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Should Politicians Be Trusted 
To Design Their Own Electoral Systems?
National Civic Review Publishes Timely Article by an Influential Thinker on This Timeless Question

The winter issue of the National Civic Review features an intriguing proposal by author J. H. Snider that is already having an impact in California.  Two California lawmakers are tomorrow introducing a bill, shortly to be followed by a ballot initiative, to create a randomly selected “Citizens Assembly” with jurisdiction over electoral issues where elected politicians have an inherent conflict of interest.  During the 2004 elections, continuing a long-term pro-incumbent bias, no incumbent in the California Legislature was defeated.  Widespread discontent with the lack of political competition in California is driving the citizens assembly proposal.

The idea for such a randomly selected “Citizens Electoral Jury” was originally proposed to the two assemblymen by National Civic Review author and New America Foundation policy analyst J.H. Snider.  Says Snider: “I’m thrilled not only that the two California legislators are introducing this reform legislation, but also that they’ve given the New America Foundation a leading role in convening forums in California, beginning today with an event in Los Angeles, to educate the public about it.”  Mr. Snider’s blog on citizens assembly proposals throughout the world, not only in California, can be found at www.jhsnider.net/citizensassembly.  The New America Foundation’s California office, with its new political reform/citizens assembly program, has taken the lead in helping the two California assemblymen implement the idea. 

The National Civic Review is a quarterly publication of the National Civic League, a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization that promotes civic engagement, community building, and democratic governance. Since its inception in 1912, the journal has published articles by some of the country’s leading advocates of political change and governmental reform.

Snider tackles an age-old problem of American democracy​how to deal with the inherent conflicts of interest when elected officials consider issues that affect their own political fortunes and “pro-incumbency biases” creep into the political system. A glaring example would be the redistricting process in California. In recent years, gerrymandering has virtually eliminated competition for Senate and Assembly seats held by incumbents.

Snider’s proposal and the California legislation were inspired in part by a citizens assembly convened in British Columbia in 2004 to consider reforms in the voting system for provincial legislative elections. The assembly proposed a form of proportional representation that came within a hair’s breath of being adopted in a May 2005 referendum.

While temporary parleys of citizens to address a single issue may be the only type of electoral jury proposal politically feasible right now, Snider argues for ultimately making these juries standing committees of state and federal legislative bodies and giving them a larger number of areas to consider, for instance, campaign finance, legislative ethics, legislative transparency and redistricting.

“Using a randomly selected jury to consider reform proposals would avoid the problems of political self-interest and excessive partisanship,” said National Civic Review editor Michael McGrath. “It would also be a great way of bringing ordinary citizens into the process without undermining the values of representative democracy.”

The random selection of citizens for deliberative bodies dates back to ancient Athens and an institution known as the “Boule” or Council of 500, which gave 500 individuals selected by lot control of the day-to-day running of Athens for one year, after which a new group of 500 individuals would be randomly selected.

But Snider’s proposal adds a couple of new elements​narrow jurisdiction and the use of modern technology. “Elected officials continue to make more than 99 percent of the decisions currently within their jurisdiction,” the author writes. “The Citizens Electoral Jury only has jurisdiction over the balance.  Another novel twist is telecommunications, so that those selected randomly by lot can participate in a distant democratic forum with minimal disruption to their lives.”

The New America Foundation is a cutting-edge public policy institute whose purpose is to bring exceptionally promising new ideas and voices to the fore of America’s public discourse. It has been described by The New York Times as “breaking out of traditional liberal and conservative categories” and by Newsweek as “a hive of state-of-the-art policy entrepreneurship.” Through its Policy Programs and Fellowships, the Foundation sponsors a wide range of research, writing, conferences, and events on many of the most important issues of our time.  Based in our nation’s capital and Sacramento, California, New America has a full-time staff of over 50.  For more information, please visit: www.newamerica.net.

The National Civic League was founded in 1894 by Progressive Era municipal reformers. Its Model City Charter, now in its 8th edition, has been used by thousands of communities as a blueprint for local government structure. The organization has also published proposals for model voting systems and models for state constitutions, although in recent years the organization has been best known for the All-America City Award, which recognizes ten communities each year for outstanding examples of collaborative problem solving and community building.

J.H. Snider, a Senior Research Fellow at the New America Foundation, is a graduate of Harvard College and holds a Ph.D. in political science from Northwestern University and an MBA from the Harvard Business School.  Dr. Snider came to the New America Foundation after serving in the U.S. Senate on the staffs of Senators Wyden and Leahy as an American Political Science Association Congressional Fellow in Communications and Public Policy. His civic work includes serving as a member of the Burlington, Vermont school board, as Research Chair and board member of the Vermont Chapter of Common Cause, and as Chair of the Vermont Secretary of State’s Task Force on Information and Democracy.  His op-eds have been published in The Washington Post, USA Today, and The Atlantic Monthly.  On several occasions he has testified before both Congress and the Vermont General Assembly, with his Congressional speech on creating a post 9-11 e-Congress receiving the rare honor of being published in Vital Speeches of the Day.

For more information on citizens assemblies, see:

http://www.jhsnider.net/citizensassembly (J.H. Snider’s citizens assembly blog and information clearinghouse)

Dan Walters, “If governor’s looking for a cause, not a cop-out, here’s an idea,” Sacramento Bee, January 3, 2006.

Dan Morain, “Plan Would Put Reform in Citizens' Hands: Two lawmakers propose to let a panel of voters come up with ideas to restructure government,” Los Angeles Times, December 26, 2005.


J.H. Snider may be reached via phone at 202/986-2700 or via e-mail at citizensassembly@jhsnider.net.   For information on the National Civic Review, call Michael McGrath at 303 571-4343.
