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Introduction 
The purpose of this paper is to consider the possibility of a positive change of how we 
govern ourselves within Mount Alexander Shire.  This is a long-term education and 
implementation proposal. 
 
Although the word ‘Citizen’ is used, the proposal should include all residents in the 
shire, including those who do not hold Australian citizenship. 
 
Deliberative democracy in the form of citizen assemblies is being used in British 
Columbia, the Netherlands, Ontario and Belgium and other governments.  
 
Some councils are using a Board Model for long-term decision-making. 
 

Why change local government? 
Although Local Government is governed by State and Federal legislation, it is often 
spoken of as the level government that is closest to its constituency.  Working for change 
often means beginning where you are, starting small and building.  A Standing Citizen 
Chamber in MAS would be a trial, an experiment and opportunity to demonstrate how 
deliberative democracy can strengthen community and build resilience and trust.  
 

Why change the way we do things? 
The Council already has a sense of community through their consultations and surveys. 
In addition to that, a Standing Citizen Chamber/Assembly would operate as a permanent 
community structure, one which offers a broad spectrum of ideas; a structure that 
provides a complementary system that works alongside our existing elected council in 
an ongoing manner. 
 
If we agree that democracy is government for, with and by the people, then we can do 
better.  Democracy is more than periodic elections. 
 
This round of community grants had 93 submissions.  That tells us that there are 93 
groups of residents with ideas and plans and willingness to work for the community.  
There is clearly a desire to be involved.  The social capital in this shire is underutilised. 
 
By involving residents at this level of governance, it is likely that trusted decisions 
would result, a sense of belonging would increase, and community members would 
become more informed. Adversarial culture could be short-circuited.  It could also act as 
a ‘training’ platform for potential future councillors. 
 
Research (The Difference) demonstrates that diverse groups can and do make better 
decisions than expert groups.  A randomly selected, diverse group of residents who 
deliberate on policy and strategy could improve the relevance and quality of long-term 
decisions as well as build strong communities, trust and creative partnerships. 
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Why isn’t what we’ve got enough? 
Democracy is a process as well as outcomes and a Standing Citizen Chamber is a 
structure that provides a deliberative process, a kind of citizen platform.  At the 
moment, we are outcome-driven and our processes could be improved.   
 
Engaging residents and working with them instead of for them invites a wide range of 
skills, experience and intelligence to the issues being considered.  It adds to the existing 
‘silos’ of special interest and lobby groups whose influence is often narrowly focussed, 
limited and splintered.  These groups are good and necessary, but not enough. 
 
By participating in the governance of the shire, residents become more educated, 
informed and engaged, sharing the responsibility for decisions.  This kind of connection 
and involvement could increase confidence in shire decisions and build trust. 
 

How will it work? 
We could use the ‘A Citizens’ Assembly for the Scottish Parliament’ (attached) proposal 
as a base for the structure.  Although this proposal is for parliamentary involvement, 
there are helpful parallels for local government. 
 
The Gleneira City Council has a Community Board that provides this function and the 
council invariably accepts the board’s considered recommendations.  The Waratah Shire 
(Tasmania) and NZ councils also use the Community Board Model. 
 
The proposed Chamber would be non-partisan and not aligned to any special interest or 
lobby group.  It could act as a ‘house of review’ or as an advisory body and would be a 
deliberative assembly. It would provide guidance, judgments and advice.  It would have 
no power over budgets and no veto power.  It would deliberate on policy and issues set 
before council and provide judgments or advice on whether proposals are in the public 
interest. It could provide this advice pre or post Council decisions.   
 
In the first instance, members could be identified by calling for an expression of interest 
(self-selection).  Members would then be drawn by lot/random selection (sortition). 
 
Or perhaps sortition could be used in the first instance (much like that used by the 
justice system for juries), and the self-selection would come later once residents have 
attended and information session, laying out the terms of reference, code of conduct and 
commitment expectations.  
 
It would be necessary to ensure diversity reflective of the Shire population, based on the 
recent census figures including but not limited to age, gender, cultural and linguistic 
diversity, education, employment, family size and structure, occupation, and 
representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Important elements of 
diversity not included in the census but important to ensuring every is represented will 
need to incorporate social and disability inclusion, gender and sexual identity, and other 
diversity considerations important to our community.  
 
Would decisions be consensus or voting?  While seeking consensus, if voting is required, 
then each vote would be a conscience vote and a simple majority would pass. 
 
The Chamber would have access to council officers and experts who would answer 
questions and provide evidence and background information when needed. 
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Funding 
At a local level, funding is extremely limited. The new Democracy Foundation has 
invited us to make contact if there is enough interest shown and they may offer support.  
They have an interest in trialling deliberative democracy and, once our proposal is clear, 
it may be possible to approach them and make a case for a trial such as we suggest at 
Mount Alexander.   
 
In the meantime, and as a demonstration to improve funding options, it may mean 
basing this proposal on volunteers in the first instance.   
 
Some trusts and foundations, such as Australia Communities Foundation, have an 
interest in democracy and can be approached if there is a substantial and measurable 
scope of work. 
 
 

Contact details 
Prepared by: Cathy Wheel 
For: Democracy for Dinner Castlemaine 
When: June 2018 
Contact: info@democracy4dinner.org  
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