What is a Citizens’ Assembly?
A Citizens’ Assembly (CA) is a political
decision-making body, composed of people picked
by lot (random selection). When given the space to
exchange viewpoints, deliberate and consult with
experts, members of citizens’ assemblies have been
shown to produce exceptionally balanced and wise
decisions, or recommendations. This form of
democracy is called “sortition,” and dates back to
the very birth of democracy in Ancient Athens. CAs
are rapidly being adopted around the world, to help
politicians make better decision based on the
informed and mediated will of the people. In other
words, CAs are a crowdsourcing model for political
decision-making.
MASS LBP in Toronto, Canada, refers to CAs as
“Reference Panels” and the process as “Civic
Lottery.” Jim Fishkin of the Center for Deliberative
Democracy, refers to CAs as “mini publics.” In
German-speaking countries, they are known as
“Planungszellen”, or “Bürgerräte.” In Holland the
CA is known as ‘Burgerforum.”
Citizens Assemblies have proven themselves to be
able to resolve some of the most contentious,
politically gridlocked issues. Please see the cover for
examples and consult the BIRDS website for links
to articles and discussions: http://hac.bard.edu/birds/
What do they do?
Once upon a time, Citizens' Assemblies
actually gave birth to democracy in Ancient Athens.
Today, they take many different forms. But, there
are three core building blocks in all of them:
I: Citizen Power: the citizens freely, honestly and
sincerely discuss an issue that is (more or less)
in their purview of power to decide on or make

The citizens have the power! This is integral to
the ideal of democracy (demos: A. Greek ‘people’
+ kratein: A. Greek - ‘power’). So far, all CAs
have only been temporary, to make policy
recommendations, without the mandate of law.
These recommendations are then taken up by
elected politicians, debated and either made into
law through parliamentary enactment, or used to
inform citizens in subsequent national referenda.
Whereas temporary "consultative" CAs are
good, permanently instituted people's legislatives
alongside elected legislatures would be better.
They could set their own agendas, and expand
the political base of accountability and decisionmaking knowledge.

Why do the citizens debate and decide?

Some issues come with an array of complications
and history, for which we need expert
knowledge. It is therefore important, that all
viewpoints on that issue are heard. The experts,
however, only get to speak and do not decide.

Why expert presentations?

In the choosing of participants for a CA, Age,
Gender and Location are usually stratified for.
Depending on the size of a CA one could also
stratify for more characteristics, or not stratify at
all.

recommendations for.
general population be embodied, than that those
individuals hold previous qualifications or
II: Good Debate: the citizens hear and deliberate
distinguishing positions. Furthermore, through a
with experts, interest groups and witnesses on
rotational allocation of tasks by random selection,
the issue.
experience and knowledge of political functions
suffuse the general population, raising the overall
III: Random Selection: the citizens are chosen by lot. awareness of and investment in political matters.
The results of these CAs have been
overwhelmingly positive. The decisions tend to
include full nuances of the debate preceding
them and are always social. Experience of
political responsibility in CAs has been shown to
awaken people’s “civic sense” or “hive thinking:”
they begin to view issues from the perspective of
a collective long-term interest, above their own
short-term interest. This de-stigmatizes the vital
element of compromise in political decisionmaking and allows for hard choices that
sometimes need to be made, to be made as
amicably and inclusively as possible.
Did you know? Thanks to CAs, in ‘12 -´14
Ireland became the first European Country to
allow gay Marriage and in ‘15 it became the
European country with the most liberal position
on abortion.
Why random selection?
The Ancient Athenians used random
selection to choose representatives. It is fair,
because it does not discriminate by any category.
In administering the city state, or any political
union, tasks must be allocated to some and not
others. The only way that this can be done, while
preserving citizens’ equal opportunity of
inclusion, is through random selection. For most
civic duties, such as deliberating and deciding in a
CA, it is far more important that a diverse and
representative sample of the viewpoints of the

How do CAs help the people?
CAs moderate and mediate outlying viewpoints,
even of the most controversial issues. They allow
us to individually part-take in shared leadership.
Through our engagement, we learn what civic
responsibility means. CAs give members of the
public, who often have much more hands-on
experience in civic or social matters on-the-ground
already, a chance to have their voices heard and
hear the voices of others. This gives us, the people,
a say in the future and in the laws that will govern
it.
How do CAs help politicians?
A bridge of trust is built both ways, as politicians
learn to trust the people and the people understand
the work of politicians better. CAs give politicians a
more balanced and informed view of the people’s
will, and allow for a distribution of accountability on
weighty issues that most politicians will feel
uncomfortable to engage in, as there is no “easy
answer” and thus no promise of readily securing
constituents favor: such as climate change. CAs
allow politicians to consult the will of the people,
outside the blinders of party politics and the
competitive zero-sum game, that pits interests
against interests. CAs uniquely offer politicians the
possibility of making decisions based on the
collective wisdom of the population.
CAs might just be able to save democracy. If you
want to know more, please visit our website:
hac.bard.edu/programs/sortition
Or contact us for further resources:
birds4democracy@gmail.com
CAs provide a pressure valve to highly controversial
issues, through open debate. Demand citizens’
assemblies in your constituency!

“The appointment of magistrates by lot
is thought to be democratic and the
election of them oligarchic.” - Aristotle,
The Politics. Ancient Athens.
“The suffrage by lot is natural to
democracy; as that by choice is to
aristocracy.” - Baron de Montesquieu,
Spirit of the Laws
“We need to make our democracies
more inclusive. This requires bold and
innovative reforms to bring in the
young, the poor and minorities into the
political system. An interesting idea ...
would be to reintroduce the ancient
Greek practice of selecting parliaments
by lot instead of election. In other
words, parliamentarians would no longer
be nominated by political parties, but
chosen at random for a limited term, in
the way many jury systems work. This
would prevent the formation of selfserving and self-perpetuating political
classes disconnected from their
electorates.” - Kofi Annan (2017)
"In our democracies, we expect people
to behave reasonably and hold moderate
views, but how can they, without spaces
that foster these qualities? We at BIRDS
propose that Citizen’s Assemblies be
adopted in the UN Universal Declaration
of Human Rights as ‘the indiscriminately
representative right to a say in the
future of a political union, by means of a
permanently instituted civic lottery.” BIRDS
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