The law required 60 percent voter approval to implement the recommendation. Although the vote fell just short of that supermajority, the popularity of the idea has compelled the Legislature to put the question on the ballot again. 

"The process has the deep respect of the people of British Columbia and the media of British Columbia," Gibson said. But could it fly in California? 

Not a chance, at least not if it has be kick-started by the Legislature. Richman and Canciamilla, both in their final year under term limits, have evolved over the last six years from being independent-minded mavericks to, at least in the minds of their colleagues, pain-in-the-neck naysayers. 

Not only will their idea for a Citizens Assembly not pass the Legislature, it likely won't even get a hearing. Richman says he'd consider trying to put in the ballot through an initiative, but the fact is that there just aren't many people out there willing to shell out a couple of million bucks for the sake of a populist initiative to create a panel of citizens that would recommend ... who knows what? 

"Assemblyman Canciamilla and I are inevitably optimistic," Richman said. "Otherwise we would have quit a long time ago. The public is apathetic and cynical, and we see firsthand every day why the public is apathetic and cycnical. The Legislature is very dysfunctional, and the people have no trust that their government is working." 

Notes Canciamilla: "There are 35 million people in California, and less than a third have any real belief that the governor and the Legislature can do anything to make things better." 

So is the solution to pick a large panel of people by lottery to roll the dice and try to come up with something better? 

It seems a desperate idea. 

Perhaps Richman is right in his assessment that these are desperate times. But outside of his office and Canciamilla's there are few signs that the time is ripe for a revolution. 
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