Subject Line

Citizens Assembly News Digest:  30+ articles on Ontario’s Citizens Assembly Announcement.
Introduction

The only major citizens assembly news to come out this week is from Ontario.  Click on the link below to jump to the relevant section.

Ontario
Canada (national government)
California
Reader Letter (from Amy Lang)
Personal Note
Ontario

Since the Ontario citizens assembly was announced on March 27, I have counted at least 30 articles on it.  Most of the articles are short and derived from a common source such as a news wire.  To keep this manageable, I’m only going to include articles that had substantial variation.    To help you, I’m dividing articles into four categories: news (N), op-ed (O), editorial (E), and press release (PR).   The most remarkable feature of these articles is that the opinion pieces (5 in total) were far more negative than positive.  This is quite unlike California where the legislation has failed to move but the press was overwhelmingly positive.  The gist of the hostility appears directed at the expected outcome of the citizens assembly process--proportional voting—rather than the citizens assembly process itself.
Please note the official address of the assembly: http://www.citizensassembly.gov.on.ca.
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Canada NewsWire


April 4, 2006 Tuesday 4:09 PM Eastern Time


DISTRIBUTION: Attention News Editors

LENGTH: 103 words

HEADLINE: Public Service Announcement - Are you on the Register of Electors?

http://www.newswire.ca/en/releases/archive/April2006/04/c2288.html

The Permanent Register of Electors for Ontario will be used to randomly select people to take part in a Citizens' Assembly on Electoral Reform. To be eligible to participate, you must be on the Register.

To confirm that you're on the Register of Electors or to update your information, contact Elections Ontario at 1 866 771-6315 or www.electionsontario.on.ca.

Elections Ontario is the non-partisan agency responsible for administering provincial elections, by-elections and referenda.

CONTACT:Elections Ontario, Media Relations: (416) 212-6186/1 866 252-2152, media@electionsontario.on.ca




Sarnia Observer (Ontario)


April 4, 2006 Tuesday 

SECTION: NEWS; Pg. B1 

LENGTH: 180 words

HEADLINE: Ontario tackles election reform: Ridings will have citizens appointed

BYLINE: Dan McCaffery, The Observer

Two local residents will be involved in the Ontario government's new electoral reform initiative.

Lambton-Kent-Middlesex MP Maria Van Bommel says a representative from her riding, and one from Sarnia-Lambton, will sit on an Independent Citizens' Assembly that will look at possible changes to the electoral system. 

"We're reaching out to Ontarians and inviting them to participate in an ambitious process to renew Ontario's democracy," she said. "The Citizens' Assembly is a new form of decision- making that will empower citizens as never before. No government in this province has ever given citizens this kind of opportunity to shape Ontario's democracy."

The assembly will consist of 103 citizens, one from each riding. They will be randomly selected from the Permanent Register of Electors for Ontario.

There will be 52 female and 51 male members.

Van Bommel said the assembly selection will begin in the spring, with meetings expected to begin in September.

The assembly will learn about electoral systems, consult with Ontarians and produce a final report on or before May 15, 2007.

GRAPHIC: 
Colour Photo: Van Bommel



London Free Press (Ontario)


April 2, 2006 Sunday 

SECTION: OPINION PAGES; Our view; Pg. 17

LENGTH: 392 words

HEADLINE: DEMOCRATIC RENEWAL

BODY:
http://lfpress.ca/newsstand/Opinion/Editorials/2006/04/01/1515948.html


After all the empty rhetoric from federal politicians on the need to address the democratic deficit, it would seem their Ontario counterparts are more willing to roll the dice.

A citizens' assembly announced last week, mandated to review whether Ontario should keep or abandon its first-past-the-post system, will make binding recommendations that must go to a provincewide referendum in 2007. Any changes would not come into effect until the 2011 provincial election. 

That sounds downright decisive, compared to the fate of a Law Commission of Canada report to the federal government in 2004. It's still collecting dust. After 30 months of public hearings across Canada, the law commission recommended two-thirds of MPs be elected in constituency races (first-past-the-post), while one-third would be elected by proportional representation (PR). The PR seats would bring a party's seat total closer in line to its percentage of the popular vote.

There are many advantages to PR, or some form of it. Under first-past-the-post, major parties such as the Liberals and Conservatives tend to win many more seats than their percentage of the vote would justify. The bonus comes at the expense of smaller parties such as the NDP and Green parties. Proportional representation helps restore the balance.

First-past-the-post also leads to underrepresentation of even major parties in some regions, such as the Liberals in Western Canada and the Conservatives in large urban areas.

Such disparities discourage people from voting -- feeling their ballot won't count -- and contributes to the decline in voter participation.

PR would also mean minority governments would be commonplace, which some may see as a liability. However, it works well in most jurisdictions (Italy and Israel being exceptions). It forces parties to work together.

But change in governance happens slowly because the major parties, which control legislation, have the most to lose if first-past-the-post is discarded -- or balanced by some form of PR.

That's why the Ontario initiative looks promising. It will be put to the people to decide.

Former provincial judge George Thompson will chair an assembly of 103 people to evaluate the current system and offer alternatives.

Ontario joins British Columbia, Prince Edward Island, Quebec and New Brunswick in considering change. It's worth looking at. 




National Post's Financial Post & FP Investing (Canada)


March 31, 2006

SECTION: FINANCIAL POST: COMMENT; Pg. FP19

LENGTH: 918 words

HEADLINE: Proportional vote: any choice but stability

BYLINE: Lawrence Solomon, Financial Post

Ontario Premier Dalton McGuinty announced a Citizens Assembly on Electoral Reform this week, giving it the task of explaining how a system of proportional representation or other electoral reform might work for Ontarians. Electoral reform bodies in B.C. and P.E.I. last year -- each of which put forward their own vision of voting nirvana -- failed to explain the benefits of the more sophisticated -- some say convoluted -- voting systems preferred by many activists. The provincial populaces voted down both schemes.

Ontario's Citizens Assembly -- 52 women and 51 men chosen randomly from the province's 103 ridings, including one aboriginal of unspecified sex -- have a tall order. They need to become experts in the world's voting systems in a matter of months. The assembly will meet for the first time in September, then come to its decision and issue its report on May 15. 

To help the Citizens Assembly educate itself, I've produced a primer on proportional representation, the reform favoured by most activists, using this week's election in Israel as illustration. Israel is a model of proportional representation.

1. Don't think in terms of having a majority government run by a single political party with a coherent governing philosophy; think in terms of minority government comprised of a collection of special interests.

Of Israel's current assortment of 31 political parties (the numbers change continually), 13 made it to parliament this election. Among the winners are a party for senior citizens and a party for Russian immigrants, a party for religious Ashkenazi Jews and one for Sephardic Jews that observe the Torah, three for Israeli Arabs, a party that wants Israel to retreat to its 1967 borders and a party that wants no retreat, and a party created solely to expel settlers in order to draw the boundaries of the Israeli state somewhere in between. The list goes on. The parties that failed to meet the 2% threshold, and so elected no one this time around, include the Party Against Banks and The Party to Help Jewish Immigrants Feel Comfortable in Their New Land.

2. Don't think in terms of voting for the candidate of your choice.

You'll be voting for a list that contains a political party's candidates, already in pecking order. The more votes that a party list gets, the more candidates from the list make it to parliament. The only clue that you'll get to knowing whom you're voting for will come from the pollsters. If they predict that a party will elect, say, six candidates, you'll be able to speculate that your vote might help get the seventh candidate down the list in power.

Sometimes the list will contain several political parties who have joined forces to increase their chances of winning seats through the complicated seat-allocation formula, or merely to meet the 2% threshold. Sometimes, as happened in this Israeli election, the parties sharing the list haven't even agreed on a common platform, so you'll be voting on the basis of what they might later stand for.

When parties share a list, the pecking order might alternate between a candidate of a party you like and a candidate of a party you detest. Here you will have to weigh whether you should take a chance on inadvertently voting for a repugnant candidate or if you're better off sitting out this election -- record numbers did just that in the Israeli election.

3. Don't expect to know who will form the government after the ballots are counted.

The government that you'll get will be determined by the power-brokers in each party, based on the post-election deals they're able to cut. In some countries, governments can be in limbo for months after an election -- in Israel's case, a mere six weeks.

The process begins with Israel's president, who decides which of the political parties has enough legitimacy to attempt to form a government. The party he selected to lead the country this time around is Kadima, a one-issue party that didn't exist last year and that obtained about one-fifth of the popular vote. To cobble together a coalition, Kadima is now expected to wheel and deal with the other parties, offering them ministries and political control over special interests in exchange for agreeing to maintain Kadima in power, and helping it bring to fruition Kadima's own special interest.

So, to get the support of the Labour Party, which has a socialist agenda but only 17% of the seats and about 15% of the popular vote, Kadima will likely give Labour control over economic portfolios, which Labour can then impose on the 85% that didn't vote for it. To get the support of the Pensioners Party, which has about 6% of the seats and about 5% the popular vote, Kadima will likely let it have its way with benefits for seniors, imposing its policies on the 95% of the electorate that rejected it.

Premier McGuinty has charged the Citizens' Assembly on Electoral Reform with recommending a system full of noble ideals, among them accountability, fairness of representation, stronger voter participation and voter choice. On the first three counts, proportional representation fails miserably compared with our current electoral system. On the fourth count, proportional representation wins hands down. It provides almost limitless choice, with just one notable absence: There's no choice for voters who want stable, majority government.

In Canada, that means no choice for the vast majority of voters. The 52 women, 51 men and one aboriginal of undetermined sex should put that in their pipe and smoke it.




Sault Star (Sault Saint Marie Ontario)


March 29, 2006

SECTION: NEWS; Pg. A3

LENGTH: 252 words

HEADLINE: Electoral update set

Ontarians will be given the opportunity to have their say as the Ontario government looks to improve the electoral system in the province. 

The Ontario government is launching an independent citizens' assembly to assess Ontario's electoral system, as well as others, and then develop recommendations to encourage greater voter turnout.

The new assembly will include 103 citizens, one from each of Ontario's ridings, including Sault Ste. Marie.

A citizen will be randomly picked from the register of electors for Ontario by Elections Ontario.

The assembly will be made up of 52 female and 51 male assembly members.

Sault MPP David Orazietti said the assembly makes good on a Liberal campaign commitment to develop strategies to increase voter participation in Ontario.

"Over the last 30 years we've seen a downward trend in participation in elections," he said.

The committee will examine the causes of the declining participation in elections and, if deemed appropriate, look at different ways to engage Ontarians in the democratic process, he said.

For years ideas about how to best update Ontario's electoral system have been kicked around. That includes suggestions such as developing electronic voting mechanisms, lowering the age of voters and changing the process to one of proportional representation.

If the assembly recommends a change to Ontario's electoral system, the province will hold a referendum on that alternative within the current mandate.

Selection from each riding for the assembly will begin this spring.




Broadcast News (BN)


March 28, 2006 Tuesday 2:58 AM EST


SECTION: QUEBEC-ONTARIO REGIONAL NEWS

LENGTH: 155 words

HEADLINE: Ont-Citizens-Assembly

TORONTO -- A citizens' assembly will review whether the province should keep or scrap its first-past-the-post electoral system. 

Former provincial judge George Thompson will chair the group.

It will be made up of 52 women and 51 men -- one person randomly chosen from each of Ontario's 103 ridings.

Thompson is also a former deputy minister in both the Ontario and federal governments.

He says he comes to the task with an open mind because he's no electoral systems expert.

Ontario's move follows similar scrutiny undertaken last year in British Columbia and Prince Edward Island.

Both of those provinces proposed moves toward a proportional representation system, but failed to gain enough support.

Quebec and New Brunswick are also beginning to look at the issue.

Under Ontario's current system, whoever gets the most votes in a particular riding is elected, and the party with the most people elected gets to form the government.

(BN)

jeh




Canada NewsWire


March 28, 2006


DISTRIBUTION: Attention News Editors

LENGTH: 405 words

HEADLINE: Elections Ontario to produce list in Citizens' Assembly selection process

The Chief Election Officer for Ontario is advising individuals who wish to confirm that their names are on the Permanent Register of Electors for Ontario to contact Elections Ontario.

Mr. Hollins' message followed an announcement yesterday by the Minister Responsible for Democratic Renewal introducing the Citizens' Assembly on Electoral Reform, and advising individuals they can confirm their eligibility for selection by calling Elections Ontario. 

Elections Ontario maintains the Permanent Register as part of its legislated mandate. The Permanent Register will be used to randomly select people to take part in the Citizens' Assembly.

"Throughout this process, Elections Ontario will continue to maintain the confidentiality of information contained in the Permanent Register. Essentially what we will produce is a list of electors who have been chosen at random from the Register. These electors will then be asked to provide their consent to Elections Ontario to permit their names to be included in the selection process," said Mr. Hollins.

Elections Ontario will be able to process any changes or additions to the Permanent Register received by 8 p.m. on April 10, 2006. Those wishing to update their information or find out how to add their name to the Permanent Register can call Elections Ontario at 1 866 771-6315.

To be eligible for the Permanent Register, individuals must be at least 18 years of age as of April 10, 2006, a Canadian citizen and a resident of Ontario.
Elections Ontario is the independent, non-partisan agency responsible for administering provincial elections, by-elections and referenda. Ontario general elections are governed by the Election Act and the Election Finances Act. The Permanent Register of Electors for Ontario (PREO) is an automated database of electors and is used to prepare the preliminary voters list of those individuals qualified to vote in a provincial general election. For more information on Elections Ontario and the Permanent Register, visit www.electionsontario.on.ca.

For more information on the Citizens' Assembly on Electoral Reform, visit www.citizensassembly.gov.on.ca. 

CONTACT:Media Contacts: Elections Ontario Media Centre: (416) 212-6186, 1-866-252-2152, media@electionsontario.on.ca



The Hamilton Spectator (Ontario, Canada)


March 28, 2006 Tuesday 



SECTION: CANADA/WORLD; Pg. A13

LENGTH: 799 words

HEADLINE: An ill-advised leap in the dark; Ontario electoral reform panel will meet for almost a year and a loopy outcome is a possibility

BYLINE: Ian Urquhart, Torstar News Service; Toronto Star

The Ontario government is taking a leap in the dark with its proposals for electoral reform.

The leap may end in a crash landing --and wreck our time-tested "first-past-the-post" system along with it.

Yesterday, Hamilton's Marie Bountrogianni, minister responsible for democratic renewal, announced the formation of a "citizens' assembly" to study our electoral system. 

The assembly will consist of 103 randomly selected citizens -- one from each riding in the province. After the members are selected, they will begin meeting in September and report back by May 15, 2007.

If they recommend the status quo, that will be the end of the process. But if they call for changes in the system, their recommendations will automatically be put to the public in a referendum.

Of course, the status quo is unlikely to be the assembly's preferred option, given the dynamics of the situation. If you put 103 individuals in a room together and ask them to study something for the better part of a year, they are almost certainly going to recommend changes.

Beyond that, it is impossible to predict what the citizens' assembly might do.

It is worth noting, however, that a similar process in British Columbia proposed a system called the "single transferable vote," which was incomprehensible to nearly everybody. Nonetheless, this proposal was only narrowly defeated in a referendum last year as it fell just short of the 60 per cent "super majority" required for it to become law.

The Liberal government in Ontario has tried to avoid a similar outcome by providing the citizens' assembly here with terms of reference that appear to err on the side of caution, including:

* Legitimacy. "The electoral system should have the confidence of Ontarians and reflect their values."

* Stable and effective government. "The electoral system should contribute to the continuity of government, and governments should be able to develop and implement their agendas and take decisive action when required."

* Accountability. "Ontario voters should be able to identify decision-makers and hold them to account."

All these terms point toward retention of our constituency-based, first-past-the-post system with its tendency toward minimizing the impact of fringe parties and electing majority governments.

But the wording of the terms is still sufficiently vague that the assembly members could ignore them, unless they were given heavy direction.

Such direction is unlikely to come from the chair of the assembly, however. He is George Thomson, a former judge and senior bureaucrat who was chosen because he is "objective" and neutral," according to Bountrogianni.

Bountrogianni also rejected a recommendation by a legislative committee that three former MPPs -- one from each of the major parties -- be named as ex officio members of the assembly to provide a voice of experience.

"We want to hear unbiased views," explained Bountrogianni.

Why are the provincial Liberals doing this?

The short answer is that it was one of many ill-advised promises they made in the last provincial election.

And the Liberals have broken so many other promises that they feel they have to keep this one, although some members of cabinet have deep misgivings about electoral reform and favour the status quo (which, after all, gave them a majority).

As to why they made the promise in the first place, the Liberals felt pressure from various groups calling for an overhaul of our electoral system, which they see as the root of all evils, including declining voter turnout and growing cynicism about politics.

The reform-minded groups want to replace our system with some form of "proportional representation," under which seats are allocated according to the share of the province-wide popular vote won by each party.

But the goals of this reform differ from group to group. Some see proportional representation as desirable because it would make minority government more or less permanent.

Others view it as a way to elect more women or visible minorities to the Legislature.

Overlooked are some of the obvious shortcomings of proportional representation, including the fostering of single-issue parties that wield power out of proportion to their numbers as governments try to cobble together coalitions in minority legislatures.

Likely the best that can be hoped for from the citizens' assembly in Ontario is a recommendation for a mixed system adding some members (say, another two dozen) chosen on a proportional basis to the current constituency-based Legislature.

The worst-case scenario is a loopy recommendation along the B.C. lines.

A footnote: Bountrogianni said yesterday that the government is still debating internally whether to require a super majority in the referendum on electoral reform. "At this point, we haven't made any decision," she said.




Sudbury Star (Ontario)

March 28, 2006 Tuesday 



SECTION: OPINION; Pg. A10

LENGTH: 604 words

HEADLINE: Change isn't always better

BYLINE: The Sudbury Star

Former provincial judge George Thompson will lead a citizens' assembly of 52 women and 51 men -- one representative from each of Ontario's 103 ridings -- to study whether the province should scrap the current first-past-the-post electoral system in favour of proportional representation.

Reviewing our electoral system is prudent, but no one has yet made a solid argument for proportional representation in Ontario. 

The idea behind proportional representation is warm and fuzzy: allocate seats in the legislature based on each party's percentage of the vote. That would yield a government that better reflects voters' intentions. Hence, for example, the Green Party would hold about four per cent of the seats, instead of none, as it does now.

Canada and all the provinces use the first-past-the-post system, in which whoever gets the most votes in a riding wins the seat, and whoever wins 50 per cent plus one seats forms a majority government.

The system often leads to a majority government with about 40 per cent of the vote, leaving small parties that get thousands of votes with little chance of electing an MPP.

Joe Murray of Fair Vote Ontario, a group pushing for electoral reform, says the public wants a system that is more representative of their voting patterns. Said Murray: "Ontario's electoral system is broken."

Well, no, it isn't. It doesn't work the way Murray and parties with fringe support want it to, but it isn't broken.

Ontario's elections have quite successfully reflected the mood of voters at the time of the vote. In 1985, the Liberals, under David Peterson, won a minority government, ending 42 years of rule by the Tory party which, at the time, had an ineffectual leader following the retirement of Bill Davis. Two years later, Peterson won a majority after first proving himself in a governing coalition with the NDP. In 1990, voters angered by Peterson's opportunistic early election call, turfed him out by registering their protest votes with the NDP. In 1995, the Tories swept to power on a tax-cutting platform, mainly in response to the overspending ways of the NDP. Harris won a second majority by campaigning on kept promises, something the electorate decided it liked. By 2003, an electorate tired of downloading and program cuts tossed out the Tories in favour of the Liberals.

None of these elections yielded a result that was significantly different from the mood of Ontarians at the time.

In January's federal election, Canadians were clearly fed up with the Liberals, but they were uneasy with Stephen Harper, so they gave him a tryout with a minority government.

Minority governments usually work efficiently because no one wants to earn the wrath of voters by going to the polls too soon and each party wants to achieve something. Typically, within two years, voters render their verdict with a majority or by turfing out the governing party.

In contrast, voters in referendums on proportional representation last year in British Columbia and Prince Edward Island rejected the changes, mainly because the proposed systems were too cumbersome and difficult to understand.

Proportional representation typically leads to shifting alliances, muddy politics and long-term instability: all of which are bad for an economy that thrives on stability.

It's possible there is a formula for proportional representation that works, but Canadians have yet to find it. Thompson and friends should consider the idea with a skeptical eye.

What do you think? Send us your opinion in a Letter to the Editor at 33 MacKenzie St., Sudbury, P3C 4Y1, or fax it to 674-6834 or e-mail it to letters@thesudburystar.com




The Toronto Star


March 28, 2006 Tuesday


SECTION: EDITORIAL; Pg. A22

LENGTH: 571 words

HEADLINE: McGuinty's risky electoral rethink

Like other politicians, Premier Dalton McGuinty worries that people are turning off the democratic process. Barely 57 per cent of voters bothered to exercise a basic right by voting in the October 2003 provincial election. That was a dismal turnout by Ontario standards.

Yet rather than blame mediocre politicians, party programs that don't address voters' concerns, sponsorship scandals at the national level or outrageous floor crossing, McGuinty wants Ontarians to consider whether the problem lies not with a political climate that invites cynicism and apathy but with the balloting system, and whether it needs a technical fix. 

So McGuinty yesterday named a respected former provincial judge, George Thomson, to chair a "citizens' assembly," which will include 103 Ontario residents who will report back by May 15, 2007 on whether we should scrap our current system for electing members of the provincial Legislature. If the assembly urges change, Ontarians will get their say in a referendum during the Oct. 4, 2007 election.

Yesterday's announcement is follow-up to a pledge McGuinty made before the last election, which he is loath to break. Now he needs the assembly to save him from his own unwise promise.

McGuinty has already introduced fixed election dates every four years to end the unfair advantage floating dates gave the party in power. He has banned self-serving government ads and given the auditor a mandate to report on the province's books before an election. These measures are credible efforts to shore up public confidence in the system.

But Ontarians must think long and hard before abandoning the British "first-past-the-post" voting system that has served us well since Confederation. It awards ridings to the candidates who win the most votes.

Other systems are all based on some form of "proportional representation" in which seats are awarded parties depending on the percentage of the popular vote they get. That includes the stupefyingly complex "single transferable vote" model in which voters don't mark an X beside a candidate's name, but rank them 1-2-3 etc. in order of preference.

Proportional systems are favoured by weaker parties that may poll, say, 5 or 10 or 15 per cent of the votes, but which fail to elect more than a few candidates. They would emerge with more seats. Some might see that as a fairer system. But it carries a high cost.

The main benefit of the British Westminster system is that it tends to produce strong government. Parties do not need to get 50 per cent or more of the popular vote to win a majority of seats.

Proportional representation, on the other hand, is notorious for delivering weak, fragmented minority governments, or unstable coalitions in which the leading party has to cater to the demands of small, sometimes single-issue parties with scant public support. Just ask Israeli voters. They go to the polls today and the coalition talks begin tomorrow. And coalition haggling in Germany and Italy is equally notorious.

Do Ontarians want weak government? When asked, people in British Columbia and Prince Edward Island shot down the idea last year. They rejected proportional representation.

Hopefully, Ontarians won't have to echo their sensible conclusion in a referendum here. If McGuinty's citizens' assembly takes a truly hard look at the balloting options, the strengths of the first-past-the-post system will be evident. And the case for change will not.




The Toronto Star


March 28, 2006 Tuesday


SECTION: NEWS; Pg. A06

LENGTH: 796 words

HEADLINE: Electoral reform proposal is a gamble

The Ontario government is taking a leap in the dark with its proposals for electoral reform.

The leap may end in a crash landing - and wreck our time-tested "first-past-the-post" system along with it.

Yesterday, Marie Bountrogianni, minister responsible for democratic renewal, announced the formation of a "citizens' assembly" to study our electoral system. 

The assembly will consist of 103 randomly selected citizens - one from each riding in the province. After the members are selected, they will begin meeting in September and report back by May 15, 2007.

If they recommend the status quo, that will be the end of the process. But if they call for changes in the system, their recommendations will automatically be put to the public in a referendum.

Of course, the status quo is unlikely to be the assembly's preferred option, given the dynamics of the situation. If you put 103 individuals in a room together and ask them to study something for the better part of a year, they are almost certainly going to recommend changes.

Beyond that, it is impossible to predict what the citizens' assembly might do.

It is worth noting, however, that a similar process in British Columbia proposed a system called the "single transferable vote," which was incomprehensible to nearly everybody. Nonetheless, this proposal was only narrowly defeated in a referendum last year as it fell just short of the 60 per cent "super majority" required for it to become law.

The Liberal government in Ontario has tried to avoid a similar outcome by providing the citizens' assembly here with terms of reference that appear to err on the side of caution, including:

Legitimacy. "The electoral system should have the confidence of Ontarians and reflect their values."

Stable and effective government. "The electoral system should contribute to the continuity of government, and governments should be able to develop and implement their agendas and take decisive action when required."

Accountability. "Ontario voters should be able to identify decision-makers and hold them to account."

All these terms point toward retention of our constituency-based, first-past-the-post system with its tendency toward minimizing the impact of fringe parties and electing majority governments.

But the wording of the terms is still sufficiently vague that the assembly members could ignore them, unless they were given heavy direction.

Such direction is unlikely to come from the chair of the assembly, however. He is George Thomson, a former judge and senior bureaucrat who was chosen because he is "objective" and neutral," according to Bountrogianni.

Bountrogianni also rejected a recommendation by a legislative committee that three former MPPs - one from each of the major parties - be named as ex officio members of the assembly to provide a voice of experience.

"We want to hear unbiased views," explained Bountrogianni.

Why are the provincial Liberals doing this?

The short answer is that it was one of many ill-advised promises they made in the last provincial election.

And the Liberals have broken so many other promises that they feel they have to keep this one, although some members of cabinet have deep misgivings about electoral reform and favour the status quo (which, after all, gave them a majority).

As to why they made the promise in the first place, the Liberals felt pressure from various groups calling for an overhaul of our electoral system, which they see as the root of all evils, including declining voter turnout and growing cynicism about politics.

The reform-minded groups want to replace our system with some form of "proportional representation," under which seats are allocated according to the share of the province-wide popular vote won by each party.

But the goals of this reform differ from group to group. Some see proportional representation as desirable because it would lead to make minority government more or less permanent. Others view it as a way to elect more women or visible minorities to the Legislature.

Overlooked are some of the obvious shortcomings of proportional representation, including fostering of single-issue parties that wield power out of proportion to their numbers as governments try to cobble together coalitions in minority legislatures.

Likely the best that can be hoped for from the citizens' assembly in Ontario is a recommendation for a mixed system adding some members (say, another two dozen) chosen on a proportional basis to the current constituency-based Legislature.

The worst-case scenario is a loopy recommendation along the B.C. lines.

A footnote: Bountrogianni said yesterday that the government is still debating internally whether to require a super majority in the referendum on electoral reform. "At this point, we haven't made any decision," she said.
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A new citizens assembly will look at whether Ontario's first-past-the-post electoral system still serves the democratic needs of its citizens. 

Democratic Renewal Minister Marie Bountrogianni announced yesterday that an assembly of 103 Ontario residents chosen from the Permanent Register of Electors will debate which electoral system would best suit the province.

"In order for Ontario to be strong, our democracy has to be strong," Bountrogianni said.

Any recommendation the assembly makes for change would be put to the general public in a referendum for possible implementation in 2011, she said.

Among the options that could be considered by the assembly would be proportional representation -- allocating seats in the Ontario legislature by the percentage of vote.

Such a system has long been advocated by groups such as the provincial NDP, which would stand to gain seats.

George Thomson, a former provincial court judge and deputy minister in the Ontario and federal governments, will serve as chairman of the citizens assembly.
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TORONTO (CP) _ A former provincial judge will lead a citizens' assembly that will review whether the province should keep or scrap its first-past-the-post electoral system. 

George Thomson will chair an assembly made up of 52 women and 51 men _ one person randomly chosen from each of Ontario's 103 ridings.

Thomson, also a former deputy minister in both the Ontario and federal governments, said he comes to the task with an open mind.

''I don't come to this exercise as an expert in electoral systems,'' Thomson said.

''I think it was intentionally decided not to have someone who would bring a perspective on electoral systems.''

Ontario's move follows similar scrutiny undertaken last year in British Columbia and Prince Edward Island _ provinces which both proposed moves toward a proportional representation system, but failed to gain enough support.

Quebec and New Brunswick are also beginning to look at the issue.

Ontario's current system elects whoever gets the most votes in a particular riding, and the party with the most people elected gets to form the government.

Proportional representation elects people depending on their total percentage of the vote, something observers say allows fringe parties to win seats and can also lead to more coalition governments.

Joe Murray of Fair Vote Ontario said such a system better reflects the public will.

''Ontario's electoral system is broken and we want a fairer system for elections here in Ontario, changing people's votes into seats in the legislature,'' said Murray.

The assembly will consult widely with Ontarians, including youth, about their views on whether the way we elect people to the legislature is fair and accurately represents how people vote, Thomson said.

It's set to complete its work by May 2007.

''My hope is this process will be a very broad one that will involve as many Ontarians as possible, and I think the more that they participate the more any recommendation that comes out of this process will be a meaningful one.''

Participants will be chosen over the summer and will begin meeting every second weekend starting in September, said Marie Bountrogianni, the minister responsible for democratic renewal.

The government wants Ontarians and not its elected officials, which have their own point of view, to decide the future of the province's electoral system, she said.

''We want to hear unbiased views from citizens of this province,'' Bountrogianni said at a news conference.

The assembly, which has a $6-million budget, isn't limited to just looking at the way we vote, but could also examine how our ridings are delineated, Bountrogianni said.

The assembly's recommendation is binding and any recommended changes would go to a provincewide referendum in 2007. No changes would come into effect until the 2011 election.

Ontarians interested in getting involved can get information at the website www.citizensassembly.gov.on.ca.
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HEADLINE: McGuinty Government Moves Forward On Historic Electoral Reform Initiative; Chair Named To Lead Independent Examination Of Electoral System

Ontario citizens will soon have an opportunity to choose whether to keep or change the electoral system they have inherited, Minister Responsible for Democratic Renewal Marie Bountrogianni announced today as she unveiled the Citizens' Assembly on Electoral Reform.

"We're reaching out to Ontarians and inviting them to participate in an ambitious process to renew Ontario's democracy," Bountrogianni said. "The Citizens' Assembly is a new form of decision-making that will empower citizens as never before. No government in this province has ever given citizens this kind of opportunity to shape Ontario's democracy."

The independent Citizens' Assembly will assess Ontario's current electoral system and others, and recommend whether Ontario should keep the current system or adopt a new one. If the Assembly recommends a change, the government will hold a referendum on that alternative within its current mandate.

"This marks a historic opportunity for all Ontarians to have an impact on the province's future," added Bountrogianni. "For the first time, citizens will participate in a full, open debate on which electoral system best serves Ontario." 

The Assembly will be made up of 103 citizens - one from each of Ontario's ridings - randomly selected from the Permanent Register of Electors for Ontario by Elections Ontario. There will be 52 female and 51 male Assembly members.

Assembly meetings are expected to begin in September 2006 under the leadership of the appointed chair, George Thomson. Thomson is a former provincial court judge, deputy minister in both the Ontario and federal governments and director of education for the Law Society of Upper Canada. He is currently the Senior Director of International Programs for the National Judicial Institute.

"I am really excited to be leading this province's re-examination of our electoral system," said Thomson. "I want to invite every Ontarian to join in this inclusive, provincewide dialogue on electoral reform."

Selection of Assembly members will begin in the spring. Individuals can ensure they are on the register and eligible for selection by calling Elections Ontario at 1-866-771-6315 by April 10, 2006.

The Citizens' Assembly on Electoral Reform is the most ambitious and far- reaching democratic renewal initiative in Ontario's history.

The Assembly will bring together a random, representative group of Ontarians to assess the current electoral system and others, and recommend whether Ontario should keep the current system or adopt a new one.

If the Assembly recommends a change in the electoral system, that recommendation will be put to a referendum within the government's current mandate.

The Assembly will operate independently of government. This process will empower Ontarians to decide the shape of Ontario's electoral system. The government's role will be to ensure that the public's voice is heard - through the Assembly's recommendation - and has an impact.

For more information please visit www.citizensassembly.gov.on.ca. Questions about the process can be directed to a toll-free information line at 1-866-656-9908, (TTY) 1-800-387-5559.

Electoral Systems

-----------------

The heart of Ontario's democracy is a system of regular elections that allows citizens to choose the people who will represent and govern them. When that system reflects the values of citizens, it produces a democracy that is rich, vital, and strong.

Electoral systems are designed to turn individual choices into collective ones. Each vote is combined with many others to select political representatives.

Different electoral systems combine votes in different ways. All electoral systems have their strengths and weaknesses, and can have a significant impact on important features of our political landscape.

Choosing one electoral system over another involves deciding what values are most important, determining how citizens want their government to work, and making trade-offs between competing objectives.

Ontario uses a single-member plurality, or first-past-the-post, electoral system. Each elector casts one vote for a single candidate in a riding. Each riding elects one representative. The winning candidate is the one who receives the most votes in the riding.

	     The Citizens' Assembly

	     ----------------------

	

	     Mandate and Principles




The Assembly will assess Ontario's current system and others and recommend whether Ontario should keep the current system or adopt a new one.

The Assembly will consider the values of Ontarians as it examines various electoral systems. The Assembly will define what the most relevant values and principles are, and will include the following in its considerations:

	     -  Legitimacy: The electoral system should have the confidence of

	        Ontarians and reflect their values.

	

	     -  Fairness of Representation: The Legislative Assembly should reflect

	        the population of Ontario in accordance with demographic

	        representation, proportionality and representation by population,

	        among other factors.

	

	     -  Voter Choice: The electoral system should promote voter choice in

	        terms of quantity and quality of options available to voters.

	

	     -  Effective Parties: Political parties should be able to structure

	        public debate, mobilize and engage the electorate, and develop policy

	        alternatives.

	

	     -  Stable and Effective Government: The electoral system should

	        contribute to the continuity of government, and governments should be

	        able to develop and implement their agendas and take decisive action

	        when required.

	

	     -  Effective Parliament: The Legislative Assembly should include a

	        government and opposition, and should be able to perform its

	        parliamentary functions successfully.

	

	     -  Stronger Voter Participation: Ontario's electoral system should

	        promote voter participation and engagement with the broader democratic

	        process.

	

	     -  Accountability: Ontario voters should be able to identify

	        decision-makers and hold them to account.

	

	     Selection and Membership




The Assembly will have 103 members - one member from each of Ontario's ridings - plus a Chair appointed by the Lieutenant Governor in Council. The Chair will not vote, except to break a tie.

There will be 52 female and 51 male members of the Assembly. At least one member will be Aboriginal.

Members of the Assembly will be selected at random, by Elections Ontario, from the Permanent Register of Electors for Ontario. Every registered Ontario elector is eligible to participate, with minor exceptions including elected officials.

Individuals may confirm that they are on the Permanent Register of Electors for Ontario and eligible for selection by contacting Elections Ontario at 1-866-771-6315.

The selection process will begin in the spring of 2006. Citizens selected at random by Elections Ontario will be contacted by mail.

Chair of the Assembly

George Thomson has been appointed Chair of the Citizens' Assembly. He and the Assembly will operate independently of the government.

	     Thomson's duties will include:

	

	     -  Overseeing and facilitating the work of the Assembly;

	

	     -  Ensuring that the members of the Assembly are provided with

	        appropriate educational resources;

	

	     -  Preparing rules of procedure for approval by the Assembly; and

	

	     -  Presiding over Assembly meetings.




The Chair may choose up to three deputy chairs to assist in the proceedings.

Report

Meetings of the Citizens' Assembly are expected to begin in September 2006.

The Citizens' Assembly will issue a report outlining its recommendation on or before May 15, 2007.

George Thomson is the appointed chair of the Citizens' Assembly on Electoral Reform, bringing to the role a lifetime of public service, a commitment to social justice and a strong reputation as a leader in education and public policy.

In his roles as a lawyer, a teacher, a judge and Deputy Minister, George has become widely known for his inclusive leadership style and respected for his fairness and integrity.

George was mentoring and educating law students as the Associate Dean of the University of Western Ontario's Law School when, in 1972, he was appointed a Family Court Judge sitting in Kingston, Ontario. Over the next five years he became known as a leader in the development of community programs for children and families. It was during this time that his commitment to issues of social justice took root, culminating in George's appointment in 1977 as Associate Deputy Minister of Community and Social Services. In this role, George led the government's services for children and families at risk.

George returned to the bench as a judge in 1982. In 1985 he became the Director of Education for the Law Society of Upper Canada and chaired the committee that produced "Transitions," a ground-breaking report on social assistance

This continued commitment to social justice led to George being appointed Deputy Minister of Citizenship 1989.

Constantly in demand for his relationship-building and leadership skills, as well as for his far-reaching insights into the role government plays in building a better society, George has gracefully served the citizens of Canada in a series of high level roles: Deputy Minister of Labour, Deputy Attorney General, federal Deputy Minister of Justice/Deputy Attorney General.

But regardless of the role, at his essence George is an educator, and he continues to be involved in education at all levels. He has served as a Skelton-Clark Fellow at Queen's University and is a fellow of the School of Policy Studies at Queen's. The National Judicial Institute, which George led from 2000 to 2005, is responsible for the education offered to Canada's judges, and since 2005 George has broadened his reach beyond Canadian borders as the Institute's Senior Director of International Programs.

Fortunately, Canada has no shortage of community agencies and institutions to pique George's interest and keep him within Canada's borders, and a variety of organizations on which George sits as a board member continue to benefit from George's experience.

Acknowledgement for George's service and accomplishments include national recognition for his advocacy work on behalf of children and the disadvantaged as well as honours for his professional excellence. As a testament to George's dedication to public service, in 2002 the Lieutenant Governor awarded George with the Medal of Distinction in Public Administration.

George is married to Judith Beaman, a Provincial Court judge, and has two sons, Daniel, an environmentalist, and Jordie, a professional baseball player. His home is on Howe Island near Kingston, Ontario.

George Thomson is the perfect fit for the role of Chair of the Citizens' Assembly, with the kind of skills, experience and commitment needed to keep the Assembly on track toward the common goal - ensuring our electoral system continues to provide the highest, fairest and most representative form of democracy possible.

CONTACT:Sarah Charuk, Minister's Office, (416) 212-7234
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The provincial government plans to launch its long-awaited "citizens' assembly" on electoral reform today, the Star has learned. 

The assembly of randomly selected citizens is to be chaired by George Thomson, a former senior bureaucrat at Queen's Park and Ottawa.

"The assembly will be asked to assess Ontario's current and different electoral systems and recommend whether Ontario should retain its current system or adopt a different one," says Marie Bountrogianni, minister responsible for democratic renewal and MPP for Hamilton Mountain, in an email that was inadvertently distributed last week.

"If the assembly recommends a change to our electoral system, then a referendum will be held on that alternative within our current government's mandate," Bountrogianni said.

Establishment of the assembly of citizens to study electoral reforms will fulfill a promise made by the governing Liberals in their 2003 election platform.

Various groups have been pressing for a change from the current first-past-the-post electoral system to one known as "proportional representation," which more closely reflects the popular vote each party receives in the election.

STAR STAFF



Canada (national government)

Here’s a national wire service story that mentions the citizens assembly concept.  It was carried in at least a half dozen local Canadian newspapers:

1. Tories pledge 'no frills' Throne Speech today: MPs say they hope to keep theatrics to minimum,  National Post (f/k/a The Financial Post) (Canada), April 4, 2006 Tuesday,  All but Toronto Edition, NEWS; Pg. A1 , 786 words, Allan Woods, CanWest News Service, OTTAWA 
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HEADLINE: Tories pledge 'no frills' Throne Speech today: MPs say they hope to keep theatrics to minimum

BYLINE: Allan Woods, CanWest News Service

OTTAWA - The Conservative party promises there will be none of the House of Commons stare-downs the Liberals once instigated when they bring down their first Throne Speech in 15 years today.

The speech, which will lay out the government's agenda, will be sharp, crisp and very short, Tory MPs said.

"It will be no-nonsense," said Conservative Senate leader Marjory LeBreton. "There will be no frills, and basically it will present the government like we campaigned -- with a very, very clear set of priorities and not a lot of flowery language." 

The content will focus exclusively on Prime Minister Stephen Harper's five priorities, which he has talked about repeatedly since midway through the last election.

"The last time, the opposition parties were taken by surprise," government House leader Rob Nicholson said of the previous Liberal government, which came close to being defeated over its Throne Speech.

"This time the Prime Minister has been sitting down with the other leaders and apprising them of where we're coming from, and he had the opportunity to listen to them, so I don't think you're going to see the drama that you saw in the fall of 2004."

The 39th session of Parliament kicks off with a familiar face in the Speaker's chair -- Kingston Liberal Peter Milliken -- who was voted in by MPs yesterday. Mr. Milliken has served as Speaker or deputy Speaker since 1996.

Most members of Parliament said they hoped to keep the theatrics out of the Commons and stick to serious debate, but some admitted that could be hard to do under the pressure of minority government politics.

Mr. Harper has met twice with each the leaders of the Liberals, New Democrats and Bloc Quebecois to share ideas about what he wants to accomplish during his mandate.

The Prime Minister also knows that he will face opposition if he takes a hard line on promises to cancel a Liberal child-care program and to cut the federal Goods and Services Tax while cancelling planned personal income tax cuts.

"They're saying you can have a GST cut, but only if you give up your personal tax reductions, and you can have a payment on child care, but only if you give up the early childhood development agreements with the provinces," said Ralph Goodale, the Liberal House leader. "Those would seem to be pretty tough trade-offs."

The Throne Speech will also lay down the government's promises to create a patient wait-times guarantee, introduce tough criminal justice reforms and bring in a broad accountability and ethics package to Ottawa.

It is expected to include mention of the Conservative party's commitments to military spending, and of the Canadian soldiers deployed in Afghanistan, as well as the Prime Minister's promise during the election campaign to make overtures to the Chinese head taxpayers.

A PMO official said yesterday that there will be a number of Canadian soldiers in attendance for the reading of the speech, as well as a number of elderly Chinese immigrants who were forced to pay the controversial head tax when they arrived in Canada.

After Governor-General Michaelle Jean reads the speech from the Senate chambers, MPs will begin a round of debate on the content. They could propose amendments that can be voted on and could be considered matters of confidence that can defeat the government.

Such was the case when Paul Martin's Liberal government brought back Parliament in October, 2004.

Opposition parties used their clout in the minority government to force the Liberals to promise a commission on employment insurance premiums, tax relief for low- and middle-income Canadians, an independent parliamentary budget office, a citizens' assembly to study electoral reform and a Commons vote on participation in the U.S. missile-defence program.

Except for tax relief, Parliament accomplished none of those initiatives.

NDP House leader Libby Davies said the Tories must remember that the Liberals "displayed unbelievable arrogance" in the last session and governed, to their detriment, as if they had a majority. Mr. Harper's Conservatives have an even slimmer minority.

"I think it's very important that this new government understand that it is a minority Parliament and that consultation is something that is real," she said.

Both parties have expressed their pleasure that the prime minister has made himself open to hearing their input and even took notes when discussing their concerns about his government's agenda. Still, all parties are taking a wait-and-see approach.

"I'm going to have the same attitude toward the Conservatives as I did toward the Liberals," said Bloc leader Gilles Duceppe. "I'm prepared to work with any of the parties. That is what we did in the last session. That is what the Bloc has always done."



California

Once again there is little news coming out of California.  The bill is still tied up in the Assembly’s Rules Committee, with no word when it might be referred for a hearing.  In theory, it can be referred as late as August 31.

Canciamilla and Richman continue to quietly build support for the bill.   They recently met with one major California newspaper editorial board and hope to meet with two more in the near future.  

Reader Letter (from Amy Lang)

Amy Lang is writing her dissertation on the citizens assembly experiment in British Columbia.  Attached below are her comments on California’s citizens assembly bill, ACA28.  
I am writing at the suggestion of J.H. Snider of the New America Foundation. I am a PhD Candidate in the Department of Sociology at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. My dissertation research is centered around an intensive case study of the British Columbia Citizens' Assembly on Electoral Reform. Over the course of 18 months I observed the entire British Columbia process (including the referendum on their proposal), interviewed about half of the staff members and one third of the participants of the BC Citizens' Assembly. The following comments are based on those observations. 

1. The mandate of the proposed California Assembly is very broad, and while I think it's a great idea in principle, I believe it will be difficult to put into practice. The BCCA members struggled to fulfill their own very narrow mandate. When it came time to craft two possible electoral systems for BC, they had a very difficult time creating one (a Mixed Member Proportional System) because it had too many "moving parts". A change in one part of that system meant revisiting their decisions about the other parts. I fear that a broad mandate would create a similar situation on a much larger scale in the California Assembly - there would be too many moving parts in the process of electoral and campaign finance reform that the participants would likely find overwhelming. A very organized staff would be able to add some structure to the series of issues addressed by the California Citizens' Assembly, but this possibility raises serious questions about the biases that this kind of agenda-setting might impose on the Assembly's discussions. 

· I recommend that your Bill specify one or two clearly delineated tasks that would allow the Assembly members to concentrate their energies and discussions. 
2. At the same time a crucial element of the BCCA mandate was too narrow: they could not recommend an increase in the number of seats in the legislature. This was not explicitly stated in their mandate, but was inferred by the Assembly staff from the report establishing the Citizens' Assembly model. This effectively created a bias against one system favored by many in British Columbia: a Mixed Member Proportional system, which requires a larger number of seats to work properly. 

· I recommend that your bill explicitly state whether or not you intend for the California Citizens' Assembly to be able to increase the size of the legislature, and in making your decision, that you take into account the fact that maintaining a smaller number of seats will limit the options of the Assembly. 
3.  The Bill specifies the following selection criteria for participants: age, gender, socioeconomic status and geography. Race and ethnicity are contentious social categories in the American political landscape, but I urge you to consider including them in your list of selection criteria, for the following reasons. 1. Membership in these categories correlates with distinct life experiences and political perspectives, that must be included if your aim is to produce an Assembly that is representative of the people of California. 2. A purely random selection process is not a reliable way to make sure that these populations are represented, because they are statistically underrepresented on voter rolls. In British Columbia, the combined aboriginal and ethnic minority populations (both of whom are underrepresented in institutionalized politics) is about 24% of the population, but constituted only 11% of the BC Citizens' Assembly. Because of this underrepresentation, there were few citizens from minority ethnic groups who were willing to speak up on behalf of reforms that would improve formal political representation for minority ethnic groups, even though privately several of those I interviewed thought it was a good idea. Attention to basic issues of statistical representation is a first step in creating a climate where honest expression of preferences is possible. 

· I recommend taking race and ethnicity into account in the participant selection process. If information on race or ethnicity is not available from voting rolls, it could be obtained through a short demographic survey included in the initial letter of invitation. 
4. Your Bill bans people who are formally affiliated with political parties and public office from being participants in the California Assembly. In the BCCA, a similar ban had an interesting effect on the citizen discussions. Because of this ban, there was no one who would or could make a credible argument in favor of certain features of political life, such as party-line voting (which is common in Canada). In fact, politicians were often negatively stereotyped by the participants of the Assembly, and a desire to temper the power of political parties was an important principle guiding many BCCA members' decision to recommend a Single Transferable Vote system. It is my belief that this stereotyping led to a lack of attention to issues of governance, and the role that political parties play in governance. An additional disadvantage of this dynamic was that the Assembly's recommendation was discredited among political elites, who then rallied to oppose the BCCA proposal on the grounds that it had not considered the realities of political life. 

· I recommend that your Bill specify that the Assembly must formally hear from stake holders in the political process, including current officials of political parties and those who have served in office in the past. I do NOT recommend that political stake holders be given final decision-making authority over the proposals of the California Citizens' Assembly. 
· You might also consider requiring that the California Citizens' Assembly have a formal process to hear from other identified stake holders. Other stake holders might include representatives of politically underrepresented groups such as youth, women or ethnic minorities. As discussed above, it is unlikely that the randomly selected citizen participants from politically marginal groups will feel comfortable or able to speak up on behalf of their collective group interests. A public hearing process will not necessarily elicit presentations from those who are disconnected from the political process. Formally inviting advocates to present to the California Citizens' Assembly would enhance the Assembly's learning and deliberation process by making sure that a broad array of interests and perspectives are heard.
5. Your Bill makes no provision for funding public education or Yes and No referendum campaigns on proposals produced by the California Citizens' Assembly.  The BC process suffered from a similar lack of funding. The rationale for not providing funding was that it would make it appear that the governing party in BC overtly favored a change in the electoral system. Since your proposal is a bi-partisan effort, this rationale is not relevant. The drawback to not funding education or yes and no campaigns is that the referendum results could be discredited by low voter turnout, or voter ignorance.

· I recommend that your Bill include explicit provisions for funding public education and Yes and No referendum campaigns on the California Citizens' Assembly's proposal (s). 
6. I would like to draw your attention to a recommendation made in the BCCA Technical Report on the number of invitation letters sent out in each district. The report suggests that 400 letters per district, instead of 200, would produce a better sample of replies from which to structure the selection meetings. In my interviews with the BCCA staff, it was clear that the low response rate to the initial letter of invitation created problems in making sure that the sample at each regional selection meeting was demographically balanced. In particular, the BCCA staff had a lot of trouble securing responses from young people, and they also had trouble balancing gender turnout in several regions. 

In conclusion, I hope that you find these comments useful food for thought. I would be happy to provide further explanation for any of the recommendations listed above. Please feel free to contact me via email at alang@ssc.wisc.edu or by telephone at 608-661-5194. I wish you the best of luck on passing this exciting proposal!

Sincerely yours, 

Amy Lang

PhD Candidate

Department of Sociology

University of Wisconsin-Madison

Personal Note
On a personal note, I’d like to brag that my daughter was recently admitted to Harvard College (as well as other schools including the University of California-Berkeley, University of Chicago, and Dartmouth).  In January 2006 the Washington Post ran a profile of her on page 1 of its metro section. During the past year, she has been arguably the most politically powerful child in the United States.  She ran for office on an e-democracy platform and launched a discussion forum, www.aacstudents.org, to fulfill her campaign pledge.  She recently spoke about her e-democracy experiment as a panelist at the Politics Online conference hosted by George Washington University.
