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Integra5ng Ci5zen Delibera5on into Na5onal Decisions:
Ireland’s Prime Minister’s Oﬃce
What is the ques+on?
How could a prime minister’s oﬃce build trust in order to make the most conten5ous
na5onal decisions, and does the recent experience in Ireland help to answer this?
Why answer this ques+on?
There is increasing world-wide distrust in poli5cians and elec5ons. Democracy was borne out
of distrust in poli5cal elites; it was meant to overcome this problem. However, electoral
poli5cs is now under a cloud, facing increasingly strong protest votes for par5es at the
periphery matched with increasing absten5on. Democracy is seen as the problem instead of
the solu5on. How are we to redeem democracy and rebuild trust?
What happened in Ireland?
A group of academics wanted to replicate Bri5sh Columbia’s Ci5zens’ Assembly on Electoral
Reform as a way of bringing everyday ci5zens into poli5cal decision making. The project was
called “We the Ci5zens”. It aUracted private funding and was designed to prove that public
delibera5on on a diﬃcult topic among randomly-selected ci5zens could work. This project
resembled the Australian Ci5zens’ Parliament which newDemocracy convened in 2009
(Carson et al) (See, Australian Ci5zens’ Parliament).
“We the Ci5zens” inspired the next itera5on: the Irish Cons5tu5onal Conven5on (ICC)—held
2012-2014. The Conven5on included well-known poli5cians: Frances Fitzgerald (now
Minister for Jus5ce), Charlie Flanagan (now Minister for Foreign Aﬀairs), Katherine Zappone
(now Minister for Children), and Gerry Adams (the leader of Sinn Féin). According to
Professor David Farrell, who led the “We the Ci5zens” project, “there was an appe5te for
more ci5zen-focused poli5cal reform” (Farrell, 2017: 23).
The ICC operated over a 14-month period, mee5ng over the course of 10 weekends,
following delibera5ve prac5ce. Its 100 members comprised 66 ci5zens selected by an
opinion poll agency, 33 poli5cians from the Oireachtas and the Northern Ireland
Assembly and an independent chair, Tom Arnold, who was appointed by the government
(Farrell, 2017: 24).
The involvement and propor5on of elected representa5ves in a public delibera5on is unusual
but can be eﬀec5ve. It can build trust in the process and an awareness of how public
delibera5on works, while also increasing the likelihood of enactment of the resul5ng
recommenda5ons. This should be balanced against contrary evidence, for example, a UK
compara5ve study undertaken by Graham Smith indicated the dominance and inﬂuence of
poli5cal representa5ves when compared to ci5zens in a mixed assembly. It also revealed a
lack of ongoing commitment to the process, resul5ng in non-aUendance on the ﬁnal
weekend of the UK experiment (Thompson, 2016).
However, returning to the Irish case study, what came out of the ICC was a series of
ques5ons, referenda, and parliamentary votes, including Ireland’s historic support for
marriage equality in 2015. Support from a conserva5ve Prime Minister challenged those who
consider policy making to be about adhering to a party line. The referendum pitched
tradi5onalists including the Catholic Church against those in favour of gay marriage, including
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Ireland’s Prime Minister Enda Kenny, a Catholic who told voters there was “nothing to fear”.
(ABC, 2015)
The elected representa5ves who had par5cipated in the ICC then became advocates for the
next itera5on: the Irish Ci5zens’ Assembly (2016-2017).
The Ci5zens’ Assembly is currently tackling a number of ques5ons, the ﬁrst being the highly
conten5ous issue of abor5on, followed by responding “to the challenges and opportuni5es
of an ageing popula5on; ﬁxed term parliaments; the manner in which referenda are held;
and how the State can make Ireland a leader in tackling climate change” (See, Ci5zens’
Assembly).
What has this got to do with PM’s oﬃce?
The ﬁrst “We the Ci5zens” project was privately funded. Its ﬁndings were presented to senior
government oﬃcials and all poli5cal par5es’ leaders in a series of face-to-face mee5ngs
(Farrell et al, 2015). The ICC and Ci5zens’ Assembly have been supported by government
with a full-5me Secretariat seconded from the Prime Minister’s oﬃce. The Ci5zens’ Assembly
is chaired by Supreme Court Judge, Jus5ce Mary Laﬀoy, and supported by a senior civil
servant, now the Assembly’s secretary.
The Prime Minister now has the capacity to request considered public judgment from
randomly-selected everyday people as a counterweight to ac5vist and interest driven
advocacy which tends to dominate public discourse. This has been historic for Ireland and,
following the ICC, “the ﬁrst 5me in the world that a delibera5ve process resulted in real
cons5tu5onal change” (Farrell, 2017:24). It highlights the strength of ins5tu5onalising
delibera5ve prac5ce in public oﬃce and its capacity to open up poli5cally fraught debate in a
considered evidence based seong.
Reﬁnements, based on the Irish experience
As with all delibera5ve methods around the world, much worked well, and yet, minor
glitches point to a need for improvements. newDemocracy’s focus as a research and
development founda5on is on honing delibera5ve prac5ce, and learning from domes5c and
interna5onal experience.
The Ci5zens’ Assembly (with 99 randomly-selected par5cipants), has too many reserves as a
result of the public sector’s decision to have 99 subs5tutes. This aﬀected par5cipants’
commitment perhaps because there were more drop-outs than is typical. Ci5zens’
assemblies in other countries have impressed upon par5cipants the importance of staying
for the long haul. newDemocracy’s recommenda5on would be to persist with the laUer
approach, reducing the pool of reserves and placing strong importance on reten5on.
There were par5cular challenges with handling public submissions for the delibera5on on
abor5on. 13,000 were received, and many used a form leUer which led to considerable
repe55on. This number created immense challenges for the Secretariat and the Ci5zens,
both in handling the submissions (colla5ng, summarising them) as well as how to read or
absorb the informa5on they contained. newDemocracy is experimen5ng with a diﬀerent
approach—Online Proposal Teams—which combine delibera5on with a digital approach.
newDemocracy’s recommenda5on would be to combine this with a face-to-face gathering.
As happens with many government-commissioned delibera5ve methods, bureaucrats
interfered with process design—the reserve list men5oned above being one of a number of
altera5ons to the original design. The importance of process design is open undervalued.
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newDemocracy’s prac5ce and recommenda5on is to create distance from the decision
maker—this in turn leaves process design in the hands of delibera5ve designers and ins5ls
trust in the independence of the process.
With the Ci5zens’ Assembly, topics had to be dealt with in order. Following the lengthy
abor5on debate, all other topics must now be covered rapidly, leaving only a single weekend
for each topic in order to meet the prescribed deadline. The length of 5me required for
delibera5on is open under-es5mated, again by those inexperienced with public delibera5on.
This can be overcome if process design is lep in experienced, independent hands.
Despite this na5onal experiment, so unusual in global terms, and the six years since the
democra5c experiment began, there is very liUle happening at the local level in Ireland,
especially in comparison with Australia (See, newDemocracy’s many local and state case
studies).
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