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What is the question?

Why did Prime Minister Gillard's proposal for a
citizens’ assembly get such a negative reaction
and what can be learned to apply to future
parliamentary use of citizens’ assemblies?

What happened?

During the 2010 Australian federal election, Prime
Minister Gillard announced a Citizens’ Assembly on
Climate Change (CACC) composed of 150 randomly
selected citizens who would discuss and deliberate
on climate change policies. The announcement came
in the wake of years of political deadlock regarding
climate change policy during Kevin Rudd’s term as
Prime Minister and remained an unresolved issue.
The announcement came less than a week into
Gillard’s election campaign and was met with extreme
criticism from opposition parties, media, industry, and
environmentalists in particular.

Critics of the announcement were vocal in saying
this was just another stalling tactic designed to avoid
responsibility for a difficult decision and would delay
immediate and necessary action on climate change.
The announcement's timing was poor as the febrile
election environment provided opponents with an
even greater incentive to attack the proposal to
harm Gillard’s campaign.

The media quickly voiced criticisms of the assembly,
largely stemming from inaccurate perception of

what a citizens' assembly is. On the ABC’s Breakfast
Program, Greg Hunt, an Opposition MP at the time,
called it “farcical” and “national policy by lottery,” with
participants “chosen from the phone book.”" Paul Kelly,
in the Weekend Australian claimed that “the idea of
consensus is the great hoax.”? Other pundits called the
assembly “risible”, “pathetic”® and a “gabfest”. The
widespread misinterpretation and criticism from various
media sources undermined the initial public perception
of the CACC's potential effectiveness.

Miranda Devine, in the Sydney Morning Herald,

was quick to argue that “We already have a citizens
assembly-a democratically elected Parliament™
voicing a common misguided concern. A method which
is complementary to elected parliaments was viewed
as duplicative.

The poorly executed announcement of the CACC left
Prime Minister Gillard and her team no choice but to
walk away from the proposal in favour of creating the
Climate Change Commission. The CACC was never
implemented, and the announcement created more
than a decade's worth of damage to the progress of
citizens’ assemblies in Australia and continues to deter
politicians from the idea today.

Proposing a national citizens’ assembly now would look
quite different, and it would be helped by drawing on
the lessons learned from this experience. In 2010, the
concept was still relatively new, with limited discourse
or knowledge about citizens' assemblies among MPs,
media, and the wider community.

Today, the growing experience of citizens' assemblies
worldwide has led to more positive perceptions of the
concept among journalists. For example, political writer
Peter Hartcher has argued that citizens’ assemblies
can “add to public trust in any eventual governmental
action”%. Martin Wolf, in the Financial Times, has said
that “the introduction of citizens into the political
process, in the way that is familiar from juries, could
introduce common sense of the public into politics in

a way that would be complementary to elections of
political leaders.”® Matthew Taylor, former head of the
Number 10 Policy Unit under UK Prime Minister Tony
Blair, argued in The Economist that “In stark contrast to
most conventional political performance, deliberation
brings out the best in people.””

And George Monbiot, in the Guardian, explains that
“when they are well designed, they have proved

highly effective at addressing issues that left elected
representatives floundering.”®

Often cited is their successful implementation in
Ireland, France, Germany, and Belgium since 2010.
This has created a much safer environment for
proposing them to address difficult policy issues by
demonstrating that common ground can be found.

Irish citizens now have a working understanding

of citizens’ assemblies as the means by which

“Ireland takes tough decisions”. Australians have the
opportunity to reach the same conclusion if political
leaders can have confidence that the events of the 2010
announcement are not going to be repeated.
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What lessons can we learn from the
announcement and its execution?

The ALP made several errors in introducing the CACC, with
6 major missteps standing out as the most harmful mistakes.

OT.

Proposed during a federal election campaign

The timing of the introduction could not have
been worse. Proposing the idea of a citizens'
assembly during a federal election campaign
invited a wave of campaign-driven criticism.
Instead of creating a discussion around the
merits of a citizens' assembly, the introduction
was used by opponents as a political opportunity
to hurt the Prime Minister’s campaign which
was a particularly vitriolic one - with citizens'
assemblies being collateral damage. The CACC
announcement was attacked just as any other
announcement would have been during a tense
election period.

02.

Failed to provide necessary information about
how citizens' assemblies work

Without any explanation of the concept or
detailed process design, commentators

and the public did not understand the
citizens' assembly process and were left to
speculate and come up with incorrect and
damaging presumptions about it. This lack of
transparency and clarity led to widespread
misinformation, as people began to fill in the
gaps with their interpretations. Many of these
incorrect assumptions were then amplified
by the media, which often sensationalised
the narrative to attract attention. The media’s
incorrect portrayal of the process as flawed
or biased further entrenched scepticism and
eroded public trust.

This misinformation not only undermined the
potential benefits of the assembly but also
created a lasting negative perception that
hindered future attempts to propose

similar initiatives.

03.

Labelled as a policy

Labelling the CACC as a policy exposed

it to additional criticism and allowed the
announcement to become entangled in
political gamesmanship, detracting from
meaningful discussions about the idea's merits.
Consequently, the true intent and potential
benefits of the CACC were overshadowed by
partisan attacks. Its label as a policy was also
somewhat misleading. It was not a policy itself
but rather a method for developing a policy
with community support.

04.

Presented as the central strategy

Presenting the CACC as a central strategy

for combatting climate change was
counterproductive, as it allowed opponents to
dismiss it as merely a stalling tactic.

The assembly alone was not perceived as a
sufficient solution to address climate change
issues, making it an easy target for criticism.

Had the announcement been part of a more
comprehensive suite of policies with it being
the suitable tactic for implementation, the
reception would have likely been different.
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05.

Framed as ‘only a discussion’

The CACC was framed in a way that made

it sound like merely a discussion where no
actionable progress would be made to combat
climate change. This led to significant criticism,
with opponents accusing the government

of further inaction on climate change. The
perception was that instead of taking decisive
steps, the government was using the CACC

as a distraction, failing to implement concrete
policies to address the urgent climate issue.

In reality, the assembly would have found
what tradeoffs everyday people could live
with, likely expanding policy options available
to the government.

Quote:

“For the first week of the campaign, the Abbott
team was in may ways missing in action because
they had not been ready for the announcement of
the election. As a result, the media trained all
their focus on me any my team. What they picked
up on was the apparently controlled and boring
nature of our campaign. Commentary began
cropping up about spin and stage management...
This provides some context for the wall to wall
hostile reaction in the media to our proposed
Citizens’ Assembly.”

— 'My Story', Pg 383

Julia Gillard, Prime Minister 2010-2013

00.

Failed to make the CACC a bipartisan effort

The CACC was not proposed as a bipartisan
effort, with Prime Minister Gillard being too
closely attached to its oversight. She even
stated, “l will lead the debate and lead the
advocacy of our approach.” Such direct
oversight by a politician contradicts the
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development’s (OECD) principles on citizens'
assemblies. However, at the time, the OECD
guidelines had not yet been established,
leaving Prime Minister Gillard and her team
without these valuable guidelines to steer
their approach. The CACC's alignment with
Prime Minister Gillard made it seem like it was
intended to push the ALP’s climate change
agenda, rather than being a genuine democratic
opportunity for everyday citizens from all walks
of life to be deeply involved in the eventual
policy. Consequently, Prime Minister Gillard’s
close association with the CACC further drove
the entanglement in political maneuvering

Future announcements can now utilise the
OECD resource to ensure proper procedures
and impartiality.

Proponents (mostly unheard) argued that
Parliament is not descriptively representative of
the Australian people. The CACC would have
brought together a diverse group of everyday
Australians, dedicated to learning and able

to provide acceptable recommendations.

For that reason, citizens' assemblies provide
an opportunity to break political deadlocks,
especially on issues like climate change,
which politicians are often reluctant to address
because of electoral imperatives.
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Learnings for what to do next time

The failed announcement of the CACC showed just
how important it is to present the idea of a citizens'
assembly effectively and how damaging it can be
when done poorly.

Proposing a citizens' assembly in 2024 and beyond Provide a detailed process design

would be significantly different from 2010 because of
the context and the lessons that have been learned

It is imperative to provide detailed information

over the past 15 years.

Here are some key considerations for governments

when proposing a citizens' assembly to support
policy deliberations:

When to introduce an assembly

A citizens' assembly should not be announced
during an election cycle which creates a peak
time for potential combat at all costs. Itis

a method for governing, not campaigning.
Assemblies should be presented early in the
electoral cycle so they can be effectively
developed over an extended period. This
ensures that the assembly's deliberations are
free from the immediate pressures and biases
of electoral campaigns, allowing for a more
focused and deliberative process where the

actual merits of the assembly can be discussed.

“Within a few days of the media downpour,
opinion polling showed the public did not like
the idea either, amazingly enough. | absorbed
this, internally grimacing; now [ can refer to it
with a wry smile.... | suggested to Garry

Town Hall meetings. On hundred swinging
voters... such events are now a campaign
staple.”

— 'My Story', Pg 382

Julia Gillard, Prime Minister 2010-2013

Linnell, then editor of the Daily Telegraph, that
the newspaper should sponsor a new format of

about the design and process of the citizens'
assembly. The public should understand how
the assembly will operate, including participant
selection, participant roles, the information
provided, how their recommendations will be
used, and who will oversee the process. Details
help to demystify the process, building trust and
confidence in the initiative.

Any proposed citizens' assembly should
generally follow the guidelines for citizen
participation processes developed by the OECD.
These guidelines outline steps for designing,
planning, implementing, and evaluating

citizen participation processes and should

be considered essential when considering
citizen assemblies. Making the public aware of
these guidelines and that they will be used in

a proposed assembly will provide it with more
clarity and a better sense of legitimacy.

Emphasise the Assembly as a process
that will lead to actionable policy

Instead of presenting an assembly as a

policy itself, it should be contextualised as a
mechanism to influence and create actionable
policy rather than merely a forum for discussion
amongst other policies.

Emphasising its potential to break the political
deadlock and generate consensus on
contentious issues can help frame the assembly
as a practical and necessary tool for effective
governance. Drawing parallels with successful
examples from other regions such as (a)
Ireland's use of citizens' assemblies for tackling
complex issues like same-sex marriage, (b)
French President Emmanuel Macron’s Citizens
Convention on Climate, and (c) the integration
of assemblies into Germany’s Bundestag can
illustrate how these assemblies have led to
tangible policy outcomes, i.e. by providing
evidence of their effectiveness.
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04.

Promote impartial design and facilitation

To ensure the assembly is perceived as a
genuine public engagement tool rather than

a political maneuver, it is vital to distance
politicians, especially those in power as Prime
Minister Gillard was, from leading the process.
Instead, the assembly should be designed
and facilitated by independent bodies or
non-partisan organisations and that should be
made clear when one is introduced. Including
diverse stakeholders from various political
backgrounds in an oversight group can further
enhance the assembly’s credibility and

ensure a more balanced and comprehensive
deliberation process.

05.

Seek bi-partisan and other support

Securing bi-partisan support is crucial.
Presenting the assembly as a collective effort
to solve a national issue rather than a single
party's initiative can help mitigate political
friction and distance itself from political
factionalism that derails progress. The
assembly should aim for bipartisan cooperation
both among political parties and across various
issue groups to build widespread buy-in and
ensure diverse perspectives are included.

Announcing a citizens' assembly should also
be a call for participation and discussion rather
than presenting it as a decision already made.
This encourages public input and engagement,
making the process more inclusive and
democratic. A collaborative approach from the
beginning helps build a sense of ownership
and legitimacy among participants and the
broader public.

Seeking support for the initiative from a broad
church of people both domestically and
internationally will also enhance credibility.

Quote:

“The idea behind it was precisely to
create a process through which
Australians from many different walks of
life could have the time and factual
support to be able to think through
everything about climate change.

.. [t was a commitment to a deeper, better
structured discussion. "

— 'My Story', Pp 381-382

Julia Gillard, Prime Minister 2010-2013
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Impacts and Consequences

Over the past decade, national parliaments across Europe have pursued increasingly large and
ambitious experiments with Citizens’ Assemblies. They are a permanent fixture within Ireland with
parties competing for their issue to be considered in the format, while the German Bundestag has
created a multi-party committee to agree topics for their parliament-commissioned Citizens
Assembly. In France, Pres. Macron dramatically expanded the remit of CESE (Le Conseil
Economique Social et Environnemental) beyond that of consulting active stakeholders and tasked it
to also provide a view of everyday citizens using the Citizens Assembly method.

In each case, this was a logical response of elected representative wanting a considered citizens’
voice as part of a politically challenging decision. In each case, they were given confidence by the
early successes (especially in Ireland) and the detailed analytical work of the OECD (published,
tellingly, as the ‘Deliberative Wave’). In Australia, this trend was not picked up as this case study
dominates political thinking on the topic.

In this context, we want to illustrate three political discussions which could have proceeded
differently if the model had been adopted in Australia. We are at pains to point out that there is no
‘right decision’: success instead equates to the ability to have a high quality public discourse in
contrast to the political technique of focusing on solely on the opposing arguments worst point.
The benefit is not passing a pet issue, but the capacity to have the hard conversation that small
target politics has incentives to avoid.

1. Industrial Relations

The previous Coalition government made little secret of their belief that it would benefit the country
to make meaningful adjustments to industrial relations policy. In each instance, they are wary of the
public opinion backlash that comes with any announcement being labelled as a further iteration of
WorkChoices. As a result, they either take tangential approaches (Royal Commission into Union
Governance and Corruption) or minimalist approaches. A Citizens’ Assembly would allow a genuine
national conversation by allowing everyday people from all walks of life to inform the parliament -
perhaps answering the question “What are the protections and freedoms we want at work?”

Citizens being given the first step in a policy reform allows a government to place it on the agenda
without being constrained by the "rule in, rule out" dynamic that traditional takes place.
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2. The Voice to Parliament

Any constitutional change is a difficult tradeoff decision. Many around the world mocked the UK for
making a decision around trade, migration, regulation, employment, trade, freight and financial
markets in a 16-word question argued in soundbites and bus advertisements. A decision to Leave or
Remain in the European Union can be equally valid if grounded in an understanding of the tradeoffs
and benefits of either decision. It was the way the decision was made that is nonsensical. Australia
then proceeded to take a decision of similar impact in exactly the same way, with all the techniques
of electoral campaigning applied to a decision that needed to be carefully assessed.

Had Australia had access to the Irish model whereby the PM could refer an issue for deliberation by
~100 everyday randomly-selected citizens, they could have been asked to provide the "voter
information kit' thus adding an additional voice beyond the Yes and No campaigns - that of ‘people
like me’. A notional question of “What do all Australians need to know about the proposed Voice to
Parliament?” functions by having 100 citizens given incredible incentives to hear the detailed
positions of a range of advocates: an in-depth approach which is impossible at population scale.
Their 8-10pg self-written report could have been distributed to every household and assisted with
citizens making an informed decision.

We take no position on accusations of mis/dis-information beyond noting this is a part of any
election campaign (misinformation if often in the eye of the beholder). But where this is forecast to
be of concern, then a significant part of the response is to convene a group of citizens with the time
to explore the claims being made. Misinformation works in shaping our 2-3 second reflexive opinion,
but rarely bears scrutiny in questioning in an environment akin to a criminal jury.

Again, there is no "right decision". What a Citizens' Assembly offers is a chance for nuance and
outlining the pros and cons of each case which campaigns have no incentive to provide.

3. Housing Affordability

This has become an area of deep dissatisfaction directed at all tiers of our political system. Again,

the Foundation is solely focused on democratic process and as such will never take a policy position:

there are no right answers, a good democratic answer is one that is broadly trusted and seen as fair.
What is apparent is that across the political spectrum there is a desire for discussing some radical
reforms but electoral incentives discourage this. It is not a great leap to suggest some ALP MPs
would like to discuss negative gearing and capital gains tax treatment, while Coalition MPs may wish
to discuss the extent of regulation among other issues. In each case, the reflexive nature of public
opinion holds this back; the Australian political system is yet to add a public judgment mechanism to
counter it.

Politicians often cite the desire for a ‘national conversation’ and to get beyond the ‘rule in, rule out
game’. There is an increasingly established mechanism to do this which warrants a trial in Australia
which is being ignored, and the primary reason it is ignored traces back to a single announcement in
2010.
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Questions for Further Study and Research

The announcement of a new national citizens’ assembly would provide an ideal point of
comparison to assess the effectiveness of the proposed strategies in this note. Evaluators can
identify strengths and weaknesses in newDemocracy’s recommendations by comparing the
outcomes, public reception, and media responses to a new announcement with those from 2010.

This can be tested in multiple ways following a new announcement:

01. Did the citizens’ assembly survive the announcement?

02. Poll people on their awareness and understanding
of citizens’ assemblies.

03. Did the announcement and process receive bi-partisan support?
04. When was it announced and how did that change the outcome?

05. Compare the media analysis of the announcements.

This process will help us understand what aspects worked well and what needs improvement,
ultimately leading to more effective and well-received citizens’ assemblies in the future.
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