
A	citizens’	convention	for	UK	democracy	is	more
necessary	with	every	passing	day
Many	democratic	societies	have	benefited	from	establishing	conventions	of	citizens	chosen	at	random	to	deliberate
on	major	constitutional	questions.	Now	is	the	time	for	the	UK	to	have	its	own	citizens’	convention,	argue	Graham
Allen	and	Andrew	Blick,	to	rebuild	and	renew	our	fractured	representative	democracy.		
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Just	two	years	ago	there	was	discussion	across	the	political	spectrum	of	the	idea	of	holding	a	‘citizens’	convention
on	UK	democracy.	It	–	like	so	much	else	–	was	overshadowed	by	the	cry	of	anger	and	frustration	that	was	the	vote
for	Brexit.	We	need	to	return	urgently	to	this	project	–	not	least	as	a	response	to	that	scream.	The	stakes	are	high:
make	our	democracy	work	or	possibly	lose	it.	The	purpose	of	the	convention	would	be	to	provide	a	holistic	overview
of	the	way	in	which	we	are	governed.	It	would	consider	a	wide	range	of	challenges	faced	by	our	political	system.	Its
remit	could	take	in,	for	instance,	the	electoral	system,	the	balance	of	power	between	devolved,	central	and	local
government,	the	relationship	between	Parliament	and	the	executive,	the	composition	and	powers	of	the	second
chamber	at	Westminster	and	the	protection	of	rights.	But	the	convention	would	not	just	be	another	debating	forum.
To	be	effective	the	convention	would	have	to	have	a	political	endgame.	Political	leaders	would	have	to	accept	that	it
would	make	recommendations	for	tangible	reforms	and	improvements	with	a	view	to	them	being	put	to	Parliament
to	be	implemented	or	amended.	This	process	in	itself	would	give	individual	MPs	the	chance	of	a	lifetime	to	help
rebuild	representative	democracy	based	on	a	strong	independent	Parliament	tackling	the	awesome	power	of
governmental	sovereignty.	

Many	democratic	societies	around	the	world	have	benefited	at	some	point	in	their	history	from	some	form	of
convention	that	has	helped	to	found	or	reinvigorate	their	democracy.	While	the	UK	system	has	many	strengths,	it	is
perhaps	not	so	good	at	reflecting	in	considered,	inclusive	fashion	on	how	it	functions,	and	how	it	might	be	improved.
A	citizens’	convention	on	UK	democracy	would	enable	it	to	do	so.	

Such	a	body	might	wish	to	include	as	non-voting	members	representatives	of	the	political	parties.	They	would	bring
with	them	an	understanding	of	how	the	existing	system	works	in	practice,	and	knowledge	of	the	possible	viability	of
proposals	for	change.	Moreover,	if	the	recommendations	the	convention	issues	are	to	have	a	realistic	chance	of
being	implemented	and	used,	buy-in	from	the	politicians,	to	whom	will	fall	the	task	of	enacting	the	proposals,	is
essential.	
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But	the	convention	would	also	need	to	be	more	than	a	traditional	‘great	and	good’	exercise.	While	participation	from
members	of	the	political	elite	would	be	both	necessary	and	welcome,	its	membership	should	reach	beyond	the
usual	circles.	The	assembly	could	comprise	members	of	the	public	chosen	at	random.	Their	participation	would
provide	a	fresh	perspective	on	the	issues	under	consideration.	It	would	also	potentially	provide	the	outcomes	of	the
convention	with	an	added	democratic	legitimacy.	They	might	be	seen	to	represent	more	than	a	carve-up	between
senior	politicians,	so	command	wider	public	support,	making	it	harder	for	the	parties	to	ignore	them.
Hopefully,	this	would	lead	to	a	cross-party	pledge,	perhaps	included	in	identical	or	similar
wording	in	multiple	manifestos,	to	implement	some	or	all	of	the	proposals.	

This	approach	would	be	in	line	with	international	good	practice,	as	employed	recently	in	projects	in	countries
including	Canada,	the	Netherlands	and	Ireland.	While	the	participants	chosen	at	random	would	be	non-expert,	they
would	be	provided	with	expert	briefings	on	the	issues	the	convention	addressed,	in	the	light	of	which	they	would
reach	conclusions.	There	is	every	reason	to	suppose	that	they	would	be	capable	of	performing	the	task.	As	well	as
being	used	for	assemblies	around	the	world	today,	‘sortition’	–	the	random	recruitment	of	participants	in	public
bodies	–	has	long	lineage.	It	was	used	in	Ancient	Greek	democracies	and	has	long	been	integral	to	our	domestic
legal	system,	in	the	form	of	the	jury.	

Yet,	however	desirable	a	citizens’	convention	on	UK	democracy	might	seem	in	theory,	there	have	been	important
barriers	to	properly	initiating	such	a	process.	Persuading	the	major	parties	first	to	recognise	the	value	of	this	idea,
second	to	overcome	an	inbuilt	aversion	to	surrendering	power	to	a	process	they	cannot	control,	and	third	to	make	it
a	political	priority	is	not	easy.	It	is	easy	for	politicians,	and	others	who	are	suspicious	of	this	proposal,	to	claim	that
there	is	no	popular	demand	for	a	thorough	overhaul	of	the	system,	and	that	the	kind	of	emergency	that	might	force
it	onto	the	agenda	is	lacking.	They	also	raise	various	technical	issues	about	how	it	would	work	in
practice.	Nonetheless,	interest	was	developing	in	a	convention	in	influential	circles	during	2016.	Then	the	EU
referendum	of	23	June	of	that	year	produced	a	‘leave’	vote.	

This	occurrence	has	served	to	dominate	our	political	environment	ever	since,	distracting	from	many	other	concerns
that	might	otherwise	be	more	central.	One	such	casualty	of	this	immense	political	shock	was	the	putative	peoples’
convention	on	UK	democracy.	In	such	an	uncertain	environment,	it	became	difficult	to	obtain	commitments	either
from	the	parties	or	potential	financial	supporters.	They	tended	to	see	the	idea	a	diversion	form	more	urgent
concerns.	Some	of	them	also	held	that	the	referendum	and	the	way	it	was	fought	had	served	to	contaminate	the
whole	idea	of	involving	the	public	in	political	decision	making.	Previously,	the	lack	of	a	crisis	was	presented	as
a	reason	not	to	hold	a	convention.	Now	the	existence	of	a	crisis	was	used	as	a	reason	not	to	instigate	this	process.	

Questions	around	Europe	have	more	than	their	share	of	public	time	and	should	not	form	part	of	the	agenda.	But	it
has	served	to	highlight	that	our	current	neglected	democratic	framework	is	not	fit	for	purpose	–	it	has	been	taken	as
given	and	so	has	not	been	properly	serviced,	maintained	and	updated.	What	form	must	our	constitution	take	to
maintain	our	democracy?	How	will	repatriated	powers	be	divided	between	the	centre	and	the	devolved	territories?
What	will	be	the	relationship	between	Parliament	and	the	executive?	How	will	the	courts	fit	into	this	new
arrangement?	Our	existing	methods	of	political	deliberation	have	singularly	failed	to	resolve	these	issues.	They	call
for	a	special	mechanism	outwith	the	control	of	government	or	the	legislature	to	formulate	the	answers.	

There	are	some	encouraging	signs.	Plans	are	in	hand	to	establish	a	Citizens’	Assembly	in	Northern	Ireland;	and	the
Constitutional	and	Legislative	Affairs	Committee	of	the	Welsh	Assembly	has	proposed	a	‘Speakers’	Conference’,
between	the	speakers	of	the	UK	Parliament	and	the	different	devolved	legislatures,	to	coordinate	cross-UK
democratic	deliberation	and	accountability.	These	ideas	are	welcome.	But	it	is	now	time	to	have	a	fully	blown
convention	of	citizens	for	the	whole	UK,	to	seek	a	new	settlement	for	us	all,	on	behalf	of	us	all.		

This	article	represents	the	views	of	the	authors	and	not	those	of	Democratic	Audit.	
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