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FAQ about Direct Democracy

(Frequently asked questions – What, why, where, when, how?)




WHAT?
1.What is direct democracy (DD)?
Direct Democracy (DD) is a form of government under which we, the people, vote by referendums (to either accept or reject a particular proposal). We could vote for new legislation or veto existing legislation. In our present Representative Democracy, we just vote for MPs, councillors and the like, who then take all of the decisions for us. 

2.What is the basic difference between direct and representative democracy? 
Under direct democracy, we vote for what we want. In our present representative democracy in the UK, we vote for whom we want, in the hope that they will introduce some of the policies they promise. 
3.What are the aims of the campaign for Citizens' Initiative and Referendum 

I&R ~ GB ?
- To inform and educate about initiative and referendum (I & R) and generally about Direct Democracy. 

- To promote a public debate about I & R, and DD, in Britain 

- To work for the introduction of elements of direct democracy, such as I & R. 
4.What is Initiative & Referendum?
We suggest the introduction of the following system for introducing new laws: 

1. An Initiative is proposed and an agreed percentage of citizens’ votes (1%?) must be collected within a specified time, say six months or one year to put a law before parliament. 
2. If parliament rejects it, then more votes must be collected (2%?) in order to start and carry through a public referendum. The referendum must be held within an agreed period, say six months, which if approved has the power of law. 
Naturally, proponents and opponents of the initiative must engage the public in debate, or they will not succeed. Similarly, the whole process is accompanied by the dissemination of information and public debate at every stage.
5.What are the main advantages of direct democracy?
There are many and we will discuss them in detail later:
1. Direct Democracy (DD) allows us to vote on each issue. We do not have to accept everything in a Party’s manifesto. 

2. DD allows us to veto legislation that the government tries to introduce with which we disagree.

3. DD allows us to vote as often as necessary, certainly more than every 4 years. 

4. DD means that for the first time we can tell the government what to do. 

5. DD means that there will be no doubt over decisions taken.  They will always be the will of the people, rather than of a few politicians.

6. DD will significantly increase people’s involvement in law making at all levels
7. DD encourages people to take more of an interest in the political process, and hence to be more responsible for their own future.

8. DD would make people happier with the political system by being more involved.
9. DD curbs the power of elites. Elected representatives will have to listen far more to the voters who put them there than to party leaders, party whips and civil servants and other power groups.

10. DD allows citizens to bring up difficult issues that the politicians would otherwise avoid. 

11. DD would rein in any government that began to develop dictatorial tendencies. 

12. DD is simply more ‘democratic’ than parliamentary democracy.
13. DD will restore to the public immediate accountability for all levels of government. This normally only occurs at election time, which is only very general accountability. 

14. DD will make politicians (albeit reluctantly) more responsive to the electorate. 
6.What are the most serious objections to direct democracy? 

There are four main objections to DD that we discuss later:

1. DD will erode central power, adversely affecting decision making?
See 5.How
2. People do not have the intelligence, wisdom or knowledge to make good decisions? See 4.Why
3. DD could lead to mob rule and oppressed minorities?

See 5.Why
4. Legislation may be delayed by people making repeated silly proposals?
See 6.How
WHY?
1.Why are voters unhappy with politicians?

There has been a dramatic change in people’s attitude to politics over the last 50 years. Fewer and fewer people are voting in elections (currently under 60%). There is widespread cynicism and a general feeling of being excluded from the political process. The distrust also extends to the power groups that support politicians, such as the press, business and other powerful lobbies.

We believe that this distrust is caused by the low level of accountability of both national and local politicians in both their personal and public lives. The public needs to become more involved in the political process quickly. Otherwise, the situation is likely to worsen; indeed, there are already signs of a rise in the popularity of extremist parties! 

How well does the government represent you? Think of 5 pieces of legislation that were passed in the last 20 years that you actively wanted. Now think of 5 that were passed with which you did not agree. It is likely that you found completing the second task much easier than the first!

2.Why is there so much corruption?

Our ‘democratic’ system allows the aggregation of too much power in the hands of those we elect. The old adage, power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely, applies. If we remove some of the power that rests with politicians and make more of the decisions ourselves, then corruption will be reduced and there will be better government. 
3.Why do you think that People are less swayed by money than Politicians?

It is just a matter of cost. For every £ of incentive that can be directed at representatives by pressure groups, there are perhaps 100,000 more people that would need to be persuaded if they were each voting. We could introduce an additional safeguard; to limit the spending on publicity for or against any particular referendum. See the book The Wisdom of Crowds. 

4.Why do you think voters have the intelligence and wisdom to make good decisions?
DD would ensure that the main issues are widely discussed, not only at the drafting stage but also, prior to voting. There is a risk of the press obtaining too much influence, but TV radio, the internet and the advent of chat rooms and twitters should work to dissipate their influence. Also, there are as many right as left wing publications so there is no shortage of opinions from which people can choose. 

People can presumably make good decisions when they vote for their representatives. Voting on an individual issue that is debated in the press, TV and elsewhere should be easier. Also, if politicians really are better informed than us, then why is it that the two main parties are always arguing, each insisting that the other is wrong. The reality is that we, the voters, would be just as good at taking the decisions, as politicians (and probably better). 

5.Why would DD not lead to mob rule and oppressed minorities? 

"Majority rule" is not "mob rule". People who vote in referendums in countries that use DD usually take their responsibility very seriously. For example, in Switzerland, only one tenth of the publicly initiated referendums have gained approval – hardly mob rule!

There is an underlying fear that minorities will suffer under a broadly based referendum system. This is because minorities (and of course we are all minorities on one issue or another) fear that their own minority interest will not be understood by the masses. But there is good evidence to suggest that the public is more understanding than it is given credit for. In fact, the average opinion of a very large group is bound to be more moderate than that of a smaller group (politicians). 
There are many protections for minorities that could be introduced by the voters:

· Minorities have the right under DD to put forward proposals for public debate and so can gain publicity and recognition for their cause. 

· Under DD no proposal can be called for without certain minimum levels of votes being achieved. These must be set at a level that ensures that there are not too many proposals, but not so high that there are none, usually between 1 and 2%. 

· Hurdles, or double majorities, ensure that legislation is only introduced if a minimum hurdle voter turnout level is exceeded. In Italy (50%) it is too high and 20% is too low, perhaps 35%? 
· The authorities are likely to respond to any proposal for a referendum with its own (generally less far reaching) counterproposal in the hope that the people will support that instead.
6.Why would DD lead to more moderate legislation?

All of the checks for minorities mentioned above should lead to more moderate legislation. If the government introduced any extreme proposals, they would be blocked by the electorate when they voted in the referendum. Therefore, referendums work better for big coalitions which in turn tend to produce compromises. Even more importantly, direct democracy creates, over time, a culture whereby politicians become (albeit reluctantly) more responsive to the electorate on most issues. 

7.Why should referendums work here when we have no tradition of them?

We are better educated than ever before, more inclined to argue with our politicians, and much more aware, via the media, of what is going on in the world. We have grown up, and it is time to start taking the decisions for ourselves. Tradition must never be an excuse to avoid change - after all, we once had no tradition of votes for women.

8.Why will it cost more to have DD?

We will have more opportunities to vote. Under the present polling booth system, which could operate DD perfectly well, it would indeed increase costs. However, technology has already advanced sufficiently to enable a dramatic reduction in the cost of frequent polls. It will also cost more to inform the public on all of the issues, but the bulk of this will be borne by the protagonists for each referendum. 

It has been suggested that the proposers of referendums should have help to phrase them properly before signatures are sought. The impartial Electoral Commission could help with this but it is not essential, and this would indeed cost more. But it is also reasonable to ask how much the present system has cost us, both through fraud and the bad legislation it has produced. 

(Webmaster comments: Overall the procedural costs associated with direct democracy are likely to be more than balanced out by savings in spending, increased government efficiency and other factors such as better community spirit, public engagement and – yes – willingness to pay taxes!)

9.Why not campaign for DD from within one of the recognised parties? 

Many people of all parties support DD. The people who don't support it, generally, are those who have, or aspire to, power -- i.e. the governing party and the official opposition. After all, nobody likes having some of their power taken away! Also extremists tend not to like such an obviously democratic system.
WHERE?

1.Where is direct democracy in use?

Many countries hold referendums. These include; Italy (who voted for new laws on abortion), France, Denmark (who voted to stay out of the Single European Currency), also Australia, and Canada, Ireland, and the Netherlands. Over half of the states of the United States hold referendums regularly to make decisions on local issues. Switzerland uses referendums very successfully at all levels of government. They are one of the smallest countries in Europe, with no sea coast and few natural advantages. They are now the richest country per head of population in Europe. Direct Democracy seems to work for them.
2.Where is the best example of DD?
The best example of DD is Switzerland. It has used Direct Democracy as part of its system of government for a hundred and fifty years. The main provisions are that if they wish to make any change in their constitution, then they must hold a referendum. Citizens may challenge any law voted by federal parliament through referendums and, introduce amendments to the federal constitution through initiatives. This makes Switzerland the closest state in the world to a direct democracy.

Switzerland still has politicians, and holds elections, but the voters have the final say on very many of the issues. It holds referendums up to four times a year.  A signed petition, supported by 1% of the electorate, initiates a referendum on any issue currently under consideration by the government.  All other issues need a 2% level of support to produce a referendum. 

3.Where are local preferences taken into account under DD?

Under DD, local decisions can be made in a similar manner to those made at the national level. Local areas will not always agree with the national majority. This leaves open the possibility of having different law in different parts of the country, such as happens in the USA. In Switzerland there is an additional safeguard because initiatives must be accepted by a double majority. They need not only a majority of those voting, but also a majority of the cantons.
4.Where are double majorities needed for a vote to be accepted?

Under DD the voting majority is often determined by a two tier system. First, proposed legislation must achieve a hurdle level of those voting (say 35%) and second, a minimum percentage of those voting in favour, usually 50%. This system is common in Australia, Canada, Switzerland and the USA. It is even used in the, European Union. A form of Qualified Majority Voting is proposed in the Draft Treaty establishing a constitution for Europe. Under this proposal, any decision taken under this scheme will require the support of at least 55% of the Council of the European Union members, who must also represent at least 65% of the EU's citizens.

The main problem with double majorities is if the ‘hurdle’ is set too high (e.g. in Italy where it is 50%). It can be exploited by a strong minority opposed to the proposal. They can call for a boycott, and so the 50% turnout cannot be reached and the proposal fails, even though a large majority of those voting may want it.

5.Where will the blame lie for any political mistakes made under DD?

We will no longer be able to blame politicians for any mistakes that are made on our behalf. By acting directly as legislators, we assume the responsibility and accountability for our self-governance. We will no longer have the need or right to blame the failure of public policy on others.

WHEN?

1.When did the Direct Democracy campaign start in the UK?


The Direct Democracy campaign was set up in 1999 to work for direct democracy in the UK. It is independent of all political causes and parties, and there are many similar groups in other countries around the world.
2.When was the last referendum in the UK?

Referendums are rare in the UK. The only referendum proposal ever to be put to the entire UK electorate was in 1975. It was on continued membership of the European Economic Community.
3.When will politicians start to appreciate the advantages of DD?

Clare Short is one of the few senior politicians in favour of a change. She said, at a meeting in the House of Commons on 17/6/2008 “referendums are an essential tool to be used to help reinvigorate an alienated public, dissatisfied with current political arrangements.” A Bill was even introduced in the Commons Douglas Carswell on 30 April 2008 “to permit members of the public to initiate legislation”.
4.When do we need to vote under DD?

Under DD we can vote as often as we like, but certainly more than once every four years! It is not compulsory; we only need to vote on those issues about which we feel strongly. This will enable the UK and local government to respond quicker and better to changing circumstances.

5.When can we move to a Technology based voting system?

The technology is already available, but DD can operate without it. Nevertheless, it is likely to be introduced quite soon now that it is so easy. Many people do all of their banking and much of their purchasing online, without losing any money. Security could be ensured by using plastic cards and pin numbers, issued to all who wish to vote, just as are currently required for those who wish to make bank cash withdrawals. Like the driving license, it does not have to be an identity card; it is simply a voting card. Other valid security methods are finger print and iris recognition. Voting machines could be installed in the present polling stations, or perhaps civic buildings, shopping precincts, petrol stations, post offices and the like. It is even possible, at least in theory, to use home computers or even TVs to vote, rather as is done by Sky TV. 

6.When will there be time to govern if there are frequent referendums?

As the Government only passes one bill every 2 weeks or so, one could argue that they should have plenty of time to govern (see parliamentary research). If the percentage of votes that are needed to initiate legislation is set too low there is a risk of revisiting the same subject too frequently. Most citizen-initiated referendums fail, as do most referendums that try to overturn government legislation, so there is little likelihood of the law being reversed often. This would lead to confusion and duplication of effort. This latter could be solved making sure that issues are not revisited for at least 2 years.

7.When there is a conflict between DD and the government, who wins?

Once people can make laws by referendums, they can change any of the law of the land and any of the government’s practices that they wish. Supporters of direct democracy usually favour a constitution which makes clear that “In the state all power belongs to the people. They exercise power by voting in elections and plebiscites”. Therefore, the electorate can always overrule government and parliament.  The only curb on this might be the law courts, which could intervene, say to decide whether or not a new law conforms to the constitution. 

8.When can we get rid of politicians completely?

This would be a rather extreme development of DD. However, DD is capable of further development, beyond even the Swiss system, to one in which all law is made by referendum. But this is unlikely to happen any time soon and we would need a lot more experience of the system before trying it!

9.When will we be able to introduce DD in the UK?

There are two main preconditions; an educational campaign to acquaint people with the advantages of introducing DD and a referendum to enable people to vote it in. The former is under way, but the latter depends upon the personal and financial support that people provide.

HOW?
1.How do we know that our present electoral system is unrepresentative?

Since 1950, the proportion of registered voters who voted fell from just over 80% to only 60%. The proportion who didn’t even register was found in 2005 by the Electoral Commission, to be about 7 per cent. In other words, only 55% of eligible voters (not 60%) actually voted at the last General Election. This is hardly a ringing endorsement of Parliamentary democracy. Add to this the fact that the party that is eventually elected often gets under 40% of the votes cast (Only once in the last 100 years has it been over 50 %!). So, only 55% vote, of which under 40% vote for the party that makes all of the political decisions. That means that the democratic decisions that our government make in our name only have the most general approval of 22% of the eligible voters!
2.How do we make the political system more representative?

We believe that the UK should introduce I&R (Initiative and Referendum) so that voters can propose new laws when they wish. A reform of our electoral system is long overdue, but how to change it is a matter of the constitution and should be decided by the people. A referendum on this was promised in 1997 by Labour but has not been delivered.  Other systems, such as party-proportional representation (PR) or preference voting (e.g. STV, single transferable vote) have been suggested. We do not believe that improving the way we appoint our MPs is any substitute for introducing citizen-initiated referendum and other direct democracy tools. PR keeps all the power in the hands of the politicians – direct democracy allows citizens to overrule politicians on major issues. 

3.How do referendums work?

There are many possibilities under DD and it may well be that they will change over time. One suggestion follows: an agreed percentage, say 2% of the electorate, could initiate a referendum by signing a petition. In order to challenge new government legislation a lower percentage, say 1% could be set. Also, a majority of the House of Commons could call a referendum on anything not under consideration elsewhere. Finally, both government and local authorities could call referendums. 

 4.How do we decide what should be in a referendum?

The first step is to have informed debate, consensus-building, compromise and competent legal advice about the wording of the referendum. But, such a proposal does not have to be “balanced” (as in an opinion poll) because it is designed to present a particular wish or desire. Of course, it must be unambiguous and clearly state what is being put forward. Legal advice may well be needed. In the UK, it may be that the Electoral Commission might be a suitable body to help agree the wording of the question on the ballot paper and to help ensure that the question was clearly stated. The final decision as to the form of words of course should be left to the proposing group.

5.How will the introduction of DD erode central power and affect decision making?

One of the important advantages of DD is that it will take some of the power away from politicians and the like. The eminent politician Chris Patten does not like it: I think referendums are awful. They undermine Westminster [parliament]. They do undermine parliament by transferring some of its power to the people, and we think that is good because referendums do not undermine democracy, they improve it. The only risk is that it may delay decisions and produce worse ones and that depends upon the way in which DD is set up. 
Chris Patten again…They (DD) were the favorite form of plebiscitary democracy of Mussolini and Hitler. Any form of democracy can be corrupted if there is too much power in a limited number of hands. The whole point of a well established DD is that it should have proper systems in place to ensure proper debate and the sensible wording of legislation. It was, in fact, a representative democracy that voted Hitler’s party into power in July 1932. – see the History of Germany, 1918-2000 by Mary Fulbrook. DD may actually help to remove autocratic regimes, for example see the referendums in Chile in 1978, 1980, and 1988, the last of which was followed by the fall of Pinochet. 

6.How might referendums delay legislation?

Delays might occur in two ways; through silly proposal being put forward and by a more complex system of agreeing the wording of referendums. 

Switzerland has seen some odd proposals but they rarely pass. In fact, unreasonable or trivial or bad proposals are almost all filtered out by the need to collect large numbers of endorsements. Indeed, any delay that does occur is probably a small price to pay. An additional protection would be for voter-approved proposals go to parliament or local council for debate – scrutiny and criticism will certainly occur there, in public, so the public becomes aware of problems or weaknesses in the proposal. In that way amendments could be made before the final vote. Webmaster comments: If the council or parliament wants to reject the citizens’ proposal, then they may put forward an alternative. Both proposals must then be put to the electorate for final decision by ballot.
The agreement process can cause delay, but we gain by greater public involvement, deliberation, improved lawmaking and better government. In some circumstances law-making and problem solving may be speeded up by direct democracy, particularly for issues that the Government finds difficult to address. In Switzerland Federal laws are subject to an optional referendum: in this case signatures must be collected within 100 days of a decree’s publication. The overall impact on the political process is to hold back change or to slow it down.

For real state emergencies, laws can be passed by parliament (and later may be put to referendum) so government is not paralysed by having direct democracy.
7.How will DD affect voters?

Voters will gain power and will feel more obligated and motivated to express their views in a referendum. Voters will benefit from being able to decide their own fate, rather than leaving it to the ‘professional elite’ who have so frequently made such a mess of it. See Bruno S. Frey.

8.How do we prevent special interest groups from influencing the vote?

Special interest groups, such as big business, unions, etc effectively run many countries by lobbying government. The introduction of DD will reduce the temptation to try to influence the vote in anything other than general ways, because the numbers would make the cost prohibitive. There are 650 MPs, but forty million voters. Just think how much more difficult it will be for the pressure groups to use this 'influence' when there are 40m targets to aim at. This does not prevent politicians saying the opposite!  Michael Wills, UK minister of justice wrote recently “Direct democracy can also be a recipe for passing control of our democracy to the wealthy and ​powerful”. Where does he think it resides now?
9.How does the campaign for Direct Democracy work?

The DD campaign was set up in 1999 to work for direct democracy in the UK. It has no political affiliations and there are many similar groups working for the same objectives in other countries around the world. We will address meetings; speak to the press; liaise with like-minded politicians, academics and other interested individuals; and in general publicise the cause of direct democracy by whatever means are available. 

10.How can I help campaign for direct democracy? 

In the UK, the people in power and in the press seem firmly opposed to direct democracy. We can change this by getting involved in community and local council groups, reading about the experience of others, writing letters, etc. We all have to play our part. So, support a group which campaigns for citizens’ direct democracy CDD, such as I&R ~ GB. Click on the DDC Action Page  for ideas about what you can do, or support our campaign for reform. Donate, become a member, inform yourself (we will help), start a local group, offer to give a talk or invite a speaker. Vote and comment at the POLLING STATION I-petition
