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Introduction

In October 2019, 150 French citizens came together in Paris. They 
had been tasked by President Macron to consider how the coun-
try could achieve a reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by at 
least 40 per cent by 2030 in a spirit of social justice. The Citizens’ 
Convention for the Climate looked like broader French society. 
Men and women, young and old, urban and rural, school leavers 
and university doctorates. Among them a surgeon, a concierge, a 
caregiver, a student, a lawyer, and several people with no jobs or  
a decent home. All walks of life, working together.1

Over seven intense, long weekends spread over eight months – 
at times delayed by strikes and the Covid pandemic – Convention  
members heard from over a hundred scientific experts and  
advocates and deliberated in working groups on different aspects 
of the climate crisis: housing; labour and production; transport; 
food; and consumption. Figure 0.1 outlines the structure of the 
Convention. In June 2020, the members produced their final 
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report with 149 proposals for new laws, regulations and refer-
endums. The boldest recommendations included constitutional 
changes to reinforce ‘France’s responsibility in preserving biodi-
versity, the environment and the fight for climate change.’ Other 
proposals targeted particular policies, such as banning internal 
flights where a train journey of four hours is available; and restric-
tions on advertising high carbon consuming products.

President Macron received the Convention’s report with great 
fanfare in the garden of his official residence. The Convention and 
its proposals became the subject of intense and at times hostile 
political and public debate with very different takes on the value of 
the proposals and the deliberative process. Many of the Convention 
members came together to establish the organisation Les 150 to  
promote their report and to scrutinise government action. Sev-
eral became high profile figures in social and traditional media. 

The Convention reconvened seven months after its report had 
been published to review government action. Less than one in 
ten of the members were satisfied with the government response 
to their recommendations. Some Convention members spoke of 
‘the feeling of waste, of a tremendous energy remaining unused, 
of betrayal of promises.’2

The government claims that 85 per cent of recommendations 
have been taken up across different laws and policies, with a 
number, often in modified form, appearing in the 2021 French 
Climate and Resilience Law. In response, Greenpeace France has 
argued that the government has not implemented ‘the content or 
the substance’ of the measures.3

Whatever the direct policy impact, the respected French think 
tank IDDRI reflects that the recommendations ‘break the silence 
surrounding the contradictions of current policy.’ It goes on: ‘By 
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Figure 0.1: The French Citizens’ Convention for the Climate  
© European Climate Foundation.
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advancing our understanding of what is possible and acceptable, 
the Citizens’ Convention for the Climate thus presents a new 
frontier for climate action.’4

Four years since its report was received by President Macron, 
the impact of the Convention on climate policy and its contribu-
tion to French democracy remain topics of public dispute. Love it 
or loathe it, the Convention has become a key touchstone for the 
climate assemblies that followed.

In the few years since the Convention, activity has multiplied. 
At last count at least 200 citizens’ assemblies on aspects of the 
climate have taken place in Europe, with over a dozen at national 
level. National governments in the UK, Scotland, Austria, Spain, 
Luxembourg, Ireland and beyond have commissioned assemblies.

We’ve even seen an experiment at the global level, where 100 
people from across the world came together as the Global Assem-
bly to address the question ‘how can humanity address the climate 
and ecological crisis in a fair and effective way?’5 Members ranged 
from a forester based in Thailand to an Italian yoga teacher who 
was also a war refugee, from a teacher in Syria to a labourer in 
India. The assembly looked like the world’s population in terms 
of gender, age, geography, education and attitude towards climate 
change. Ten per cent had no formal education, 70 per cent were 
living on ten dollars or less a day.

The organisation and energy needed to bring such a diverse 
group of global citizens together was phenomenal. Over six  
sessions between October and December 2021, the members 
collaborated online to produce the People’s Declaration for the 
Sustainable Future of the Planet. The People’s Declaration laid 
out key principles for how the aims of the UN Paris Agreement 
could be realised,6 including a demand to add the right to a clean, 
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healthy and sustainable environment within the Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights. An interim version of the Declaration 
was presented at COP26 in November 2021. 

We’ve also seen the setting up of the first permanent assem-
bly In 2023, the Brussels Climate Assembly began its work. It is 
one of many municipal assemblies that have been organised, but 
what sets it apart is that it is designed to be a permanent institu-
tion. The first cycle of the assembly, lasting four months, brought 
together 100 residents, reflecting a cross-section of Brussels 
 society, to work on housing, renovation and greening the city. 
A year later, a new set of Brussels citizens are in place consider-
ing food and nutrition, which was, critically, the remit decided 
by members of the first assembly. And that is how the assembly 
will continue, each assembly working on an agenda set by the 
 previous one.7

The French Convention, the Global Assembly and the Brussels 
Climate Assembly are examples of citizens’ assemblies organised 
to deal with aspects of the climate and ecological crisis. 

But, why on earth would we bring ordinary, everyday people 
who lack a detailed understanding of the climate and ecological 
crisis together to consider our collective future? How can that 
help us? What sets these processes apart from, say, politics as 
usual, or local self-organised gatherings?

It’s this: citizens’ assemblies bring together diverse groups of 
citizens selected by democratic lottery to deliberate on an issue  
of common concern. 

Democratic lottery is the use of random selection to ensure that 
an assembly is not composed of special interests or only those 
who are politically confident and articulate, but instead looks and 
sounds like the wider population. 
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Deliberation is the careful and considered exchange and inter-
rogation of ideas with the aim of coming to collective decisions. 
It’s a long way from the polarised and unproductive interactions 
that too often characterises our politics.

In a citizens’ assembly, randomly-selected people come together 
to learn, deliberate and craft recommendations on pressing public 
issues. And no public issue is as pressing as the climate and eco-
logical crisis. 

The international Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) talks of a ‘deliberative wave’ of citi-
zens’ assemblies happening around the world. An estimated 800 
deliberative processes have been commissioned by governments 
at different levels at last count.8 Given the number that have been 
held on climate and related issues such as biodiversity loss in the 
last five years, climate citizens’ assemblies – or ‘climate assemblies’ 
for short – are at the crest of this deliberative wave. 

Support for climate assemblies comes from a variety of sources. 
Assemblies have been organised by governments of different 
political hues. António Guterres, Secretary General of the United 
Nations, described the Global Assembly as, ‘a practical way of 
showing how we can accelerate action through solidarity and peo-
ple power’. Perhaps the most voiciferous support has come from 
activist group Extinction Rebellion (XR), which has protested in 
London and elsewhere, blocking the streets to demand the setting 
up of citrizens’ assemblies. 

Why this sudden interest in climate assemblies? Do they make 
a difference? Can they help us solve the climate and ecological 
crisis? Can they help us adapt to a warming world?

These are the questions I aim to answer in this book.
The short answer is that our political systems have failed dis-

mally in responding to the climate and ecological crisis. And 
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time is running out – as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) report published in March 2023 states: ‘There is 
a rapidly closing window of opportunity to secure a liveable and 
sustainable future for all.’

We desperately need new ways to make better decisions, and cli-
mate assemblies present one feasible option. An option that is more 
democratic, inclusive, transparent and effective. What’s not to like?

But we have to be honest. The first wave of climate assemblies 
has not made the difference that many advocates had hoped for. 
Like the French Convention, almost all climate assemblies have 
proposed measures that take us well beyond existing government 
climate policy. Citizens are much braver than their political rep-
resentatives.

We have only seen partial uptake of their recommendations by 
governments and in some instances they have been completely 
ignored – by the political class and the public alike. We should 
not be surprised. Most assemblies have taken place in the last five 
years. That’s not a lot of time to change a dysfunctional political 
system. And it’s a lot to expect of a relatively new institution.

To effectively address the climate crisis – reducing our green-
house gas emissions and navigating the perils of a warming world 
in ways that realise climate and ecological justice – will require a 
restructuring of our political system. Could citizens’ assemblies 
be a fundamental building block for that redesign? A protype for 
more inclusive, democratic, participatory and effective forms of 
climate governance? The answer is yes.

In this book we explore the development of climate assemblies, 
their impact on climate governance and how that impact can be 
enhanced and sustained in the future.

Chapter 1 considers the shortcomings of contemporary climate 
governance and why this has led to growing interest in forms  
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of participatory governance, in particular citizens’ assemblies. 
We set out the core features of citizens’ assemblies – democratic 
lottery and deliberation – and how they can help ameliorate and 
even overcome some of the failings of climate governance.

Chapter 2 explores how and why the recent wave of climate 
assemblies was commissioned, revealing the important differ-
ences between assemblies. We reflect on the characteristics of the 
recommendations made by citizens and the extent to which they 
have had impact. Impact is not just on policy, but also on institu-
tions and climate actors, public discourse and members of assem-
blies themselves.

Chapter 3 asks how the impact of assemblies commissioned by 
governments can be enhanced. Four aspects of assembly design 
are considered: the remit; follow-up by commissioners; stake-
holder involvement; and public communication and engagement. 
Each opens up pathways to impact on climate governance.

Chapter 4 considers future directions for this exciting demo-
cratic innovation. Permanent assemblies are being established 
in municipalities. Civil society organisations are commissioning 
assemblies to challenge government inaction and enliven public 
discourse on climate. Systems-thinking can encourage citizens 
to consider more transformative change. And the diverse, grow-
ing movement for climate assemblies has the potential to further 
embed assemblies with our political systems.

We begin, in Chapter 1, with an examination of the mess we are 
in – and how we might get out of it together.



CHAPTER 1

Why Climate Assemblies?

What if, rather than feeling let down or turned off by politics, 
we were able to collectively address crises like the climate and 
ecological breakdown? What if we did not have to worry about 
political corruption or the misuse of power? What if our fellow 
citizens were directly involved in the political decisions that affect 
our lives and those of future generations and the planet? What if 
we spent time together learning about the challenges we face and  
deliberating on what should be done? What if our shared wisdom –  
our common sense – was able to influence what happened? That 
would sound good, wouldn’t it?

The Mess We’re In

It’s not what we’ve got, though. Climate governance is in a 
mess. For more than three decades, scientific report after scien-
tific report has warned that the impacts of climate change will  



10 We Need To Talk About Climate

continue to grow ever more severe unless we act decisively, now. 
The science tells us we need to cut greenhouse emissions dras-
tically. Even then, we need to prepare ourselves for living in a 
warming world with the flooding, heatwaves and diseases that 
come in its wake. Our systems, infrastructure and daily lives need 
to be climate proofed. Economic report after economic report 
tells us that immediate action will be far more cost effective and, 
more importantly, save lives. The human, economic and eco-
logical costs can be radically reduced through action in the here  
and now. 

But we do not act. Even at our best, we do not act fast enough.
Why are we in such a mess? Quite simply, these scientific 

reports have to compete with political and economic dynamics 
that too often prioritise the short-term and particular interests 
in our society.1

One telling example is the political access and influence of vested 
interests that profit from the fossil fuel economy and so resist 
change. Step forward the wealthy and powerful oil companies. 
Exxon, for instance, knew about the risks of global warming as 
far back as the 1970s, but chose to spend the intervening decades  
publicly rebutting the science and funding climate denialists and 
corporate lobbyists to block action. Even as recently as 2013, its 
Chief Executive, Rex Tillerson, was willing to state that climate 
models were ‘not competent’ and talked of the ‘uncertainties’ over 
the impact of burning fossil fuels.2

Fossil fuel companies and others who profit from existing polit-
ical and economic systems have privileged access to the corridors 
of power and have long been able to shape the story about what 
progress looks like. Their financial might and capacity to mould 
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our thinking as to what is feasible and desirable reinforces the 
status quo. 

Vested interests aren’t just big companies and their lobby 
groups. The short-term interests of different parts of government 
can clash with the climate agenda. Departments and agencies are 
closely tied to these powerful interests. We see this when former 
ministers take up well-paid jobs in the industries they had until 
recently been responsible for regulating. Or executives from the 
fossil fuel industry coming into government as advisors. Remark-
ably, fossil fuel companies still receive billions in subsidies. We 
can tell a similar story about the relationship between the meat 
and dairy industry and government ministries. In the competi-
tion for limited governmental resources, climate and ecological 
action too often loses out. The cross-cutting nature of the chal-
lenges we face does not fit within the structures and processes 
of siloed governments, with most departments and agencies not 
seeing it as their priority. 

Electoral logics create their own challenges. Bearing costs now 
for long-term benefit is hard to sell across short electoral cycles. 
Politicians too readily promise immediate gains and fear the elec-
toral backlash against climate action. While the public appetite 
for action is stronger than politicians assume, it is easier to push 
the line that the climate and ecological crisis is not so bad. Or a 
shiny technological solution is round the corner. We just have to  
sit tight and trust existing political and economic institutions  
to do the right thing. 

This tendency towards political short-termism is reinforced  
by our political systems granting no voice to those who are 
going to be most affected by climate and ecological impacts – the  
young, future generations and those impacted by our decisions  
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in other countries. It is a truism that you need to be present in  
the corridors of power for your interests to be taken seriously. If 
you do not have a vote because you are too young or you do not 
yet exist or you live in another jurisdiction, then your voice is 
doubly silenced. 

Such differences in political power and influence mark our 
current generations, with particular social groups dominating 
others. Those from wealthy and privately educated backgrounds 
monopolise positions of political, economic and social power. 
These are the very social groups best equipped to navigate the 
coming storms. 

Simply put, electoral politics breaks the democratic promise of 
political equality for the very people most vulnerable to the dan-
gers of a warming world. 

The democratic system seems to be stacked against the long-
term decision making needed for climate and ecological action. 
Scientific evidence has to compete with the dynamics of short 
electoral cycles and powerful entrenched corporate lobbyists. 
Those most vulnerable to climate impacts are those most dis-
tant from decision making. And these tendencies are further 
reinforced by growing political polarisation where climate has 
become a defining feature of culture wars. Alternative facts 
and conspiracy theories thrive in the filter bubbles created by  
social media. 

This is not a good mix.
If democracy gets in the way, one answer is to give up on it. 

Cede power to scientists and other experts to make decisions 
for us. Or an ecological autocrat who will get things done. Lord  
Martin Rees, the UK’s Astronomer Royal, is just one eminent 
scientist who has made that case: ‘Only an enlightened despot 
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could push through the measures needed to navigate the 21st 
century safely.’3 But authoritarian regimes have a worse record 
than democracies when it comes to climate. This apparently sim-
ple solution to our collective inertia neglects the evidence that 
where power is concentrated, power corrupts. The outcomes for 
the most vulnerable will be worse.

Those of us who are not willing to give up on democracy so 
fast need to take these arguments seriously. We need to confront 
them. And we need to offer alternatives. The alternative we’re 
exploring in this book is citizens’ assemblies. We’re pinning 
our colours to the mast in the belief that participation of ordi-
nary people in the decisions that will affect their lives and those 
of future generations and nonhumans can drastically change  
our politics. 

The Participatory Turn

A growing movement is emerging that advocates bringing ordi-
nary, everyday people into the heart of decision making. Even the 
European Commission – not the most likely advocate for citizen 
participation – has recognised that ‘game-changing policies only 
work if citizens are fully involved in designing them … Citizens 
are and should remain a driving force of the transition.’4

So, why this interest in citizen participation in climate governance? 
Citizen participation can bring the insights of ordinary people 

into decision making in a way that increases the robustness of 
climate policy. It does this because citizens bring their lived expe-
rience and knowledge of their local context to the table, shap-
ing policies responsive to that reality. People bring new ways of 
approaching problems and articulating solutions that are attuned 
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to their interests, needs and attitudes. Social scientists call this the 
‘wisdom of the crowd’.5

Citizen participation can challenge social and climate injustices. 
If politics is about who gets to be in the room and who defines 
what needs to be done, then involving citizens can redress exist-
ing power imbalances. The politically disenfranchised and those 
vulnerable to the impacts of climate change can confront policies 
and practices that privilege those vested interests that profit from 
the status quo.

Citizen participation can break political deadlocks on climate 
action. Participation can show that citizens are ahead of politicians 
on what needs to be done, giving political leaders the confidence 
and willingness to take action. 

Citizen participation can reduce polarisation around climate 
action. Polarisation is fostered in contexts where people have little 
or no direct contact with those different from themselves. Those 
on the extremes fan the flames of fear. Participation can have a 
very different dynamic. Working alongside those who are differ-
ent from ourselves can breed mutual respect and understanding.

Citizen participation can increase the legitimacy and public 
acceptance of social action on climate. As the transition to low-
carbon futures unfolds, it will impact people’s everyday lives more 
directly. Knowing that fellow citizens have been part of decision-
making processes increases public confidence and builds consent 
in dealing with change. 

Participation can also cultivate a more climate aware and politi-
cally confident citizenry. Through participation, we can come to 
realise that we need to live in very different ways, individually and 
collectively, if we are going to get out of this mess. 

That’s the theory at least. Does the promise translate into practice?
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The evidence tells us that participatory democracy can work. It 
has worked. But that does not mean it always works. 

Participation can take many forms. It can be open to anyone 
who is interested, or it can be more targeted. It can give a role to 
experts or keep them outside the room. It can be organised by 
public officials or by independent facilitators. It can inform politi-
cians or have power in its own right. A town meeting in the even-
ing for three hours is very different from an online consultation 
and from a referendum that can change the constitution.

We need to get more fine-grained.

What is a Citizens’ Assembly?

The focus of this book is one particular form of participation: 
citizens’ assemblies. And the aim is to better understand when 
assemblies work, why they work and how we can harness their 
power for more robust climate governance.

Citizens’ assemblies bring together a diverse group of people 
selected by democratic lottery to learn, deliberate and come to 
recommendations on pressing public issues. And what is more 
pressing than the climate and ecological crisis.

Citizens’ assemblies have emerged from a broader set of partici-
patory designs that incorporate democratic lottery and delibera-
tion.6 In other words, the use of random selection to ensure the 
participation of a diverse group of citizens and a context in which 
they can learn, share ideas and come to collective decisions. Aca-
demics often refer to this exciting family of institutions with the 
rather dry term ‘deliberative mini-publics’. 

Back in the late 1970s, two pioneers, Ned Crosby in the United 
States and Peter Dienel in Germany, independently invented  
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citizens’ juries and planning cells respectively. These smaller 
formats involve around 25 to 30 randomly selected people, 
although in Germany, planning cells often involve larger num-
bers when run in parallel or series. The use of citizens’ juries 
has spread, with a number run on aspects of climate change in  
Australia, Canada and the United States before the recent wave 
of climate assemblies. The ambitious World Wide Views project 
linked up a number of citizens’ panels on climate and energy 
across 38 countries in 2009, and then again in 2015 across 76 
countries, to feed into international climate negotiations.7

In the 1980s, consensus conferences emerged in Denmark, 
organised by the Danish Board of Technology. Similar to citizens’ 
juries and planning cells, consensus conferences fed citizens’ 
recommendations into parliamentary and policy discussions on 
highly complex technical and scientific developments that raised 
serious social and ethical concerns, such as gene technology, the 
treatment of infertility and surveillance. 

A few years later, American political scientist, Jim Fishkin, began 
experimenting with deliberative polls, a larger format that focuses 
on the opinion change of a few hundred randomly selected mem-
bers over a weekend of learning and deliberation. One of his polls, 
carried out in Texas, provided evidence of informed public sup-
port for renewable energy and energy conservation that helped to 
reshape utility energy provision in the state.8

Out of this mix of experimentation, the Canadian provincial 
government of British Columbia commissioned the first citizens’ 
assembly in 2004. Tasked with designing a new electoral system, 
this proved to be a game-changer in terms of scale and politi-
cal empowerment. The 160 members worked over eleven months 
to come up with a recommendation, which the government then 
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put to a binding referendum. The referendum was lost with the 
vote falling just shy of the supermajority required. But British 
Columbia set the bar high for future experimentation.

Most of these deliberative processes happened without much pub-
lic awareness and relatively limited political impact. This all changed 
in May 2018, when the Irish voted to liberalise the abortion clause 
within their constitution. The referendum was called following the 
recommendation of the Citizens’ Assembly 2016–18. The coalition 
government had decided to set up an assembly because politicians 
were unable and unwilling to deal with such a controversial and 
polarising social issue. The way that the Citizens’ Assembly was able 
to review and reflect on the evidence and to produce a collective 
recommendation on such a controversial issue in an atmosphere 
of mutual respect set the tone for a change in the constitution and 
caught the democratic imagination of many beyond the borders of 
Ireland. As we shall discuss in the next chapter, the same assembly 
also dealt with climate change, although that was missed by many as 
the abortion recommendations and subsequent constitutional refer-
endum unsurprisingly caught the headlines. 

The Irish Citizens’ Assembly set the touch paper alight. It gave 
licence to those interested in deliberative processes to raise their 
expectations. And it gave licence to forward thinking politicians 
and public officials to embrace this democratic innovation. If this 
was a way to deal with a really tough and socially divisive consti-
tutional issue, how about climate change?

In the next chapter, we’ll analyse the development of climate 
assemblies over the last five years or so. For now, let’s dwell a lit-
tle on why citizens’ assemblies are so attractive as a democratic 
innovation. What is it about democratic lottery and deliberation 
that is so appealing?
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Figure 1.1: The Irish Citizens’ Assembly/ICA (An Tionól Saoránach) 
www.citizensassembly.ie. © ICA.

https://www.citizensassembly.ie
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Figure 1.1: Continued.
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Democratic Lottery

Most forms of public engagement attract a skewed group of  
participants. Think of who turns up to public meetings or par-
ticipates in online forums. It tends to be politically confident 
people with strongly held views. Often they are representatives of 
groups with a material interest in the outcome. Extreme minority 
positions tend to be vocally articulated, with most people’s views 
poorly represented. Participation lacks diversity and is dominated 
by those with a strong political interest. 

It doesn’t have to be like this.
Democratic lottery – often known by the more technical term 

‘sortition’ – stops this happening by using random selection to 
select assembly members. In this way, assemblies realise the core 
democratic principle of political equality. Lottery ensures that 
everyone has the same opportunity to be selected. We use ran-
dom selection for jury trials in many countries. These have the 
most profound effects on people’s lives. Why not in politics?

This way of realising political equality has at least two attractive 
characteristics. The first is that lottery ensures a diversity of per-
spectives are present amongst assembly members. The second is 
the way in which it contributes to reducing the negative impacts 
of vested interests and the electoral cycle.

Diversity

Diversity is an unusual quality of most democratic spaces.  
One of the criticisms of current climate governance is that those 
making decisions are a long way removed (socially, economi-
cally and geographically) from the everyday lives of most people. 
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Decision makers and the experts they engage tend to come from 
particular social classes with very similar educational and social 
experiences. This means a lack of sensitivity to the lives of most of 
the people they will effect through their decisions. 

Recent evidence from the Covid Inquiry in the UK reinforces 
how the lack of diversity in decision making meant that the inter-
ests of vulnerable social groups were not adequately recognised or 
considered in ways that had profound effects on well-being and 
livelihoods.9 Feminists have long argued that the lack of presence 
of women in decision making means that their interests are not 
taken into account. We can say the same about those most vulner-
able to the impacts of climate change.

Democratic lottery ameliorates the dominance of particular 
social groups or those with strongly held convictions. Instead, it 
engenders diversity. Arguably citizens’ assemblies are the most 
diverse political institution we can find in terms of the range of 
different backgrounds and perspectives in the room. Diversity is 
both social and cognitive. In other words, members of assemblies 
bring experiences and knowledge from across society. Social and 
cultural homogeneity is replaced by heterogeneity.

Equally important is that the wider public can more easily iden-
tify with the assembly. It looks like the wider population. We can 
see ourselves in the process. Survey evidence suggests that this is 
the case and that identification can generate trust – a scarce com-
modity in today’s politics. 

Obstructing Vested Interests

A second virtue of democratic lottery is that it helps protect against 
the undue influence of powerful vested interests. This takes us back 
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to why the ancient Greeks adopted sortition.10 In the sixth century 
BC, the Greek city state was in turmoil. Rich and politically power-
ful families were constantly at war with one another for supremacy. 
To cut a long (and very interesting!) story short, selection for posi-
tions of public power by lottery in combination with rotation was a 
way to break that stranglehold. All Greek citizens (then a restrictive 
category that did not include women, slaves and foreigners) could 
put themselves forward to be selected by lot to serve on one of the 
many administrative and legal bodies that kept the system running. 
The term of service could be from one day to one year depending 
on the role. Lottery and rotation meant that from one day to the 
next, you could rule and then be ruled. This had a profound effect 
on political behaviour and decision making. One class could not 
rule in its own interest. 

By introducing a form of political equality, democratic lottery 
broke up the divisive and corrupt rule by the rich and facilitated 
democratic citizenship. It is telling that the philosopher Aristotle 
defined democracy as sortition, whereas he related elections to 
oligarchy – the concentration of power into the hands of elites. 
Yes, elections enable the population to choose between elites, but 
it is an oligarchical form of political organisation none the less.

Jump a few centuries forward to present day politics and demo-
cratic lottery remains a way of breaking up the power of vested 
interests. Lottery and rotation ensures that powerful groups can-
not stack assemblies with their supporters – and makes it so much 
harder to bribe members, since each assembly is made up of a 
different group of people and identifying them in advance would 
be impossible due to the way they are selected.

It is not just the power of vested interests that can be reduced, 
but also the dysfunctional tendences of electoral cycles. Members 
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of assemblies are not subject to the same pressures as elected poli-
ticians. Assemblies are made up of people who are unencumbered 
by the electoral calculations that politicians and those who fund 
election campaigns are forced to consider. Assembly members 
have the freedom to consider the common good.

Getting Practical

So, how do we get a diverse group of citizens into the room? 
Unlike jury service, we cannot simply randomly select and legally 
require people to turn up. Some advocates of assemblies think 
that is the way to go, but we’re far from that point yet. 

Most assemblies use a two-stage lottery.11 Two stage because, first, 
a large number of invitations are sent out; and second, a diverse 
assembly is selected from those who put themselves forward.

A bit more detail is needed. Figure 1.2 provides an illustrative 
overview.

The Invitation

In the first stage, thousands of randomly selected potential recruits 
are invited. The term citizens’ assemblies is a slight misnomer, as 
the invitation goes to a broader category of people: residents. This 
is usually by post to randomly selected households, although for 
the French Convention it was done through randomly generated 
phone numbers (landlines and mobiles). Letters will often be in 
an official envelope and on headed paper to increase the chance 
that respondents take it seriously. The letter explains that the 
recipient has been chosen by lottery to put themselves forward 
for a climate assembly, how much time the process will take and 
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Figure 1.2: How Democratic Lottery Works © European Climate 
Foundation.
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the payment they will receive to participate. It will also explain 
that support can be offered to help with childcare or other caring 
responsibilities. Those who are interested are asked to return the 
letter or respond by phone or online giving a few personal details 
about their background and, occasionally, on their attitudes.

A lot of people will not open the letter at all. Some will read  
it and think it a scam – why else would they be invited to do such 
a thing and why would they be offered money? Some won’t be 
interested. Some won’t be able to make the dates. But around 5 to 
10 per cent will respond. It may be because they are excited about 
the opportunity to participate in such a process – either out of 
a sense of civic duty or because they are motivated by the issues 
being discussed. For others it will be the money or the offer to 
stay in a nice hotel that seals the deal. For the French Convention, 
members received €84 per day, the same daily allowance as for 
jury service, plus specific benefits for childcare and lost income. 

Should assembly members be paid? Doesn’t this incentivise 
the wrong reasons to participate? Most advocates and organisers 
believe it is the right thing to do. Politicians and civil servants are 
paid to engage in politics. Why not citizens? And does it matter 
what motivates participation? Isn’t it a good thing to have some 
people in the room who are not so motivated by civic duty or 
committed to climate action?

Equally important is the provision of care support. How many 
people who want to participate are unable to because of caring 
responsibilities? And how many of them are women? If organ-
isers do not offer an honorarium and care support, the pool of 
volunteers will be full of those with free time and no responsibili-
ties – a lot of retired men and very few single mothers. It would 
immediately delegitimise the process. 
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If a diverse group of people is valuable, then it is enhanced if 
people who would not normally volunteer are included. An hon-
orarium and caring support widen the pool of perspectives and 
experiences and recognise the service participants are providing. 

Organisers have recognised that sending letters to households 
may not work for all social groups – especially for those who are 
suspicious of official institutions, often in poorer and minority 
communities. Extra invitations are often sent to areas of higher 
deprivation to boost the number of volunteers. We have also seen 
door-to-door knocking or working through trusted intermediary 
bodies to raise the number of responses from those social groups 
more reticent to respond to invitations. The early assemblies in 
Ireland used market research companies to recruit potential par-
ticipants through door-to-door or on-street techniques. But not 
all companies are committed to democratic outcomes. It was no 
surprise to find neighbours or even relatives appear in the same 
assemblies as private canvassers took short cuts to recruit peo-
ple quickly. The Irish have now reverted to sending letters. More 
recently, the German organisation Es geht LOS has returned to 
the door-to-door method as a way of directly enthusing potential 
participants, with impressively high response rates.12 Some exper-
imentation has also taken place using text messages to increase 
engagement of young people.

At this point, after the first stage, we will have a pool of a few 
hundred people who have volunteered to participate. Even with 
the offer of an honorarium and caring support, it will be a skewed 
group. It will typically include more people with higher education 
and income, generally those who are slightly older and less from 
minority ethnic and poorer communities. 
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That’s why the second stage of the democratic lottery is  
so important.

Applying Quotas

The final group of assembly members is selected from this pool of 
volunteers using stratified sampling. Quotas are applied to ensure 
that assembly members mirror the wider population across sali-
ent criteria. That’s why volunteers are asked to provide informa-
tion about themselves. Those stratification criteria vary, but most 
assemblies include some combination of age, gender, ethnicity, 
disability, geography, education and social class. Beyond those 
demographic filter criteria, others may be specific to the remit of 
the assembly. If the topic is transport, for example, organisers may 
also include the main modes used by members (public transport, 
car, bike, walking) or where the person lives (city centre, suburbs, 
rural) so that salient differences in experience are present within 
the assembly. 

Some climate assemblies have also applied attitudinal criteria. 
In the UK, recruitment generally includes a measure of level of 
concern about climate change which can be compared to national 
statistics. The argument is that you do not want the assembly to 
be filled with those already sympathetic to more robust climate 
action. This would mean that not all perspectives are present and 
critics can quite reasonably charge the assembly with being biased 
and illegitimate from the start. In some places marked by high 
levels of political polarisation, such as the United States, voting 
intentions are also added as a selection criteria to ensure that the 
assembly straddles political divides. This responds to evidence 
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that suggests that those with a right-wing orientation are often 
more reluctant to volunteer. 

It is the way that the members resemble the wider population 
that leads some advocates, such as the OECD, to refer to assem-
blies as representative democratic institutions. This is an overt 
attempt to reclaim the concept of representation from electoral 
politics. I prefer not to use the term as it tends to confuse. For me, 
stressing political equality and diversity is key.

Democratic lottery sounds simple, but it is easy to mess up, 
undermining the legitimacy of the process from the start. Hence 
the time and resources that most organisers of climate assemblies 
will spend on this element of the process. 

Getting People Through the Door

The two-stage lottery process generates an impressively diverse 
group that resembles the population across a number of highly 
salient characteristics. But just selecting citizens and offering them 
an honorarium is not enough. We need to make sure they get into 
the room – and then stay. The recruitment process does not end 
with selection. Democratic lottery must be complemented with 
effective member support from the start to the end of the assem-
bly. Everything needs to be done to translate the selection of the 
individual into them walking into the room on the first day of  
the assembly and then sticking around. Attendance at an assem-
bly can be daunting, practically and emotionally. The organisers 
will often make sure that transport is arranged along with any care 
that is needed for family members (including children). But none 
of the assembly members will ever have been asked to do any-
thing like this before. For some, that will be exciting and increase 
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their motivation to participate. For others, as the start date of the 
assembly approaches, the more anxiety it generates.

Talking to and building relationships with organisers before 
the assembly starts can offer reassurance and a friendly, welcom-
ing face. I have heard a number of stories of people who say they 
would never participate in politics because of mental health issues 
finding that the support they have been offered means they take 
that first step. For one person who attended the People’s Assembly 
on Nature in the UK, it was the first time they had left the house 
since the Covid pandemic. It can be that lifechanging.

For those assemblies that take place online (more common 
since the pandemic), member support can involve providing wifi 
and hardware for those without and capacity building for those 
unfamiliar with the relevant software. Stories have been shared of 
organisers standing outside a participant’s front window during 
the pandemic making sure that they are comfortable and confi-
dent in using new equipment and online platforms. 

Most assemblies do an excellent job in translating agreement to 
participate to people turning up. A lot of time, energy and money 
are put into the lottery process, the honorarium, caring support 
and member assistance to ensure a diverse group of citizens come 
together. And once they are in the room, that support continues 
and they tend to stay. Confidence in their own and collective abil-
ities blossoms.

Scotland’s Climate Assembly is an excellent example. One hun-
dred and five members were selected using a two-stage postal 
lottery process applying the following criteria: age, gender,  
household income, ethnicity, geography, rurality, disability, and 
attitude towards climate change. All residents over sixteen were 
eligible. The assembly looked like wider Scottish society. Seven 
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replacements were added before the second weekend to cover for 
no-shows and 102 citizens completed the seventh weekend. That’s 
impressive retention.

Deliberation

If achieving political equality and diversity through democratic 
lottery is the first ingredient, the second is deliberation. This 
involves weighing different evidence, ideas and perspectives 
with the aim of finding common ground and coming to col-
lective decisions. We need deliberation because simply bringing 
a randomly selected body of citizens together will not in itself 
generate public wisdom. The danger is that the most eloquent 
and confident will dominate, and that the group will start split-
ting into factions and polarising. Diversity plus deliberation is 
the crucial combination.

Citizens’ assemblies facilitate a particular type of interaction. 
Too much of our political discourse is polarised, with differ-
ent factions shouting at one another and not listening. Think of 
how parliaments too often function with politicians aggressively  
posturing. Or how many social media channels monetise rage, 
disgust and anger. This is generally unproductive, reinforces more 
extreme positions and repels people from politics.

Deliberation has a very different dynamic where the emphasis 
is placed on exchanging and interrogating ideas in a context of 
mutual respect and mutual learning. The key guiding principle, 
taken from theories of deliberative democracy, is that decisions 
are more legitimate when made through a process of free and fair 
deliberation among equals.13 This is important for two reasons. 
First, it is morally right. In a democracy, decisions should not be 
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made based on coercion, deception or misinformation. Political  
equality must mean more than the right to vote every few years. 
Second, deliberation is epistemically advantageous. Better deci-
sions emerge when we draw on plural and diverse forms of 
knowledge, insights and experiences. 

Our current politics is too often based on strategic calculations 
about how ‘our side’ can win. Instead, deliberation thrives on 
mutual justification. This pushes us to make arguments in terms 
of the common good: what is good for society, not our own par-
ticular prejudice or interests. In deliberative spaces, arguments 
based on short-term self-interest get short shrift. In coming to 
decisions, assembly members weigh evidence, consider those 
with different perspectives and backgrounds and take a long-term 
view. Deliberation enhances the capacity of a collective to be fact-
regarding, other-regarding and future-regarding.14

The psychologist and Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman 
offers a helpful distinction between fast and slow thinking which 
gives us a sense of why deliberation is both powerful and challeng-
ing.15 Most of our thinking is fast: fairly automatic and immediate 
responses to our context without reflection. This is how the brain 
works most of the time. We go about the world without thinking 
about what we are doing. Slow thinking enables reflection and is 
hard work. It requires attention and effort. But we cannot be in 
that state all the time. We’d never get anything done! 

The problem for climate change is that fast thinking comes 
laden with all those human traits that cause problems. There’s 
optimism bias, which means we underestimate long term chal-
lenges. And negativity bias where we place more weight on short-
term costs over long-term benefits. Fast thinking is a key driver 
of short-termism. 
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In comparison, deliberation activates slow thinking. Citizens’ 
assemblies encourage participants to move away from their auto-
matic and reactive responses that reinforce prejudices, motivating 
a more reflective and considered form of reasoning and judge-
ment. This is why assembly members get so tired. Slow thinking 
is hard. Listening and learning together is hard. But this is vital 
work for democracy to flourish.

So, how is deliberation amongst a diverse body of members 
enabled in assemblies? How do they generate robust collective 
judgements on pressing public issues like climate?

Getting Practical

The design of a citizens’ assembly is carefully considered to safe-
guard the integrity of the process. Governance arrangements are 
put in place to ensure independence and the balanced provision 
of evidence. The work programme is structured to ensure that 
assembly members have time and are able to learn, reflect, ask 
questions and make collective decisions.

The details of how governance and work programmes are  
structured to promote deliberation vary between assemblies. No 
single blueprint exists. Much depends on the assembly’s remit and 
the available resources – in particular, time. The more time, the 
more space for learning, reflection and creativity. But the princi-
ples of organisation are the same. 

One of the worst criticisms an assembly can receive is that it is 
biased towards one set of interests within society – that assembly  
members only heard one side of the story. How can integrity  
be safeguarded? 
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Governance bodies for assemblies bring together a variety of 
stakeholders and subject specialists who oversee the curation  
of evidence, to ensure balance in what is presented and who 
presents. As we shall see in the next chapter, governance can be 
arranged in different ways.

Evidence can take a number of forms. Scientific and policy 
experts provide insights into the causes and consequences of cli-
mate change, existing policy and possible policy options. Advo-
cates offer their analysis and put the case for their favoured 
solutions. Testimony is often provided by people with direct expe-
rience of the consequences of climate change. And aside from these 
witnesses, the assembly members themselves learn from their  
fellow members whose varied social positions and experiences 
mean that they bring different perspectives on climate change 
into the room. 

Assemblies are carefully structured and facilitated to ensure 
that space is given to members to learn together, to reflect on and 
scrutinise what they have heard. In the best assemblies, knowl-
edge exchange happens in different ways that respect the different 
learning styles of members. It is not just an expert at the front of 
the room going through a series of PowerPoint slides. Not every-
one learns through such cognitive and textual approaches. Learn-
ing can be more active and sensory, through imagery, movement, 
serious games and excursions. 

Assembly members have time to process what they have learned 
together, sift the evidence, ask questions, seek clarifications and 
develop their collective responses. Much of this work is organised 
in small groups to ensure space for members to contribute and to 
build mutual respect and collaboration. The work of assemblies  
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is arranged so that it is members who are in control and not  
the more experienced technical experts or advocates who are  
providing evidence. 

One of my favourite facilitation techniques commonly used in 
assemblies is the evidence carousel. Witnesses will give a pres-
entation that must be short and accessible. Commonly, the next 
step would be for presenters to take questions from the front of 
the room in a format where they are the centre of attention and 
power dynamics are in their favour. This is usually an unsatis-
factory experience for most. Assemblies will often subvert that 
dynamic. Members work in small groups to reflect on what they 
have heard and come up with a list of questions and issues they 
would like to hear more on. At that point, the witnesses spend 
time at each table, with the members leading the discussion and 
focusing on their particular areas of interest. The power dynamics 
shift completely, with the witnesses at the service of the members. 
‘Experts on tap, not on top’ is a common refrain.

As we shall see in the next chapter, the first wave of climate 
assemblies approached their governance and programme in 
slightly different ways. For example, the organisation of some 
assemblies has been led by seconded civil servants, others by 
 independent democracy practitioners. Some assemblies break 
into workstreams to tackle different dimensions of the remit, 
others work as a single assembly. Some adopt more directive 
table facilitation to encourage equality of voice between assem-
bly members, ensuring that that less confident members feel able 
to contribute and those more confident give space to others to 
speak. Others prioritise collective agency and creativity, allow-
ing members to self-organise and only intervening if problems in 
group dynamics emerge.
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Whatever the particularities of the design of assemblies, the aim 
is to create an environment within which the diversity generated 
by democratic lottery is combined with structured and facilitated 
deliberation. It is these two characteristics of citizens’ assemblies 
that promise an alternative to the dysfunctionalities in our cur-
rent politics and can promote a more robust and democratic 
response to the climate crisis.





CHAPTER 2

Learning From the First Wave 

The number of climate assemblies that have been commissioned 
since the French Citizens’ Convention for the Climate began its 
work in October 1999 is striking: at least 200 taking place across 
Europe. In the last five years, roughly half of the ‘deliberative 
wave’ identified by the OECD has been made up of climate assem-
blies. Most of these assemblies have been organised at municipal 
level. A dozen or so have taken place at national level, along with 
an experiment at the global level. Figure 2.1 gives a sense of the 
spread of assemblies across Europe, although not all of them have 
been identified.

It is rare for national governments and agencies to commis-
sion citizens’ assemblies. Some have been particularly impressive  
in their size and scale. These national assemblies will be the main 
focus of this book. This is not to discount the importance of 
municipal or regional levels, but in general national assemblies 
have more potential to create systematic shifts in climate govern-
ance. Whether they do so is another matter. 
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Figure 2.1: Map of Climate Assemblies across Europe © European 
Climate Foundation. This map is based on data from KNOCA 
and is likely to be an underestimate.
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The context of their commissioning, remits, structure, resourcing  
and impacts of these assemblies have varied wildly. Capturing 
some of these differences is important because they affect the 
potential futures for climate assemblies and the extent to which 
they might help reshape climate politics. 

While the number of assemblies in recent years is striking  
given the low level of activity previously, we need to remember 
that 200 is not that many given the number of public authorities 
across the world. The OECD has done a great job promoting the 
deliberative wave, but climate assemblies are still a fairly niche 
political institution.

One of the challenges in making sense of this area of demo-
cratic innovation is the different ways that the terms ‘citizens’ 
assembly’ and ‘climate assembly’ have been used. The same term 
is often used for very different forms of participation. It can all 
get very confusing. When we use the term ‘climate assembly’, it is 
shorthand in two specific ways. 

First, climate is shorthand for the broader climate and eco-
logical crisis. We therefore include assemblies that primarily 
focus on issues such as biodiversity loss as well as other areas 
such as transport or urban planning, but where climate is a  
key consideration. 

Second, our interest is in the combination of democratic lottery 
and deliberation and so we include processes that go by the name 
of citizens’ juries and citizens’ panels. Where assemblies end and 
juries start is an unanswerable question because those terms have 
been used interchangeably. Ours is a broad definition.

The iconic climate assembly is arguably the French Citizens’ 
Convention for the Climate. It is the first time that a dedicated 
national climate assembly was commissioned on such a large 
scale. While Ireland’s Citizens’ Assembly 2016–18 predates the 
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Convention, climate was only one of the issues it considered and 
over much less time. Climate Assembly UK began its work a few 
months after the French Convention started but was a more cir-
cumscribed process because it had fewer resources at its disposal. 
Within a year of the Convention and the UK assembly finish-
ing their work, three other national assemblies were underway 
in Scotland, Denmark and Germany, plus a smaller citizens’ jury 
in Finland. In 2022, a further seven national assemblies began 
their work in Austria, Luxembourg, Poland and Spain with the 
assemblies that year in Ireland and the UK the first to specifically 
focus on the nature crisis and biodiversity loss. And in Ireland, 
the adult assembly was complemented by a children and young 
people’s assembly. Two national-level climate assemblies in the 
Netherlands and Norway are being planned for later in 2024.  
The Knowledge Network on Climate Assemblies (KNOCA) pro-
vides summaries and links to all of these national assemblies.1

This chapter has three ambitions. First, it aims to capture some 
of the similarities and differences in the commissioning, design 
and implementation of climate assemblies across Europe.2 They 
all share the combination of democratic lottery and delibera-
tion. Beyond that, important differences in practice emerge. We 
then ask the question of what citizens want. When they have 
the opportunity to learn, reflect and collaborate, what do they 
propose? And finally, we ask whether all this time and effort to 
engage citizens has had any impact. Not just on policy, but also on 
institutions, public discourse and the members themselves. 

The main lessons we learn are that climate assemblies vary  
considerably in the way they are designed and delivered and that 
their impacts vary too. But in almost all cases, the recommendations 
proposed are far more ambitious than existing government policy.
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How Climate Assemblies Work

When most people think of citizens’ assemblies, they have in 
mind a process commissioned by government. Government sets 
the remit. Members selected by democratic lottery come together 
to learn from experts, advocates and those with direct lived expe-
rience. They deliberate and make recommendations. And then 
the government responds – hopefully implementing many of the 
proposals or explaining why it is not acting. That’s the ‘standard 
operating model’ for climate assemblies.3

While this is the common basic structure, plenty of variation 
happens in practice. Variation in political context. Variation in  
who commissions. Variation in remit. Variation in size and scale. 
Variation in governance arrangements. Variation in how the work 
of the assembly is structured and facilitated. Variation in engage-
ment with wider publics. Variation in number of recommendations.  
Variation in what happens to recommendations (see Box 2.1). 

It is a mistake to think that all climate assemblies are the same. 

Political Context

In a couple of cases, assemblies have been organised as a 
direct response to major political crises. The French Conven-
tion emerged out of extensive social disruption – most notably 
the Yellow Vests protests which had mobilised in response to  
the potentially regressive impact of President Macron’s proposals  
for an increase in the carbon tax, a reduction of speed limits 
mainly in rural areas and tax cuts that would not benefit the 
poor. As part of his response to the protests, Macron organised 
a Grand National Debate that took place in early 2019 across a 
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whole range of policy issues. The Debate included a number of 
regional deliberative processes. The experience of the Debate  
sensitised those around the President to the potential of assemblies. 
More moderate Yellow Vests and ecological and democracy activ-
ists who came together under the ‘Citizen Vest’ banner exploited 
the policy window, producing a series of demands including a 
climate assembly. This idea was also championed by Cyril Dion, 

Political context Which social and political factors led to 
the organisation of an assembly?

Commissioner Which institution commissioned the  
assembly?

Size and scale How many members and how much time?

Democratic lottery How diverse is the membership?

Remit What is the assembly’s task?

Governance How is the integrity of the assembly 
ensured?

Work programme How is the work of the assembly organised?

Facilitation How is the relationship between members 
and with witnesses managed?

Communication and 
public engagement

How do broader publics engage with the 
assembly?

Report and  
recommendations

How does the assembly present its  
proposals?

Official response How does the commissioner respond  
(if at all)?

Monitoring What oversight is put in place to  
scrutinise action?

Box 2.1: Key Features of Climate Assemblies.
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a high-profile documentary maker. President Macron was looking 
for a way to respond to public disquiet about climate. A Citizens’ 
Convention for the Climate was an idea whose time had come.

The Irish Citizens’ Assembly 2016–18 can be traced to a politi-
cal crisis of a different sort. The nation suffered greatly during the 
financial crisis, with significant loss of trust in the political sys-
tem. Political parties were looking for new forms of governance to 
help rebuild confidence in the system. An experimental citizens’ 
assembly organised by academics and civic activists as a demon-
stration project in 2011 captured the attention of key politicians 
and journalists. A year later, a version of the assembly model – the 
Convention on the Constitution, one third of which was made up 
of elected politicians – was established by parliamentary resolu-
tion following a commitment by the coalition government. The 
Citizens’ Assembly 2016–18 was promised in the coalition agree-
ment after the next election. A decade on from the government 
first commissioning a citizens’ assembly and they have become 
part of the institutional furniture, with the Citizens’ Assembly on 
Biodiversity Loss reporting in 2023.

Social movement pressure had some influence on the estab-
lishment of other national assemblies, although this was never to 
the level of street protest in France. Extinction Rebellion (XR), 
particularly across the UK, linked its disruptive protests with the 
demand for a citizens’ assembly on the climate and ecological emer-
gency. In Austria, the Citizens’ Climate Assembly was organised  
in response to the demand of a citizens’ initiative on climate  
protection (Klimavolksbegehren) which collected 380,000 signa-
tures, well over the required threshold for a parliamentary debate. 

Finland, Sweden and Luxembourg are distinct outliers. Both 
the Finish and Swedish assemblies came out of academic research 
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projects. In Luxembourg, the assembly was a surprise announce-
ment by the Prime Minister. 

Commissioners

Who commissions assemblies also differs and can have a pro-
found effect on their connection with, and influence on, policy 
and the political system more broadly.4 The French Convention 
was commissioned by the President of the Republic, thus giving it 
a high political profile. The Luxembourg Climate Citizens’ Coun-
cil commissioned by the Prime Minister. 

In Ireland, governments propose assemblies but their terms of 
reference are laid down by parliament, which then requires the 
government to take the lead in commissioning. It is the responsi-
bility of the core executive to deliver. In Scotland, the parliament 
introduced an assembly within climate legislation, although in 
this case, it did not have the same degree of support from within 
the government as enjoyed in Ireland. 

In Austria, Denmark and Spain, while the government made a 
formal commitment, particular ministries led the process. Ensuring 
whole government buy-in is more difficult in such circumstances.

Climate Assembly UK is an unusual example as it was com-
missioned by six parliamentary select committees to inform their 
work scrutinising government policy and action on climate across 
different policy areas. The UK assembly had no direct relationship 
with government.

Three of the national assemblies – in Germany, Poland and the 
People’s Assembly for Nature in the UK – are even more unusual. 
They were commissioned directly by civil society organisations 
as part of their campaign and advocacy strategies. We will have 
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more to say about the motivations and strategies behind assem-
blies organised by non-state actors later in the book.

Size and Scale

The main determining factor for the size and scale of assemblies 
is money. Some commissioners are simply more generous with 
budgets and other resources such as secondment of staff. Budgets 
have varied wildly.

The assembly that has outstripped all others is the French Con-
vention with a budget just shy of €7 million. Austria had a budget 
of around €2 million, with Scotland coming in a little lower. Com-
pare these figures to the Danes with less than €100,000. In this case, 
the Danish Board of Technology, the organiser of the assembly, 
was willing to take a hit on the budget as they wanted to make sure 
it went ahead. We have to be careful about making comparisons, 
because some costs may be hidden – for example, the salary costs of 
civil servants working on the project. But this cannot explain the dif-
ference in budgets available between countries. The French and the 
Austrians could afford to bring the assembly together in person over 
a number of weekends and to dedicate sizeable proportions of their 
budget to communications. The Danes had to accept less in-person 
time for members and spent next to nothing on engaging the media.

National assemblies tend to aim for around 100 members.  
This is a symbolic figure that appears to resonate with policy  
makers. It has no particular statistical significance. The largest 
assembly to date was the German Citizens’ Assembly on Climate 
with 160 members, with the French Convention at 150. The out-
lier is Finland’s Citizens’ Jury on Climate Action involving only 
33 people.
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The big difference between assemblies is in the time that mem-
bers spend together. Figure 2.2 captures this variation. Their 
budget allowed the French to bring the 150 members to Paris 
across eight long weekends, including a weekend to review the 
government response. 

The Scottish had a similar structure to the French. They could 
afford to work on this scale because the assembly took place 
entirely online during the Covid pandemic – travel and accom-
modation are some of the biggest items for assembly budgets. 
Both France and Scotland were able to accommodate an extra 
weekend at the request of the members. It is common for mem-
bers to ask for more time, but rare to be able to do this because of 
scarce resources.

The Austrians and the Spanish were almost at the same scale –  
100 citizens working over six weekends. The Spanish also ran 
their assembly almost entirely online until the final weekend  
of voting, with most members meeting in person with a few 
remaining online.

The idea of blended assemblies is catching on, with the four-
weekend People’s Assembly for Nature explicitly designed with 
face-to-face weekends at the start and end and its two middle 
weekends online. For the organisers, the in-person weekend at 
the start was particularly crucial to develop strong relationships  
between members and at the end to support collaborative  
recommendation-writing.

The Danes were the first to run a two-phase process to model 
how a permanent assembly might work. For the second phase, a 
third of the first assembly remained with the rest replaced. The 
limited budget meant that both phases combined two weekends 
with evening meetings. 
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Figure 2.2: Variations in Scale of National Climate Assemblies  
© European Climate Foundation.
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These differences in size and scale are mirrored at sub-national 
levels, where the salient number seems to be 50 members meet-
ing over a number of weekends, days or evenings. Again though, 
we can find bigger and longer processes and many that are much 
smaller and shorter – and every other combination. Costs are 
lower than at national level because it is rare for members to have 
to stay overnight. That said, budgets vary considerably.

Democratic Lottery

Democratic lottery is one of the defining features of assemblies, 
as we discussed in the previous chapter. Most assemblies have 
ensured that resources are made available to attract and retain 
impressively diverse groups of members and are transparent 
about the selection process and final make-up of the assembly. 
This is vital as a defence against the criticism that assemblies are 
full of climate activists and sympathisers.

But this is not always the case.
The Luxembourg and Spanish assemblies are unusual in that 

they cut corners in the application of the two-stage lottery  
process, not following accepted standards. Both drew all (Spain) 
or part (Luxembourg) of their members from survey company 
panels, undermining the principle that all citizens should have an 
equal opportunity to be selected to participate.

In Luxembourg, applicants had to be conversant in French, 
Luxembourgish and English which further undermined politi-
cal equality. Unfortunately, the details of composition of the final 
panel are not available. The lack of transparency is a general ten-
dency for this assembly, with no details of the work programme 
or who gave evidence available on its website. 
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A couple of assemblies have faced challenges with retention. 
Out of the 99 members for each phase of the Danish assembly, in 
the first phase, only 59 voted. In the second phase, 68. This may 
well relate to the limited resources available to support members 
during the process compared to better funded processes. 

The Luxembourg Climate Citizens’ Council also had retention 
issues, partly because it had to extend its work unexpectedly as we 
will discuss below. It was scheduled over five weekends, but a less 
formally organised process took place over the summer to com-
plete and vote on the recommendations. Out of the 100 members 
that started the process, 63 voted.

Remit

Climate assemblies are not asked to do the same things. Their 
remits vary. The remit of the first national assembly in Ireland was 
to recommend actions by the state to make it a leader in tackling 
climate change. Up to that point, the Irish were seen as laggards 
in climate policy across Europe. This is a broad remit, particularly 
given that the assembly worked over only two weekends. 

Remits that followed went even broader, not limiting members 
to considering state action. Many assemblies have focused on  
climate mitigation and achieving national commitments under 
the UN Paris Agreement. For example, ‘How can France cut 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by at least 40 per cent by  
2030 compared to 1990, in a spirit of social justice?’ And in Aus-
tria, ‘How to reach climate neutrality by 2040?’ 

In Scotland and Spain, the remits broadened further, creating 
the space for members to deliberate on adaptation: ‘How should 
Scotland change to tackle the climate emergency in an effective 
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and fair way?’ and ‘A safer and fairer Spain in the face of climate 
change. How do we do it?’ 

The Polish assembly is the outlier, with its distinct task to pro-
pose measures to counteract energy poverty.

We find variations in remits for climate assemblies at the local 
and regional level. The main difference is that many more sub-
national assemblies have had tighter remits to propose measures 
on specific policy areas, such as flooding, transport, air pollution, 
and green areas.

Arguably the broadest remit is that of the Global Assembly that 
deliberated on the question, ‘How can humanity address the cli-
mate and ecological crisis in a fair and effective way?’ 

We will have more to say about the relative merits of different 
remits in the next chapter.

Governance

How to ensure the integrity of climate assemblies? Critics have 
been quick to raise questions of their independence. Criticisms 
take two contrasting forms. Either, the assembly is a form of 
‘citizen-washing’, where the government is using the assembly to 
legitimise decisions already made. Or the assembly is dominated 
by climate interests – if the assembly itself is not full of climate 
activists, those that organise the process are biased in that direc-
tion. While they come from different perspectives, both criticisms 
raise questions about the integrity of the process, specifically the 
independence and balance of governance arrangements.

Integrity is achieved in large part by ensuring a variety of  
stakeholders and technical experts are integrated into the gov-
erning of the process, along with an independent design and 
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delivery organisation with experience in organising participa-
tory and deliberative processes. What better way of ensuring 
balance and integrity than by including competing interests in 
assembly governance? Involving stakeholders has the additional 
benefit of buy-in to the process and a greater chance that they 
will take seriously any recommendations that are directed at 
their activities. 

Two governance bodies are typically created, although in some 
settings, particularly at more local levels, they may be combined 
into a single body. An advisory stakeholder body is appointed to 
oversee the design and delivery of the assembly and to ensure it 
is informed by different social perspectives. Stakeholder groups 
include the representatives of different social, economic and 
environmental interests. For example, in Austria, its Stakeholder 
Advisory Board included representatives from the Chamber 
of Commerce, agriculture, labour unions, climate and social  
justice NGOs and youth. The Stewarding Group in Scotland  
also included members of political parties and experts in  
deliberative processes. 

The evidence group, knowledge committee or scientific board  
is the second common governance body. It is made up of tech-
nical experts from different disciplines, usually from universities 
and sometimes civil society organisations. It provides advice on 
the curation of knowledge in the assembly: on what evidence to 
present and who should do it. The members of the evidence group 
are often appointed with advice from the stakeholder group. The 
evidence group in the Global Assembly faced the challenge of 
integrating scientific and indigenous knowledge holders which 
created tensions. This is an area where assemblies need to inno-
vate to ensure different epistemic systems are respected.
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An organisation with experience in designing and delivering 
deliberative processes is typically appointed. A small industry 
of professional participation organisations has emerged across 
Europe over recent years that provides services to governments 
and other providers.5 Many are third sector, not-for-profits. Most 
are deeply committed to high standards of integrity, but as the 
demand increases, we can expect to see some less scrupulous 
players enter the market which may well effect quality. 

Their role is to design and then facilitate the assembly. They 
are often quite small organisations and call on a network of self-
employed facilitators. At times, particularly at local level, they 
may train public administrators or volunteers to play those roles. 
This can then give the local authority increased skills and capac-
ity to deliver its own deliberative processes. The local council in 
Kingston in the UK, for example, commissioned a citizens’ assem-
bly on air pollution from Involve, an independent participation 
organisation that has delivered Climate Assembly UK, Scotland’s 
Climate Assembly and the People’s Assembly for Nature. The 
council used the assembly as an opportunity to train its own staff 
in deliberative practices which meant it could deliver a more cost-
effective assembly on regenerating the city centre a few years later.

One of the differences in governance regimes is the extent to 
which the professional participation organisation takes a lead-
ing role in the project. For example, in Austria, the participation 
practitioners led the co-ordination of the design and delivery 
of the assembly, working closely in a core team with a public  
official from the responsible Ministry, two co-ordinators of the 
Scientific Board and colleagues involved in public communica-
tion and engagement. That kind of working arrangement is often 
replicated in municipal and regional level assemblies.
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The Irish developed a slightly different model, that was also 
adopted by Scotland. The lead body for assemblies in those 
nations is a secretariat of seconded public officials. It is their role 
to appoint and co-ordinate the work of the participation organi-
sation, the stakeholder body and the evidence group. The Irish 
appoint an independent Chair to formally lead the process and act 
as a figurehead for media and public engagement. This set up was 
borrowed from the original British Columbia Citizens’ Assembly 
on Electoral Reform. The Chair of the Irish citizens’ assembly that 
dealt with climate was a judge; for the assembly on biodiversity 
loss, an academic. Scotland appointed two public figures to act as 
independent Chairs. 

The central role of public officials in co-ordinating the process 
in Ireland and Scotland and in many local processes can lead to 
questions about the assembly’s integrity. It is a difficult balancing 
act because the assembly can be criticised for a lack of independ-
ence and being too vulnerable to government interests. However, 
the close involvement of public officials can help smooth the pro-
cess of integrating the assembly and its recommendations into the 
government’s work. After all, they know how the system works 
and who to contact.

The French Convention took a different approach to govern-
ance arrangements, although still embracing the principle of 
involving diverse interests and climate experts and ensuring over-
sight. A single Governance Committee was appointed to organ-
ise the assembly, with three independent Guarantors with high  
public profiles to ensure the independence and deliberative  
quality of the process. The members of the Committee comprised 
major social interests, including representatives of the economic, 
social and environmental sectors, climate experts, participatory 



54 We Need To Talk About Climate

democracy experts and appointees of the Ministry.6 In other 
words, the French rolled into one body the functions of the stake-
holder and evidence groups along with participation expertise. 
But the Committee was not an advisory body. Rather it had execu-
tive powers to design the Convention process. It did employ three 
professional participation organisations, but their role was more 
limited compared to other assemblies, and very much subservi-
ent to the Governance Committee. Once the assembly began its 
work, the Governance Committee established an evidence group 
to help it access relevant experts and advocates to deliver the  
Convention’s programme of work. 

The Committee found its executive work of designing the 
assembly hard to achieve at times because of the number of  
voices at the table. Too many cooks spoil the (deliberative) broth? 
Many of the Committee members had little or no direct expe-
rience with citizen participation. Some had quite conservative 
attitudes about the capacities of citizens to deal with complex 
issues and were minded to constrain the Convention’s agenda 
and activities. 

An important mediating factor turned out to be Conven-
tion members. Once the Convention began its work, two ran-
domly selected members joined the Governance Committee. 
They rotated after each Convention weekend. The assembly 
members were able to break some of the deadlocks within the  
Committee, challenging those who had less faith in their capac-
ities. The agenda of the Convention was less tightly managed  
as time progressed. The inclusion of assembly members in  
governance bodies has happened elsewhere, for example in 
Denmark, where the practice transferred from earlier experi-
ence with consensus conferences.
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Where most assemblies carefully consider governance arrange-
ments, Luxembourg again stands out in the way that governance 
was an afterthought. An advisory group was not put in place until 
after the second weekend so was not able to oversee the early 
design work. Partly this is because of how quickly the assembly 
was commissioned; partly it was down to a lack of experience 
amongst the organisers. When it was established, the advisory 
group was made up of mostly participation and deliberation 
experts. No stakeholder or evidence group was created. 

A final element of governance arrangements that is receiving 
more attention is arbitration. What happens if significant disa-
greements and conflict emerges within or between elements of 
the governance arrangements? Many assemblies do not codify the 
responsibilities of different bodies. Even with codification, Marcin  
Gerwin, a pioneer of climate assemblies in Poland, has made a 
compelling case for appointing independent arbitrators – in his 
case, arguing that this role should be taken by respected academ-
ics who are not directly involved in the assembly process.7 With so 
many interests in play, this is an important innovation in practice. 

Work Programme

How do we ensure that members are able to fulfil the remits they 
have been set? A common feature is that evidence is generally 
presented in plenary sessions, while reflections on learning and 
other collaborative work happens in smaller groups. These pro-
cesses are facilitated to promote deliberation.

One difference between assemblies is that some have taken place 
partly or fully online. The platforms that organisers have chosen 
to use – typically Zoom or similar – have functionality that allows 
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close replication of in-person design, including smaller break out 
groups for more intimate deliberation and collaborative working. 
What digital platforms cannot do, however, is fully replicate the 
informal spaces such as coffee and lunch breaks that play an impor-
tant role in developing trust and cohesion across an assembly.

Given the broad nature of most remits, it is common prac-
tice for the whole assembly to spend time learning about the 
climate and ecological crisis and the current context of climate 
policy and then to split into workstreams in order to cover as 
much ground as possible. The French and UK assemblies were 
the first to do this. In France, the members of the Convention 
were randomly assigned to five thematic groups defined by the 
Governance Committee: housing; labour and production; trans-
port; food; and consumption. Climate Assembly UK divided into 
three workstreams: how we travel; in the home; what we buy, land 
use, food and farming. Many of the other assemblies followed the 
same pattern. Denmark differs in that rather than the organisers 
defining the workstreams, it was left to members to decide which 
areas to prioritise – again a practice drawn from their experience 
with consensus conferences. Workstreams hear from witnesses 
specific to their policy area and then break into smaller groups 
for collaborative work.

Most assemblies have been tasked with generating their own 
recommendations. Climate Assembly UK and the Finnish Citi-
zens’ Jury are the exceptions to date. Each of the UK assembly’s 
workstreams focused on evaluating three alternative scenarios 
and sets of policies. During the last session, the assembly worked 
as a whole on generating its own recommendations on electricity 
production, greenhouse gas removal and the impact of Covid-
19. The Finnish Jury focused solely on evaluating the fairness 
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and impact of 14 potentially controversial measures that the  
government was considering for its medium-term Climate 
Change Policy Plan – focusing on policy evaluation rather than 
policy development.

One of the challenges faced by organisers is how to ensure that 
the groups within and across different workstreams understand 
what others are doing and to ensure that proposals do not conflict 
with each other. Within workstreams, different groups will often 
share their draft proposals with other groups in order to get feed-
back, or in some instances will rotate who is working on particular 
proposals. Assemblies have tried different approaches to develop 
learning and feedback across workstreams, such as marketplaces 
where different groups present their work. Some have made use 
of online platforms to enable comments and suggestions. 

Assemblies have also developed strategies to work on issues 
that cut across all policy areas, with more or less success. The 
French tried to establish what they termed a ‘transversal’ work-
stream on finance and governance. It only lasted for two ses-
sions and was suspended when some members complained that 
it seemed to be taking a more important role than those work-
ing on the individual themes. In Austria, two transversal themes 
were identified – global responsibility and social justice – which 
were considered by all workstreams and were the specific focus 
of one of the weekends. 

A smaller number of national assemblies have not broken into 
workstreams, but rather stayed together to work through the 
issues as a single body. In Ireland this is the approach taken by all 
its national assemblies. Assemblies cannot get through as much 
work, but recommendations have been considered to the same 
depth by all members. 
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The Luxembourg assembly was designed with the intention  
that the whole assembly would work together to produce rec-
ommendations, following the Irish approach. The organisers 
misjudged the work programme, not giving enough time for 
members to deliberate and develop robust recommendations. 
After the original five in-person weekends that had been tightly 
facilitated around different topics, the government agreed to 
extend the time available, but did not provide further budget. 
The organisers had to opt for a more self-organised process with 
six working groups led by 15 spokespeople elected by assembly 
members. These groups further developed the recommendations 
for each of the five topic areas, plus cross-cutting themes such 
as education. While the French, Scottish and Irish Biodiversity 
Loss assemblies added extra time at the request of their members, 
they had the resources to support the additional work. In Luxem-
bourg, the organisers had to design a second phase from scratch 
with no extra resources.

Facilitation

The change in facilitation styles that was forced on the Luxem-
bourg process out of necessity mirrors differences within facili-
tation philosophy and practice. Democratic lottery generates a 
group of members who differ widely in terms of their confidence 
and willingness to speak in front of others. Those who favour more 
directive table facilitation do so with the objective of promoting 
equality between members. Facilitators work with small number 
of participants on tables, creating the space to ensure reflection 
on each other’s experience, on the input from witnesses, on the 
selection of questions for witnesses, on the development of ideas 
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and on refining recommendations. Facilitators play a critical role 
in ensuring that all members feel able to contribute and are heard.

For some organisers, particularly in Denmark and France, a 
different philosophy and practice of facilitation is applied. More 
emphasis is placed on promoting the autonomy and collective 
empowerment and creativity of members. A smaller number of 
facilitators will oversee table conversations, but from a distance, 
allowing members to self-organise their work. Facilitators will 
step in if groups become dysfunctional and to ensure members 
keep to tasks. 

Denmark and France also place more power in the hands of 
members to shape the evidence they engage with. In Denmark, 
for example, members select the topics they wish to hear about 
from witnesses, again drawing from their experience with con-
sensus conferences. The French are unusual in allowing members 
to work directly with experts and advocates in the development 
of proposals, to the extent that the Convention’s working methods 
have been referred to as ‘co-construction’.8 

The French introduced another innovation, appointing a 
group of legal experts to provide detailed guidance to members 
to turn their proposals into a form that could be presented as 
a law, regulation or referendum as requested by the President. 
Other assemblies have introduced reviews of draft recommen-
dations to give members a sense of how they might be strength-
ened to have more impact on commissioners and stakeholders. 
For example, in Denmark, two external experts, with experience 
in energy modelling and public administration, provided feed-
back before members prepared their final recommendations. 
The power, though, rests with members to decide whether to 
accept the advice given.
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The working practices of the French Convention were gener-
ally laxer than other assemblies in policing boundaries. Not only 
did experts and advocates work directly with members on some 
of the recommendations, but members of the Governance Com-
mittee and Guarantors broke with the principle of independence 
on more than one occasion, expressing strong political positions 
within the assembly itself and in the media. Those empowered 
to take on governance roles did not retain the distance from the 
deliberations of the assembly that is generally expected. This may 
have compromised the integrity of governance, but it also meant 
more media attention and thus public knowledge and under-
standing of the assembly.

Public Communication and Engagement

How can assemblies make sure that wider publics understand 
what they are doing? The resources put into communication 
strategies varies widely. The Austrians and French spent as much 
as €1 million, whereas the Danes had no communication budget. 
Those with resources have been able to build relationships with 
journalists and other media actors. The Austrian, French and  
Ireland’s Biodiversity Loss assemblies have experimented with 
working closely with social media influencers to extend their reach. 

Assemblies vary in the extent to which they protect the identi-
ties of members. Because of their concerns about personal safety 
in relation to the abortion issue, the Irish are probably the most 
protective. The French offered the most access to journalists, but 
only to those members who were willing to engage. Some of the 
members became well known faces and voices in traditional and 
new media.
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Austria introduced three innovations, all of which aimed to bring 
the assembly into conversation with broader society. First, it cre-
ated opportunities for the members of its Stakeholder Advisory 
Board to engage directly with assembly members. Second, two 
civil society engagement officers led more in-depth communica-
tion with interested institutions and organisations. Third, the wider 
public was invited to engage with ideas emerging from the assem-
bly’s workstreams on the digital crowdsourcing platform Pol.is. We 
will have more to say about these developments later in the book. 

Reports and Recommendations

Assemblies tend to use simple voting procedures on recommen-
dations, reporting the percentage for and against each one. The 
potential for experimentation with more sophisticated approaches 
to decision making has not really been explored.

Climate Assembly UK is the only assembly divided into work-
streams where members could vote only on the policy options 
within their streams: a decision based on ensuring the vote was 
as informed as possible. In other assemblies, it is noticeable how 
trusting assembly members are of their peers who have worked 
on very different policy areas. Support tends to be high across 
most proposals.

Reports generally combine a vision statement agreed by the 
assembly, alongside recommendations. From its experience with 
consensus conferences and other deliberative processes, the  
Danish Board of Technology provided a template to assembly 
members that required an observation and assessment of the  
current situation alongside the recommendation. The report then 
clarifies the rationale for each proposal so that it is more difficult 
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for commissioners and others to misinterpret the intentions of 
the assembly.

The number of recommendations varies considerably: from the 
13 recommendations on climate policy from the first Irish Citi-
zens’ Assembly to the staggering 172 from the Spanish Citizens’ 
Assembly for the Climate. Debate rages amongst practitioners as 
to whether it is better to require assembly members to prioritise 
a relatively small number of recommendations – the argument 
being that it is easier to monitor the response to a more limited 
number of proposals – or whether this is an unreasonable restric-
tion on members.

Official Response 

What are governments obliged to do on receiving an assembly’s 
report? In rare cases a legal commitment exists for a response 
from the commissioner to the report and recommendations 
within a certain time frame. In Scotland, the law required that 
the government must respond within six months. In Ireland the 
parliamentary regulation for the Citizens’ Assembly on Biodiver-
sity Loss states that the report must be considered by a joint com-
mittee of both houses of parliament, followed by a government 
response. No specific dates are fixed. 

In most other circumstances a more informal promise is made 
to the assembly, which is not always realised. For example, in Aus-
tria, the promised official response from the government was never 
forthcoming because of differences that emerged between coali-
tion partners. Only a review of the relationship between assembly  
recommendations and current government policy was produced 
by the administration. We have more to say about follow-up in 
the next chapter.
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Monitoring

How do we make sure that assembly recommendations are treated 
seriously by commissioning bodies? In most assemblies, some 
members will engage with the government while it is consider-
ing how to deal with the recommendations. Specific support is 
generally provided to help build the capacity of members to meet 
with public officials. It is after all a very different experience from 
participating in an assembly. In Spain, for example, the NGO Red 
Esapñola para el Desarrollo Sostenible was funded by the European 
Climate Foundation to undertake this capacity building role. 

The French Convention and Scotland’s Climate Assembly are 
the only two national assemblies that reconvened a few months 
after delivering their reports to review the government’s response.

In Austria and France, many of the assembly members formed 
civic organisations to collectively monitor government action. In 
both cases, the members found it challenging to move from the 
facilitated context of an assembly to autonomous self-organisation  
and to sustain the same levels of diversity – one of the defining 
features of the assembly.

In Ireland, no expectations are placed on assembly members 
to engage with the government. It is the Chair that takes on  
this responsibility.

Sub-National Innovation

Many of these differences in practice between assemblies at 
national level are found amongst municipal and regional climate 
assemblies. Given the larger numbers of sub-national assemblies, 
it is no surprise that we can find interesting innovations in prac-
tice. Three examples will suffice for now. 
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Almost all citizens’ assemblies (whether on the climate and 
ecological crisis or other policy areas) are advisory in nature. A 
small number of Polish municipal assemblies have bucked this 
trend and have been empowered to make decisions. In these cit-
ies, the mayor committed to implement proposals where a near 
consensus is achieved within the assembly – over 80 per cent 
support amongst members. Not surprisingly this practice has 
not spread, given how reluctant politicians generally are to give 
away power. 

A second innovation, in the German city of Erlangen, brings 
stakeholders and scientific experts into conversation with a cli-
mate assembly in a different way. Proposals moved between a 
local research institute, a stakeholder forum and the assembly in 
three cycles of development. We will have more to say about this 
example in Chapter 3.

In Brussels and Milan, we have witnessed the establishment of 
permanent climate assemblies. In those two municipalities, the 
membership and the specific remits change every year. Their 
modes of operation are different, which we will explore further in 
Chapter 4. The emergence of permanent bodies is a potential step 
change for climate assembly practice.

What this dive into assembly practice shows us is that climate 
assemblies can have some quite profound differences. Their fam-
ily resemblance rests on selection by democratic lottery and 
facilitated deliberation. Beyond those core features, significant 
diversity exists in the way that assemblies are designed and deliv-
ered. Some more successfully than others. 

No perfect assembly design exists, but as our knowledge of what 
works develops, hopefully mistakes can be avoided and more 
robust practice sustained.
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What Citizens Want

We now have hundreds of recommendations from climate assem-
blies. What does this tell us about what citizens want? Consist-
ently they want more action by governments and stakeholders. 
Their recommendations are generally more ambitious than exist-
ing government policy, with much more focus on restraining 
consumption and production and more willingness to apply the 
regulatory power of the state. 

Assemblies bring into sharp focus inconsistencies in  
government action. The French think tank, IDRRI, argues that 
the Convention:

broke the silence surrounding the contradictions of 
current policies. For example, how can airport expan-
sions be planned and carbon neutrality pursued when 
the technological solutions are still highly uncertain? 
How can people accept higher fuel taxes for land-based 
mobility when the air transport sector is exonerated 
from such taxes?9 

When it takes an interest in assemblies, the media likes to court 
controversy. It tends to spotlight those recommendations that 
are most politically divisive and would have significant direct 
effect on the lives and aspirations of the public. Recommenda-
tions to restrict flying, car driving and the consumption of meat 
and dairy tend to hit the headlines. These are issues that assem-
bly members have been willing to tackle head on. Unlike their 
governments.

One of the iconic recommendations from the French Convention 
is the proposal to end domestic flights by 2025 where a low-carbon 
alternative exists that takes less than four hours. It received 88 per 
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cent support within the assembly. Climate Assembly UK proposed 
taxes that increase as people fly more often and fly further (this 
received 80 per cent support) and in Scotland the call was to intro-
duce a frequent flyer tax or levy (which achieved 78 per cent sup-
port) and eliminate frequent flyer bonuses (92 per cent). These are 
not proposals that scraped through. They had significant majority 
support from members.

Similarly for diet, one of the objectives of the French Con-
vention, supported by 93 per cent of members, is to promote 
‘a healthy, sustainable, less animal and more plant-based diet, 
respectful of production, low greenhouse gas emissions and 
accessible to all’. The Danish assembly proposed increasing 
demand for plant-based foods, for example, through incentive 
schemes or taxes on animal-based products to reduce meat con-
sumption (83 per cent) and the introduction of new dietary rec-
ommendations to minimise meat consumption (81 per cent). 
The Germans also proposed awareness campaigns promoting 
avoidance of meat and dairy (76 per cent) and a ban on adver-
tising climate damaging and unhealthy foods (94 per cent). The 
Austrian assembly similarly proposed incentives for climate-
friendly diets to reduce meat consumption and food waste  
(98 per cent).

Sufficiency and Regulation

Picking out air travel and diet is instructive, but it does not answer 
the question of whether and how the recommendations of assem-
blies are systematically different from the policies adopted by 
governments. A recent study compares national climate assembly  
recommendations to the policies in the National Energy and  
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Climate Plans (NECPs) that Member States are required to adopt 
by the European Commission.10 Researcher Jonas Lage and his 
colleagues find two patterns. 

First, assemblies are braver than governments in their willing-
ness to recommend policies that aim to reduce consumption and 
production of products and services. These are referred to as ‘suf-
ficiency’ policies. Second, citizens are more willing to propose the 
regulation of individuals and businesses rather than relying on 
market incentives or voluntary action. 

The types of policy proposals associated with restricting air 
travel and diets fit this pattern. So do proposals from the Ger-
man assembly for prolonging the lifetime of electric appliances, 
with a minimum warranty time of ten years and obligations for 
manufacturers to provide replacement parts (91 per cent were in 
favour). Or the Austrian proposals to restrict advertisements for 
products with negative climate impact and a ban on all highly 
damaging goods (100 per cent support) and the reduction of 
standard work week to four days to reduce commuting trips  
(93 per cent voted in support).

This difference between assemblies and governments is not 
trivial. Assemblies are three to six times more likely to propose 
limits on consumption and production compared to their gov-
ernments. Similarly, assemblies propose regulatory policies three 
times more often.

Summarising their findings, the authors of the study argue that 
climate assemblies tend to be ‘more open towards innovative 
and potentially controversial topics’. They are willing to confront  
consumption and production rather than relying on high-tech 
solutions such as geoengineering. Assemblies are unafraid to  
support the regulatory power of the state.
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Removal of Greenhouse Gases

What do assemblies have to say about often controversial policies 
to remove greenhouse gases? Climate Assembly UK is an exam-
ple of the scepticism of members towards government strate-
gies to rely on technical fixes for removal. Technologies such 
as bioenergy and direct air carbon capture and storage did not 
get majority support, with assembly members concerned that 
they are ‘treated as [a] magic solution’ that ‘takes the focus off 
the amount that we are emitting in the first place.’11 While they 
recognised that removal methods are a necessary part of how 
the UK reaches net zero, members placed more emphasis on for-
estry, peatland and wetland restoration and management, the use 
of wood in construction and enhancing the storage of carbon. 
Such methods were attractive because they have significant co-
benefits associated with enhanced biodiversity, flood and erosion 
prevention and access to nature.

Systems Transformation

Most assembly recommendations are specific to particular 
policy areas, primarily because this is the way that assemblies 
are organised, a theme we pick up in Chapter 4. Even so, their 
approach in these areas can be transformational. As the IDDRI 
report on the French Convention shows, the citizens adopted 
a ‘systems approach to mobility’ that did not simply make the 
case for electric vehicles but recognised that decarbonisation 
must be accompanied by reconsiderations of modes of per-
sonal and goods transport and land use, while guaranteeing  
social justice.12
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Constitutional recommendations are often transformational in 
character. The French Convention proposed to change the pre-
amble of the constitution, ‘reinforcing France’s responsibility in 
preserving biodiversity, the environment and the fight for climate 
change’. It also proposed ‘constitutionalising environmental con-
trol, which could be exercised by a new body: a “defender of the 
environment”’.13 

The recent Irish Citizens’ Assembly on Biodiversity Loss has 
recommended a change to the constitution, not only to secure 
human environmental rights, but also rights of nature.14 Sub-
stantive rights for nature would recognise ‘nature as a holder of 
legal rights, comparable to companies or people e.g., to exist, 
flourish/perpetuate and be restored if degraded; not to be pol-
luted/harmed/degraded’. Procedural rights would enable nature 
‘to be a party in administrative decision-making, litigation, etc. 
where rights are impacted/likely to be impacted’. In principle, 
such constitutional change would shift the burden of proof 
onto polluters to show that their activities do no undue harm 
and provide legal avenues for the protection of nature. This 
could have profound affects on the way we organise our society  
and economy.

In Scotland, one of the goals set by the assembly is to reframe 
how we understand progress, a statement supported by 83 per 
cent of members:

Reframe the national focus and vision for Scotland’s 
future away from economic growth and Gross Domes-
tic Product (GDP) in order to reflect climate change 
goals towards the prioritisation of a more person and 
community centred vision of thriving people, thriving  
communities and thriving climate.15
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Throughout their reports, it is noticeable how often assembly 
members refer to questions of fairness and the just distribution of 
costs and benefits for the transition. Some assemblies make explicit 
reference to fairness or justice in their remits (France, Scotland, 
Spain). Others ensure evidence is provided on these issues. More 
than their governments, assembly recommendations are sensitive 
to the impact that climate action can have on the poorest and mar-
ginalised within society and are keen to protect their interests. At 
the same time, those with high consumption lifestyles are seen as 
fair targets for bearing more of the costs of transition.

Overlooked Policy Areas

The coverage of proposals tends be skewed towards some areas 
of policy over others. The largest sectoral emitter of greenhouse 
gases in Europe is energy production and supply and yet only  
15 per cent of recommendations from the first eight national 
assemblies are in this area of policy. Relatively few assemblies 
have had a workstream specifically focused on energy. Where it 
is considered, it is very much related to household and transport 
energy use. Very little attention has been given to questions of 
energy production and supply. 

Similarly, just over 1 per cent of recommendations focused on 
finance. That fundamental element of the contemporary economy 
has been almost entirely overlooked.

Much of the explanation rests on how the workstreams of the 
assemblies have been defined. Most focus attention on those ele-
ments of climate that have direct impact on the lives of citizens, 
with transport and mobility generating the highest number of 
recommendations. It is a missed opportunity to bring the shared 
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wisdom and common sense of citizens to bear on systems of  
provision that structure our everyday lives.

The Impact of Climate Assemblies

Climate assemblies propose more ambitious policy, but does this 
translate into action? What impacts have climate assemblies had? 
The tendency is to focus on the effect of assemblies on climate 
policy. Given that the majority of assemblies are commissioned 
by government, such policy impact is a reasonable expectation. 
But we should not only limit our consideration of policy effects.16 

Impacts can take different forms beyond policy (see Figure 2.3). 
Climate assemblies can have effects on institutions and actors. Not 
just on government and other state institutions, but also non-state 

Figure 2.3: Impacts of Climate Assemblies © European Climate 
Foundation.
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actors such as civil society organisations, private companies, the 
media and broader publics. They can impact upon social and eco-
nomic structures and systems, although these are harder to shift. 

These impacts may not just be instrumental: on specific policies, 
attitudes and behaviours. They can also be conceptual impacts on 
the way we understand and think about climate action or even 
impacts that increase our capacity to respond to the climate  
and ecological crisis through the creation of new institutions and 
ways of working.

Impact on Policy

Judging the effect on policy of climate assemblies is difficult for two 
reasons. The first is that policy impact can take time. Most assem-
blies have only happened in the last few years and it can be a slow 
process for the recommendations of assemblies to filter through the 
system in the form of policy change. The second is that it is dif-
ficult to establish precisely the drivers of any change. Just because 
a climate assembly makes a recommendation that later appears in 
policy does not mean that it is the assembly that caused the change. 
Other actors and dynamics may be responsible. 

While evidence of impact on policy can be difficult to trace and 
has varied between assemblies, a few examples are palpable.

The Irish Climate Action Bill (2020) incorporated the majority 
of the recommendations from the Citizens’ Assembly 2016–18. 
At least one of the proposals was lost in translation. The recom-
mendation that there should be a tax on greenhouse gas emissions 
from agriculture was not supported by the joint parliamentary 
committee on climate action. It was seen as one step too far in 
antagonising the powerful farming interests in Ireland. Even 
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so, the assembly is widely recognised as played a critical role in  
Ireland’s step change from being a laggard on climate policy.

The debate over the impact on policy of the French Conven-
tion rages. The newspaper Le Monde is scathing in its assessment, 
whereas the government’s tracking website suggests a high degree 
of legal translation of recommendations into law and policy.  
The truth is somewhere in between. What is clear is that the Con-
vention’s report and its recommendations were the subject of a 
lobbying offensive from potentially affected industries, includ-
ing aviation, agrochemicals and advertising, and resistance from 
many politicians and public officials.17

Against this highly politicised backdrop, a recent study sug-
gests that around 20 per cent of the assembly’s recommendations 
were fully implemented or even reinforced, with 15 per cent aban-
doned.18 Just shy of 60 per cent have been translated into law in a 
modified form. For example, the government accepted the pro-
posal to end domestic flights where a low-carbon alternative exists 
but restricted the ban to journeys of less than two hours compared 
to the Convention’s recommendation of four hours. Other recom-
mendations that had proposed government regulation were con-
verted to voluntary or incentive-based instruments.

The analysis provides evidence that the government did not 
simply implement those recommendations that it was already 
considering. The intervention of the Convention appears to have 
changed hearts and minds to some degree.

More recently, a number of the recommendations of the  
Luxembourg Climate Citizens’ Council have been translated 
into the redrafted National Energy and Climate Plan submit-
ted to the European Commission. The Council had been estab-
lished for that purpose and is responsible for five new measures  
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being added, with 19 existing measures strengthened. Other 
measures are still being assessed and some require European or 
international agreement. 

Impact on Institutions and Climate Actors

Have the impacts of climate assemblies reverberated further through 
the political system? Have they changed the ways that key climate 
institutions and actors think about climate and citizen engagement?

Climate Assembly UK was commissioned by parliamentary 
select committees and recognisably increased the capacity of at 
least one committee to effectively scrutinise government action 
on climate. Perhaps more significant has been its impact on the 
UK Climate Change Committee. The Committee is an inde-
pendent, statutory body established under the Climate Change 
Act 2008 which committed the UK to achieve net zero by 2050. 
It advises the UK and devolved governments on emissions tar-
gets and reports to Parliament on the progress made in reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions and preparing for and adapting to the 
impacts of climate change.

The Climate Change Committee used Climate Assembly UK’s 
recommendations to frame its Sixth Carbon Budget, reviewing 
government policy in relation to the proposals. The UK assembly 
was also a stimulus for the Committee to consider how to further 
integrate deliberative methods into its work. For example, it com-
missioned its own citizens’ panel on home decarbonisation.19 The 
effect on the Committee is an example of an assembly having direct 
instrumental impact, but also conceptual and capacity effects.

This newfound enthusiasm for deliberative processes can be 
traced to the role that Chris Stark, the Climate Change Committee’s  
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Chief Executive, played as an Expert Lead for Climate Assembly  
UK. Stark has talked about his trepidation in taking on this 
role and his arrogance in wondering what citizens could add  
to climate governance. Taking part challenged his prejudices:  
‘I had a totally game changing experience … I felt we had a 
genuinely representative group of people and were taking them 
through some difficult issues, ones which we struggled with in 
our technical work.’20

We should not forget the transformative effect assemblies can 
have on those more seasoned individuals and organisations 
involved in their planning and delivery. This is one of the reasons 
why organisers are so keen for key politicians, policy officials and 
stakeholders to attend assemblies. Seeing citizens in action can 
have a profound effect on often sceptical attitudes towards assem-
blies in a way that reading a report (or a book!) cannot.

Another example of the way that assemblies can build capac-
ity in climate governance takes us back to Ireland. It is common 
practice for joint committees from both Houses of Parliament 
to be created to review the recommendations from citizens’ 
assemblies. The original assembly report and the report from the  
committee are then presented to government at which point  
the committee ceases to exist. The Joint Parliamentary Commit-
tee on Climate Action was thus one in a series of committees 
established following a citizens’ assembly. What is different is 
that having considered the Irish Citizens’ Assembly’s recommen-
dations on climate, parliament decided to make the Committee a 
permanent body. In other words, the assembly directly led to the 
creation of a new piece of climate governance architecture. 

A final example of how assemblies can have institutional 
impacts comes from Denmark. As part of its response to the  
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Danish Climate Assembly’s report, the government gave the 
assembly the same status as social partnerships that are estab-
lished within different social and economic sectors. In Danish 
politics, it is a requirement to consult social partners when policy 
and legislation is likely to affect their interests. Similarly, then, 
when policy is being developed that relates to recommendations 
that emerged from the Danish assembly, it is expected that these 
will be fully considered within decision making. It is not clear, 
however, how this will operate practically.

Impact on Public Discourse

For some advocates of citizens’ assemblies, their primary impact 
should be on the wider public. It should help inform and change 
the dynamics of public and political debate. But, most assemblies 
have failed to resonate with the broader public. It is not because of 
a lack of interest in this new form of participation. Survey experi-
ments suggest quite extensive support. When people are aware of 
assemblies or introduced to the idea of one, levels of trust, confi-
dence and perceived legitimacy tend to be higher than for other 
political institutions.21 The problem is that assemblies have not 
been picked up by the media (established or new). Without media 
attention, public attention is highly unlikely. 

Two assemblies have broken through and enjoyed significant lev-
els of media attention and public recognition. Both invested a sig-
nificant proportion of their budget and time into communication. 

The Austrian Citizens’ Climate Council was reported in both 
national and regional newspapers and radio stations. By the end 
of the process, over 50 per cent of the population had heard of the 
assembly with over 90 per cent finding out via the media. A large 
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majority of citizens were in favour of the assembly and wanted 
political actors to use its recommendations as a yardstick for climate 
policy.22 The failure of the government to respond to the assembly 
did generate some media attention, but it soon drifted away. 

It is the French Convention that is unusual in stimulating 
extensive public debate on both climate transition and the use of 
assemblies. The Convention played a significant role in raising 
the profile and salience of climate as an issue that could not be 
ignored by politicians. A number of factors may help explain this 
broader public engagement. First, the context: the Convention 
took place against the background of social unrest. Second, the  
level of political engagement by the President increased public 
attention. He publicly called the Convention into being, prom-
ised ‘no filter’ for recommendations, spoke at and was questioned 
at one of its sessions and received the report in the garden of 
his official residency. Third, the organisers of the assembly were 
themselves active in engaging the media throughout. As part of 
that strategy, they supported those assembly members willing to 
engage directly with media outlets. Other assemblies have tended 
to be more protective of their members and organisers and those 
in governance bodies have been more restrained in making  
public pronouncements. 

The Convention did not only raise the level of public debate on 
climate but paved the way for further assemblies across France at 
different levels of governance. It was the blueprint for a second 
national Convention, this time on end of life. 

In Ireland, where citizens’ assemblies are a more familiar part  
of the political landscape, media interest tends to be higher and  
so assemblies have more potential to shift public discourse.  
Fintan Kelly from the Irish Environment Network was ‘originally  



78 We Need To Talk About Climate

sceptical’ of the Citizens’ Assembly on Biodiversity Loss, concerned  
that ‘it would just be a talking shop’. But his opinion shifted:

The Assemblies [adult and children and young people]  
have helped to elevate the importance of biodiver-
sity  loss within  Irish  politics. I would say before that, 
biodiversity loss was more of a niche issue within poli-
tics and in recent decades it has been the poor cousin of  
climate change in terms of prioritisation and media atten-
tion ... The Citizens Assembly also established a power-
ful public mandate for action which has already helped  
to secure government  support for a National Nature 
Restoration Plan.23

Impact on Assembly Members

Finally, we must not forget the impact assemblies have on their 
members. They have gone through a process unlike any other in 
their lives. What does it do to them?

Almost without exception, a significant majority of members 
of climate assemblies find the process transformative. This is the 
case whether they participate in a large-scale national (or even 
transnational) assembly or a smaller local one. Even those less 
well organised processes report strong effects. We should not 
underestimate the power of the invitation to do something unu-
sual. As a result of taking part, members increase their political 
efficacy and desire to engage further with climate and other polit-
ical and community activities. 

Some of the stories that come out from assemblies are incred-
ibly inspiring. Rebecca Lester, one of the members of the People’s 
Assembly on Nature in the UK, has talked movingly about the 
effect of participating on her life. She is now one of the most active  
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advocates of the People’s Plan for Nature, speaking at events as 
diverse as business conferences and Extinction Rebellions protests.

In the weeks running up to the first weekend, the 
amount of elaborate lies I concocted in my head as to 
why I couldn’t attend, was ridiculous. The assembly was 
going to take place in Birmingham. Getting to Birming-
ham, mentally, was incredibly hard. My mental health 
has been a struggle for a few years now, and socialising, 
even with friends, is something I avoid. Yet, something 
made me push through and turn up. I am so glad I did 
… Beyond creating the People’s Plan for Nature itself, it 
has opened up numerous opportunities for me ... Feeling 
a part of something bigger, something that mattered, has 
helped me rediscover a part of myself that I had lost. I 
will always be grateful. Together, humans are capable of 
amazing things, and when personal agendas and politics 
are removed, we can create truly amazing things.24

Important evidence has emerged that these effects on members 
are not as transient as some had feared. A survey undertaken 
two years after the launch of the Climate Assembly UK report 
found strong and consistent effects on the attitudes and behav-
iours of members towards climate action that is sustained and 
even enhanced over time.25 Assembly members’ concern about 
climate change continued to increase after the assembly. At the 
start of the assembly, 46 per cent of members stated they were 
‘very concerned’ about climate change, a similar rate to those in 
the broader population. By the end of the assembly this figure 
had risen to 56 per cent. Two years later it stood at 74 per cent, 
significantly higher than the broader population. 

The survey found that many assembly members had made 
changes to their lives once the assembly had ended. These ranged 
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from paying more attention to climate change in the news and 
discussing climate change more with people around them to 
reducing the amount of meat and dairy in their diets and electric-
ity use in their homes. 

These changes are spread evenly across assembly members, 
with no statistical differences emerging for age, ethnicity, level of 
education, left-right ideological orientation and attitudes towards 
climate change at the start of the assembly. This is a particularly 
encouraging finding. Those most sceptical towards climate action 
at the start of the process are just as likely to shift their attitudes 
and behaviours over time.

The one area where attitudes shifted in a more negative direc-
tion is in relation to the political system. Members’ belief that 
Climate Assembly UK’s recommendations would influence par-
liament and government dropped markedly as did their belief 
that they had a say in what the UK parliament does and how well 
the UK system works. This should not be a surprise given the lack 
of direct and obvious effects of the assembly’s recommendations 
on policy. Even against this backdrop of political disillusionment, 
their support for the use of citizens’ assemblies remains high.



CHAPTER 3

Enhancing Impact

Climate assemblies provide a rare space within which everyday 
people exercise their collective judgement on the climate and eco-
logical challenges we face as a society. We see consistent trans-
formative effects on their members but inconsistent impact on 
climate policy and governance and broader public discourse. 
What can we learn from the first wave of assemblies to enhance 
and sustain the impact of future assemblies? 

Our focus in this chapter is on how we can increase the impact 
of climate assemblies commissioned by government. This is the 
standard operating model for assemblies. Most of the ‘deliberative 
wave’ has been established by public authorities with the express 
intention of affecting climate policy and governance. How can we 
enhance the impact of this model? 

A simple way of expressing the problem we face goes back to 
the reason why assemblies are organised in the first place. Poli-
ticians and civil servants recognise the dysfunctionality of their 
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response to the climate and ecological crisis and so commission 
an assembly. They recognise the importance of creating a space 
for citizens protected from the dynamics of electoral and admin-
istrative politics. But then what happens? The assembly proposes 
a set of robust recommendations that are sent back into the  
dysfunctional system. Under these conditions, perhaps we should 
be surprised that assemblies have any impact at all!

This chapter considers four areas that are critical to enhancing 
the impact of assemblies on climate governance: remit; follow-up; 
stakeholder involvement; and public communication and engage-
ment. Getting these elements right does not guarantee impact  
on the policy system or broader public discourse. But it does 
increase the chances of this happening.

The first element is asking the right question: getting the remit 
right. This may seem an odd place to start when it comes to 
impact, but if you don’t ask the right question, then the answer 
is likely to be of little use. Most national assemblies have put very 
broad questions to members. Municipal and regional assemblies 
have often adopted tighter agendas focused on particular policy 
challenges. Which is the right way to go?

Second, how do we make sure that recommendations are taken 
seriously within the sponsoring body? What needs to be put in 
place within public authorities to ensure that reports and recom-
mendations are followed up and don’t just gather dust on a shelf?

The third element broadens this question of follow-up, recog-
nising that it is not only public authorities that need to respond to 
assemblies. A number of the recommendations of assemblies will 
require other institutions and agencies to act beyond the public 
authority. How to encourage stakeholders that have not commis-
sioned the assembly to take its recommendations seriously?
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And finally, how to overcome the gap between those participating 
in the assembly and wider publics outside? If one of the motivations 
for organising assemblies is to increase the legitimacy and public 
acceptance of climate and ecological action, then a precondition 
is that the public know about these processes and their outcomes. 
But journalists and media platforms are not familiar with assem-
blies. How can we communicate this novel form of democracy and 
engage larger numbers beyond those selected by democratic lot-
tery?

If governments and organisers get these four elements right 
then they can open up pathways to impact for climate assemblies.

Getting the Remit Right

We are faced with an all-encompassing climate and ecological 
crisis. As we saw in the last chapter, the response of most com-
missioners at the national level has been to establish remits that 
ask assemblies to deal with this interconnected set of challenges. 
These have been broad remits focused on greenhouse gas miti-
gation and at times adaptation. A number have asked assembly 
members to do this while also considering the implications for 
social justice. This is quite a mandate. 

At national level, it is only the Polish Citizens’ Assembly that 
chose a tighter remit, asking how the specific problem of energy 
poverty can be counteracted. 

We find a more mixed approach at municipal and regional 
levels. While many remits are similarly broad, tighter remits are 
more common than at national level, with assemblies established 
to deal with specific climate and ecological policy challenges and 
dilemmas such as flooding or air pollution. 
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Figure 3.1: Poland’s Citizens’ Assembly on Energy Costs  
© Wojciech Radwanski/Fundacja Stocznia.
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Figure 3.1: Continued.
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These stark differences in remits have generated lively debate 
about the most effective approach. Broad or tight?1

Questions also emerge about who gets to set the remit. The work-
ing assumption is that if the government commissions the process, it 
decides the question. A few cases have challenged this assumption.

Broad or Tight? 

Broad remits give assemblies a mandate to develop an overarch-
ing platform for climate action that cuts across different policy 
areas. In principle, it gives members more freedom to respond 
to the remit on their own terms and in so doing can generate a 
strong sense of ownership of the agenda. Broad remits open up 
the potential to deal with systemic issues, in particular inter-
connections and interdependencies between policy areas – for 
example, that transport policies do not have a negative impact on 
energy policies, land-use, biodiversity, and so on. 

A tighter remit means that members are able to focus more 
attention on current policy dilemmas where specific policy win-
dows are open: i.e., those moments when opportunities exist to 
redefine problems and policies.2 A more detailed package of pol-
icy proposals can be generated that are relevant to the immediate 
needs of policy makers and where it is easier to hold the authority 
to account for its response.

A more prosaic reason for tighter remits is that in some political 
contexts, climate change and climate action are highly contested 
and polarising issues. Organisers have managed to avoid the high 
levels of political contestation associated with climate through a 
focus on more specific policy areas that enjoy a broader consen-
sus. This was the reason why the Shipyard Foundation used the 
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framing of energy poverty for the nationwide Polish assembly. 
Similarly, the climate assembly in Skopje in North Macedonia 
primarily focused on air pollution – an issue that is recognised as 
salient across party political divisions.

The effectiveness of broader remits has been mixed, as we saw 
in the last chapter. Organisers do not have endless resources and 
members cannot give up endless time. As such, many assemblies 
have been split into workstreams to deal with the broad agenda. 
Given time and resource constraints, such an approach is com-
pletely understandable. But this means that while the assembly 
as a whole has a broad agenda, members then work within policy 
silos. In practice, then, many large-scale climate assemblies break 
up into smaller assemblies with different policy remits. Organ-
isers work hard to ensure opportunities for the different work-
streams to share their ideas and draft proposals, but members are 
still predominately working within distinct policy areas. 

Certain issues slip off the agenda. We have already seen that  
in France energy generation was not an explicit element of any 
of the workstreams. And early conversations that emerged about 
the nature of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as a driver of the 
current growth model did not fit within a workstream. Mem-
bers can think systematically, but the structures of the assem-
blies may themselves constrain that thinking. We will pick up 
this theme of systems thinking in Chapter 4 as it is worth more 
sustained consideration.

One way that a small number of organisers have managed the 
time challenges of broad agendas is to task the assembly with 
reviewing policy options or scenarios developed in advance by 
climate experts. Both Climate Assembly UK and Finland’s Citi-
zens’ Jury on Climate Actions took this approach. It is highly 
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responsive to the commissioner’s immediate policy needs but 
leaves much less space for members to be creative. 

A further challenge of broad remits is that assemblies often 
generate a large number of policy proposals. One hundred and 
seventy-two in the case of Spain. One hundred and fifty-nine on 
biodiversity loss in Ireland. It is not necessarily the case. Ireland’s 
Citizens’ Assembly 2016–18 generated only 13 recommendations. 
Most assemblies have not actively limited the number of recom-
mendations they produce. This can be a challenge to commission-
ing authorities and other stakeholders. Different areas of policy 
will be at different points in the policy cycle. For some, the policy 
window will be ajar and the policy process receptive to input. Oth-
ers will not be open to policy development. Rarely is the whole 
of climate policy open at the same time given that it cuts across 
so many different policy arenas. A large number of proposals also 
opens up space for the commissioning body to cherry-pick those 
recommendations that fit with existing policies and strategies.

But tight remits generate their own challenges. It tends to be 
more difficult to deal with interconnections between policy areas 
and other systemic challenges when focused on specific policy 
issues in isolation. And assembly members can sometimes feel 
constrained by an agenda that is more obviously aimed at fulfill-
ing the specific needs of the commissioning authority.

The broad versus tight debate needs to be placed in context. 
Some broad remits are tied to specific policy development oppor-
tunities – to moments when commissioners are open to input 
from citizens. For example, the broad remit of the Danish Cli-
mate Assembly was explicitly linked to the government’s annual  
climate action planning process. In Luxembourg, the assembly 
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was commissioned to consider the revision of its National Energy 
and Climate Plan. In Ireland, the broad agenda was offered in rec-
ognition of the government’s relatively poor performance on cli-
mate policy compared to other European nations. The broad remit 
had a specific landing point within the public administration.

Other assemblies have not been the product of an overt govern-
ment need. For example, the broad remit of the Austrian Citi-
zens’ Climate Council was the result of public demand expressed 
through a citizens’ initiative. 

The explicit linking of assembly to policy making opportunity 
does not necessarily lead to direct policy impact. The impact in 
Denmark is much less than in Ireland and Luxembourg. Other 
factors, such as high-level political support and the design of fol-
low-up, are just as important explanatory factors, if not more so.

Who Sets the Remit?

In Denmark’s Citizens’ Assembly on Climate, a broad remit was 
established by the government asking the assembly to inform the 
process of transition and the national climate plan. Within that 
remit, assembly members were empowered to prioritise the areas 
they wished to focus on. Remember that the Danish assembly is 
the only one that was organised across two phases – to experi-
ment with different approaches. The prioritisation happened in 
different ways in the two phases. 

In the first phase, members defined their workstreams hav-
ing spent time learning in some depth about climate change and  
the challenges facing Denmark. In the second phase, when two-
thirds of the members had been replaced with new members, the 
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organisers experimented with prioritisation without prior input. 
In retrospect, the organisers felt that the first phase was more 
effective, where citizens had developed a collective understanding 
of the current context before defining their workstreams.

The Danish assembly raises the question of the extent to which 
citizens or other actors aside from government should be empow-
ered to shape the scope of the remit. Generally, the remit is set 
by the sponsoring body and the organisers and governance bod-
ies then establish the structure and content of the assembly work  
programme. But exceptions have emerged. 

The permanent Brussels Climate Assembly empowers members 
to decide on the remit, but in a different way to the Danish experi-
ence. Assembly members are replaced on an annual basis and it is 
a group of those who are leaving the assembly who set the remit 
for the next one, having consulted with the municipal authority 
and other stakeholders. This has the advantage that those setting 
the agenda have direct experience of being in a climate assembly, 
so they have a better idea of what works in this context. We will 
have more to say about the Brussels assembly in the next chapter.

Other assemblies have given a distinct role to stakeholders. 
The remit of Scotland’s Climate Assembly was broadly framed 
through legislation, but the specific question asked of the assem-
bly was decided through a series of facilitated workshops involv-
ing members of the assembly’s stakeholder Stewarding Group and 
the Secretariat of seconded civil servants. 

The Devon Climate Assembly in the UK was preceded by a 
consultation exercise with stakeholders and the public which 
narrowed the remit down to three widely recognised policy chal-
lenges: renewable energy, car use and the retrofitting of buildings.

Giving members and stakeholders a role in defining the remit 
can certainly increase their agency and buy-in to the process.  



Enhancing Impact 91

Broad or tight? Agenda set by commission authority, citi-
zens or stakeholders? 

Such decisions can have profound effects on the impact of 
assemblies. Which is the right way to go? Much depends 
on context and what is trying to be achieved. Many things 
are being balanced when a remit is established. 

• A remit needs to be timely, taking into account 
whether policy windows are open. 

• It needs to be relevant for both citizens and  
commissioners. 

• It needs to be responsive to the context of climate 
politics in a particular jurisdiction. 

• It needs to be accepted by most stakeholders. 
• It needs to be sensitive to constraints of time and 

money. 

How these considerations are best balanced will vary. No 
single right answer emerges. It’s a question of judgement. 
At times a broad remit will be most relevant. At other times, 
a tighter remit will make more sense. At times, a remit can 
be tied tightly to particular policy needs of commissioning 
authorities. At other times, a more open agenda will make 
more sense, with more emphasis on empowering citizens’ 
and stakeholders’ choice.

Box 3.1: Lessons for the Remit.

The balance is potentially between their empowerment and  
policy relevance to the sponsoring body. Where that balance lies 
is as much a philosophical question as it is practical.
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Designing Follow-Up

The biggest worry about citizens’ assemblies is that they are just 
‘talking shops’ with no impact on climate governance. If this  
is the case, citizens will soon cotton on, losing interest and poten-
tially becoming hostile to this democratic innovation. It will be 
a wasted opportunity to do something different and productive.

The challenge then is how to ensure that the recommendations of 
assemblies are seriously considered by commissioning authorities? 
How to design effective follow-up? The relatively limited and incon-
sistent impact on policy to date suggests that assemblies are too 
often poorly integrated with political and administrative systems. 

Some advocates of assemblies have an unreasonable expecta-
tion of the impact of assemblies. The assumption that the ‘moral 
force’ of the recommendations from a citizens’ assembly is enough 
to generate policy change is naïve at best. Assemblies are a new 
intervention in the political system and policy can be notoriously 
difficult to shift, not least because of the power of vested interests 
within and beyond government that are resistant to change. 

The failure to follow up the recommendations of assemblies can 
be understood in two ways. One is a clash of operational logics. 
The second is more prosaic: a failure to design, resource and pri-
oritise follow-up.

Operational Logics

What do we mean by a clash of operational logics?3 The new 
practice of citizen deliberation encompasses a range of expec-
tations that differ from those of electoral politics and public 
administration. The promise of doing politics differently comes 
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into direct tension with the conflicting logics of established  
electoral and bureaucratic ways of doing things. These are the very 
logics that are implicated in our current climate and ecological crisis. 

Bureaucratic logic places a premium on hierarchical account-
ability, specialised expertise and the routinisation of tasks. Chris 
Stark, CEO of the UK Climate Change Committee, is open about 
why many of his colleagues within climate governance networks 
are at best cautious of assemblies, not knowing what status to give 
the recommendations of assemblies:

The basic reaction you get from the policy profession is 
that this isn’t “real” data. I think we in the CCC [Climate 
Change Committee] have that attitude as well – there’s 
no point denying it. I think that’s the hardest thing to 
overcome because it’s essentially cultural. Central gov-
ernment is even worse. It’s quite tricky to overcome, but 
I think it’s important that we try.4

In comparison, electoral logic places a premium on political compe-
tition and party differentiation. We have too many examples where 
one political party becomes associated with an assembly, which is 
then used as a wedge issue by other parties keen to score political 
points. The Austrian Citizens’ Climate Council was quickly asso-
ciated with government ministers from the Green Party, with its 
conservative coalition partner, the People’s Party, distancing itself 
from the initiative and using its opposition for political advantage. 

Bureaucrats and politicians often see assemblies as an illegiti-
mate challenge to their professional status and political authority. 
A member of parliamentary staff recounts the resistance of Mem-
bers of Parliament towards Climate Assembly UK:

Some MPs were more dubious about it, partly because 
they really didn’t know much about citizens assemblies, 
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but also the instant response from many MPs was, why 
do we need the Citizens Assembly? We are the Citizens 
Assembly. We’re elected parliamentarians.5

For deliberative processes like assemblies to be effective, they 
require political representatives and bureaucrats to provide the 
necessary political support, resources and expert input to enable 
citizen deliberation. But they also have to be open to considering 
recommendations developed by citizens that may run counter to 
current policy and ways of working, and which may be difficult  
to sell electorally. That is a lot to ask. Particularly given the power 
of vested interests in these arenas.

One way that organisers have worked to change the perspective 
of policy actors – whether elected representatives or bureaucrats –  
has been to invite them to observe the assembly. Widely held 
prejudices about the capacity of citizens and questions about the  
value of the assembly process tend to dissolve when they see  
the members in action.

It is also increasingly common for assembly members to meet 
with policy actors after the assembly to promote and explain 
their recommendations.6 This first-hand experience of engaging 
directly with the authors of proposals again tends to shift attitudes 
as officials quickly realise the level of commitment and under-
standing on the part of citizens. 

Questions remain about the legitimacy of post-assembly 
involvement because it tends to become more self-selecting – 
those with more available time tend to take on the role – and 
some officials see it as an opportunity to negotiate and bargain 
with members about the best way to deliver particular policies. 
In Ireland, organisers do not support post-assembly engagement 
by members, believing that their role comes to an end when the 
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report is agreed. The appointed Chair of the assembly takes on the 
role of promoting the assembly recommendations in public and 
private meetings. 

Preparing the Administration

This clash of logics helps explain why the fate of recommenda-
tions is perilous. But we do see impacts on policy across assem-
blies. How is that to be accounted for? Why do we find differences 
between assemblies when it comes to impact on policy processes? 

Quite simply, some commissioners and organisers of assem-
blies are more prepared than others. 

A story I was told emphasises this point well: the first time a  
public official knew of a climate assembly organised by their 
administration was when the citizens’ report landed on their desk 
with a number of recommendations suggesting major changes in 
their area of policy. The official did not react well. 

The problem? The lack of consistent follow-up is in large part 
the result of most practitioners, officials, activists and academ-
ics working in the field primarily focusing their attention, energy 
and resources on designing and implementing the assembly itself. 
The same level of attention, energy and resources has not been 
put into designing and implementing follow-up processes.

Part of the explanation is that assemblies are too often organ-
ised in haste, with limited preparation time. Under such circum-
stances, the design and delivery of the assembly takes precedence. 
For those responsible for organising the assembly, their involve-
ment often ends with the publication of its report. 

The contracts of participation organisations are typically only 
for the design and delivery of the assembly. 
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The public officials who are responsible for delivering the 
assembly are not always directly responsible for the policy areas 
affected by its recommendations. 

The governance bodies established to oversee the assembly pro-
cess are often disbanded when the assembly ends its work. 

The follow-up process requires sustained commitment over  
time. This could be for months or even years after the assembly. The 
assembly recommendations need to be kept alive as policy windows 
open and shut. This can be challenging given the cycles of politics, 
be they issue attention cycles, budget cycles or electoral cycles that 
can bring in new political actors that were not responsible for set-
ting up the assembly in the first place and may be openly hostile to 
the process. Ownership of the assembly may not be shared across a 
public authority which is generally a highly complex and politically 
divided organisation that works in policy silos with different politi-
cal and administrative priorities. Public administrations are a com-
plex landing place for recommendations from climate assemblies.

But it is also to do with taste. Practitioners and officials have 
not chosen to pay enough attention to this critical phase of activ-
ity. Engaging citizens is generally more fun than organising the 
bureaucratic procedures to follow-up the assembly.

While we have a significant knowledge base on how to run assem-
blies, our understanding of how best to integrate recommenda-
tions into commissioning authorities is limited. Lots of advice and 
guidance exists on how to organise assemblies, but there is almost 
nothing on how to embed them in the commissioning body. Our 
collective understanding about how best to prepare public admin-
istrations to receive and respond to recommendations is lacking.

For some advocates, only full implementation of the recommen-
dations agreed by assemblies is acceptable. Polish climate assembly 
practitioner Marcin Gerwin is famous for persuading mayors to 
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implement recommendations that achieve near consensus: 80 per 
cent or over support from assembly members. But even Gerwin has 
found that this promise of acceptance does not immediately lead 
to implementation. Agreed proposals still get stuck in the system.

The most that commissioners of assemblies are generally will-
ing to commit to is that they will seriously consider recommen-
dations. But ‘seriously consider’ hides a multitude of sins. It is a 
reasonable democratic expectation that commissioners publicly 
justify how they have responded to each of the recommendations: 
whether they are accepted, modified, rejected or still being con-
sidered. The concern is that commissioners ‘cherry-pick’ those 
recommendations that fit with existing policy and strategy or 
ideological worldviews.7

But justification is not always forthcoming. No wonder, in such 
circumstances, that assembly members and others committed to the 
assembly process can become even more politically disillusioned.

A few remits explicitly say something about what is to happen 
after the assembly reports. The terms of reference for Scotland’s  
Climate Assembly placed an expectation on government that it 
would formally respond to the assembly’s report within six months 
of receipt. The terms of reference for Irelands’ Citizens’ Assembly 
on Biodiversity Loss agreed by both Houses of Parliament clarifies 
the institutional steps after the assembly delivers its report:

On receipt, the Houses of the Oireachtas will refer the 
report of the Assembly for consideration to a relevant 
Committee of both Houses; the Committee will, in turn, 
bring its conclusions to the Houses for debate. Further-
more, the Government will provide in the Houses of 
the Oireachtas a response to each recommendation  
of the Assembly and, if accepting some or all of the rec-
ommendations, will indicate the timeframe it envisages 
for implementing those recommendations.8
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Such explicit definition of what is expected after the assembly 
finishes its work remains relatively unusual. Too often commis-
sioners make general promises that do not always materialise. 
The most infamous is the ‘no filter’ promise made by President 
Macron, not least because it left too much room for interpreta-
tion, with some arguing that it was a public promise to implement 
proposals. Disappointment follows.

Even assemblies that have carefully considered and resourced 
the follow-up process have not always succeeded in the degree of 
policy impact expected. Scotland is arguably a case in point.

Follow-Up in Scotland

In many ways the design of the follow-up to Scotland’s Climate 
Assembly was exemplary. The Climate Change Act placed a 
responsibility on the government to respond within six months 
to the report of the assembly. The Climate Change Division was 
given responsibility before the assembly started its work to co-
ordinate the government response. The governance bodies – the 
Secretariat and the Stewarding and Evidence Groups – remained 
in place to promote the assembly recommendations amongst 
politicians, public officials and stakeholders. They also provided 
capacity building and support to assembly members in meetings 
with politicians and public officials. Following the French prac-
tice, the assembly was reconvened to review the government’s 
response. Stakeholders were invited to sign Scotland’s Civic Char-
ter on Climate to support the assembly’s calls for action. 

But these sophisticated structures and processes were not 
enough. Why? 

First, the Covid pandemic delayed the start of the assembly 
which meant that its recommendations missed the relevant  
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climate policy cycle. Policy windows were no longer open  
and no dedicated resources were available to integrate assembly 
recommendations.

Second, while the Climate Change Act specified a government 
response to the assembly’s recommendations within six months, 
it had nothing to say about what happened afterwards. It did 
not specify long-term responsibility for action or any further 
accountability mechanisms. Once the government had made its 
official response, the team within the Climate Change Division no 
longer had responsibility to co-ordinate the government’s activi-
ties. Responsibility now rested with individual policy teams in the 
areas where the assembly had made recommendations but with 
no political requirement to report or monitor their actions.

Third, whereas in Ireland the role of parliament is clearly 
defined, this was not the case in Scotland. Parliament as a whole 
and the Net Zero Committee in particular were unclear about 
their own position in the follow-up process. 

Finally, two months after the additional assembly week-
end reviewing the government’s response, the financial year 
ended. The Secretariat, Stewarding Group and Evidence Group  
were disbanded. 

At that point, no one within the administration had overall 
responsibility to co-ordinate government action, no dedicated 
resources were available, and no monitoring processes were in 
place. Unwittingly, the additional eighth assembly weekend had 
become a de facto end point to the process. 

This does not mean that Scotland’s Climate Assembly has had 
no impact. Its ideas and recommendations continue to rever-
berate through the political system and civil society. Rather, it is 
indicative of how even well considered and resourced follow-up 
plans may not achieve expected outcomes.
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Follow-Up in Ireland and Luxembourg

So, what of those nations where impact on policy has been more 
obviously secured? 

The impact of Ireland’s first citizens’ assembly on climate law is 
in no small part because of the institutional structures and prac-
tices put in place to translate recommendations into the political 
system. The climate change report of Citizens’ Assembly 2016–
18 was received by parliament which established a joint parlia-
mentary committee to consider the recommendations. The joint 
committee’s report was submitted to government alongside the 
assembly’s report. The government’s response was co-ordinated 
by the Cabinet Secretary who has the power to ensure action on 
the part of departments and agencies. The Citizens’ Assembly on 
Biodiversity Loss is following the same process. In Ireland, the 
importance of tying in parliament oversight and support, and 
driving the administrative response from the core executive, have 
been critical to an effective response.

While not integrating parliament into the process, the recom-
mendations of Luxembourg’s Climate Citizens’ Council were 
received by the Prime Minister who had publicly commissioned 
the process. The government response was co-ordinated by his 
Chief of Staff. Like their counterpart in Ireland, the Chief of Staff 
and their team ensure that other ministries of state are taking the 
assembly recommendations seriously. They have the authority of 
the Prime Minister to demand and, importantly, check action. Lux-
embourg has gone one step further by regularly updating a publicly 
accessible Excel sheet with the status of recommendations. 

What is striking about Luxembourg is that by the generally 
agreed standards of citizens’ assemblies, it was a bit of a mess.  
As we discussed in the previous chapter, the assembly lacked 
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transparency, governance arrangements were limited and the 
organisers had to quickly design an extension to the assembly 
when it ran out of time and resources. We have the ironic out-
come that a not-so-well-designed assembly had a well-designed 
follow-up that led to impact on policy.

In both Ireland and Luxembourg another factor was at play. The 
assemblies were timed to contribute to ongoing policy develop-
ment. In both cases, the governments were preparing climate plans 
and organised the assemblies to feed directly into that process.

How to ensure that the enabling conditions are in place 
across electoral, political and administrative bodies to  
follow up in a way that increases the likelihood of impact 
on climate governance? 

Key success factors for effective follow-up are high-level 
support, well-considered structures and processes and 
champions of the assembly who have the licence, skills  
and capacities to negotiate their way around and across 
complex commissioning organisations. 

• The assembly is timed with relevant policy develop-
ment work. 

• Clarity in the remit as to when and how the commis-
sioner will provide a considered response to each of 
the recommendations of the assembly.

• Dedicated time and resources and clarity in respon-
sibilities, structures, processes and timelines estab-
lished before the assembly starts its work. 

• Responsibility for follow-up located within the core 
executive, with political leadership giving licence to 

(Box continued on next page)
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Box 3.2: Lessons for Follow-Up.

senior civil servants to drive the process. Parts of the  
public administration are likely to be resistant to  
the interventions of a climate assembly. Political  
support will be necessary to ensure responsiveness.

• Keeping civil servants involved in organising the 
assembly, along with stakeholder and evidence groups, 
in place after the assembly has reported to help dis-
seminate the recommendations across the adminis-
tration and through stakeholder networks. 

Two other lessons can be drawn that do not have universal 
support amongst assembly organisers and advocates: 

• Assembly members are generally the best advocates 
of their recommendations. Capacity building and 
training is necessary as participation in an assem-
bly does not prepare members to be able to engage 
with politicians, civil servants and the media. In the 
same way that civil servants will provide briefings to 
elected politicians, assembly organisers need to pro-
vide support to members.

• External monitoring put in place to oversee the 
action of public administrations. This can take differ-
ent forms. For example, reconvening the assembly a 
few months after the report is received to review gov-
ernment action or a scrutiny or accountability board 
made up of a selected group of assembly members 
(ensuring diversity is maintained) and potentially 
members of the advisory and evidence bodies.

(Box continued from previous page)
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Stakeholder Involvement

Remits that restrict assemblies to considering only the role 
of the state are relatively rare. Ireland’s two assemblies asked 
citizens to deliberate on state action in relation to climate and 
biodiversity loss. Amsterdam asked the same for its climate 
action at municipal level. Most remits, though, are more open, 
which means that some of the recommendations proposed by 
assemblies will be targeted at stakeholders beyond national 
government, whether this is some other level or agency of gov-
ernment, private companies, civil society organisations or the 
general public. 

How to ensure that these other stakeholders are motivated and 
feel some obligation to respond when they did not commission 
the assembly? 

The main strategy to facilitate buy-in is to integrate key stake-
holders from the very start of the process in the governance bod-
ies of the assembly and/or for them to act as witnesses, providing 
evidence when relevant. Stakeholder advisory bodies not only 
help to ensure balance across different interests, but also tie those 
who are likely to be affected by recommendations into the pro-
cess. Eva Saldaña, Director of Greenpeace Spain, has recounted 
how she was sceptical of assemblies until she took part in the gov-
ernance body for the national climate assembly. Through direct 
experience of the deliberations, she became an active champion 
of the process and its proposals.

The practice that emerged in Scotland, where the stakeholder 
Stewarding Group remained in place after the report had been 
delivered, ensured that key actors continued to engage with the 
assembly process. The Secretariat drew on the networks around 
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these stakeholders to promote the assembly’s report and to invite 
stakeholders beyond the Stewarding Group to sign a Civic Char-
ter in support of the assembly’s calls for action. 

The German city of Erlangen took the integration of a stake-
holder body one step further. Erlangen created a sequenced pro-
cess involving a local research institute, a stakeholder forum and 
a citizens’ assembly. The role of the institute was initially to scope 
the range of policies that would be needed for the city to become 
carbon neutral. These proposals were reviewed by the stakeholder 
forum and their response was then considered by the assembly. 
The cycle repeated. Technical experts to stakeholders to citizens. 
Having gone through this cycle three times, the assembly pro-
duced a final set of recommendations. Stakeholders were then 
invited to sign a City Declaration committing to work towards 
the agreed goals. Buy-in is arguably more extensive because the 
stakeholders have had a much more active and creative part to 
play in the overall process.

The desire to integrate stakeholders more effectively has  
led to innovation with designs where they engage directly with 
the randomly selected citizens. This happened in a more infor-
mal way in the French Citizens’ Convention for the Climate 
where a number of the proposals were co-constructed with 
active engagement with stakeholders. Others have formalised 
these interactions.

In Austria, the members of the Stakeholder Advisory Board 
of the Citizens’ Climate Council were invited to share posi-
tion papers with the assembly and a dedicated session mid-way 
through the work programme was designed so that stakeholders  
and assembly members could exchange ideas. The organisers  
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noticed variations in the level of commitment to the process, 
with the Chamber of Commerce and the Federation of Austrian 
Industries less engaged.

The French regional Citizens’ Convention for Climate and 
Biodiversity in Burgundy-Franche-Comté, organised in 2023–4, 
experimented with bringing stakeholders into the first day of the 
final two weekends of the assembly at the point where members 
are developing their recommendations. The first two weekends 
were members only, as they developed their knowledge and 
understanding of the climate and ecological crisis and its impact 
on the region, as well as their confidence and collective agency. 
Direct involvement of stakeholders recognises their significant 
knowledge and experience as well as strong interests in co-
designing policy proposals. In the end, though, the stakeholders 
leave the room. As in other assemblies, it is the citizens who make 
the final decisions. 

A more radical approach is taken by G1000 in the Nether-
lands, not to be confused with the original organisation of the  
same name in Belgium. G1000 Netherlands aims to create  
“the system in one room” by using democratic lottery to not 
only select a large body of everyday people but also stakeholders 
of different types, including public officials, civic activists and 
business leaders. While everyday people outnumber the other 
participants, the protective space for citizens is fundamentally 
rethought, with citizens and stakeholders working together 
from the very start of the process. A number of Dutch munici-
palities have commissioned G1000 assemblies. A comparison 
between their functionalities and those of more traditional  
climate assemblies has yet to be undertaken.
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Public Communication and Engagement

Climate assemblies involve only a small subset of the wider popu-
lation. A common criticism is that while members of assemblies 
have transformative experiences, this does not translate to wider 
publics. Most people have no idea that the assembly is happening. 

How can we ensure that the work and recommendations of 
assemblies resonate amongst broader publics?

Box 3.3: Lessons for Stakeholder Involvement.

It is more difficult to provide robust guidance given that 
experimentation with different ways of embedding stake-
holders within assemblies is still taking place. 

• Create opportunities for stakeholders to engage with 
the assembly process. At minimum, this should be 
in the form of a stakeholder advisory board. As with 
public officials, seeing citizens in action can change 
the perspective of stakeholders, and binding them 
into the process increases the likelihood that they 
will respond to recommendations that are within 
their sphere of responsibility.

• Consider creating opportunities for stakeholders 
to exchange and collaborate with members in the 
articulation and design of policy proposals or to pro-
vide feedback on draft proposals. Stakeholders bring 
vital knowledge and experience into the room. Care 
needs to be taken that they do not dominate assem-
bly members.
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If one of the expectations of assemblies is that they will increase 
the legitimacy and public acceptance of social action on climate, 
then the lack of broader public engagement is a problem. The 
argument here is that wider publics will be more willing to accept 
low-carbon transitions and adaptations to a warming planet when 
they know that people like themselves are part of the decision-
making process. They may also be more willing to press govern-
ment to act on assembly recommendations. 

Evidence from survey experiments supports this conjecture.9 
When survey respondents are introduced to the idea of a citizens’ 
assembly, we find that controversial policies tend to have broader 
support when they have been recommended by an assembly com-
pared to other established political institutions. The public seems 
to have more confidence and trust in the ‘everydayness’ of assem-
bly members and the process of learning and deliberation they 
have gone through. 

But this is survey evidence. If broader publics do not know 
when an assembly is happening in the real world, the expectation 
of public buy-in is in trouble. 

It is even more of a problem for those proponents of assemblies 
who see their value primarily in terms of contributing to public 
discourse, rather than influencing policy.10 A precondition is that 
the public are aware of assemblies.

Media Attention

In France, the Convention was remarkable in the extent to 
which its recommendations became a widespread topic of pub-
lic debate. In a 2021 survey, 70 per cent of respondents said 
they knew about the Convention, with 62 per cent supporting 
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Figure 3.2: The Austrian Citizens’ Climate Assembly © BMK/
Karo Pernegger.
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Figure 3.2: Continued.
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most of its recommendations.11 The Austrian Citizens’ Climate 
Assembly also had significant public recognition and support.

The recent Citizens’ Assembly on Biodiversity Loss in Ireland 
has generated a high level of media interest and raised the salience 
of the nature crisis amongst politicians and the public. Media and 
public interest is likely to increase when the government makes 
its response. 

Media attention on the other national assemblies has been more 
modest – and for advocates, frankly disappointing. Why is this?

Most have found it difficult to attract media attention, whether 
traditional or new media. As such they have not resonated with 
broader publics. Some of this can be put down to poor strategy 
and/or poor resourcing. Most assemblies rely heavily on ensuring 
transparency through an official website where the different ele-
ments of the lifecycle of the assembly are laid out: the recruitment 
process, streaming of the evidence provided to members, govern-
ance structures, etc. But this is not enough to attract and sustain 
media interest. 

The lack of familiarity with assemblies amongst journalists is a 
major stumbling block. The media needs to be courted and edu-
cated. The news value of assemblies is not immediately obvious to 
journalists for whom political conflict and polarisation are defin-
ing features of their analysis of democracy. The different elements 
of the lifecycle of an assembly need to be actively ‘sold’. 

This is precisely what the French and the Austrians aimed to 
achieve with their media strategies, both of which were well-
resourced. Both spent around €1 million – just under 10 per 
cent of the budget in France; around half in Austria – dwarfing 
the resources available to most other assemblies. In Austria and 
France, organisers actively educated journalists about the different  
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stages of the process, from recruitment through to government 
response. And both made members available for interview and 
engaged with social media influencers to extend their reach. The 
opportunity to personalise assemblies through stories of mem-
bers proved particularly attractive, especially for regional and 
local media outlets. 

Austria also employed two civil society engagement officers who 
were able to lead more in-depth communication with interested 
parties such as regional government climate and energy manag-
ers, climate NGOs and activists. They distributed a newsletter 
after every session of the assembly and continued their work rais-
ing the profile of the assembly after it had reported.

In terms of media interest, the French Convention had the 
advantage that it took place against the backdrop of significant 
social unrest and a weakened President who publicly associ-
ated himself with the process and appeared to have promised to 
implement the proposals. That has news value. While assembly 
members in both France and Austria organised themselves into a 
civic organisation once they had delivered their reports, Les 150 
in France gained much more media attention, again because of 
the way that the assembly had become part of public and political 
discourse. The failure in Austria by the government to respond 
formally to the assembly was reported but the debate was not as 
politically febrile as in France.

Political context can be critical. The Polish Citizens’ Assembly 
on Energy Costs enjoyed reasonably high media interest given 
its relatively meagre communications budget. In large part this is 
because it gained support from the main opposition party and the 
topic of the assembly gained salience with the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine and its effect on energy prices.
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Ireland is the other example where media attention on assem-
blies is high. The institutionalisation of assemblies has changed 
media attitudes. They happen fairly regularly and are taken seri-
ously by parliament and government. The significant political 
and constitutional impact of the recommendations on same sex 
marriage and abortion were a game changer for ensuring media 
interest. 

The climate recommendations of the Irish Citizens’ Assem-
bly 2016–18 did not register with the media because they were 
crowded out by the debate about the assembly’s abortion rec-
ommendations. In comparison, the Biodiversity Loss assem-
bly received significant media coverage during its work, with a 
respected RTÉ journalist attending regularly and publishing rel-
evant stories. Two TikTok influencers were invited to the launch 
and to follow the process to try to broaden the audience. While 
the Irish are more protective of their members, organisers still 
exploit the local and regional connections of assembly members. 
The independent Chair also plays an active role through media 
interviews and public appearances at major events – for example, 
the Chair of the Biodiversity Loss assembly met with the largest 
farming organisations at the national ploughing championships, 
Europe’s largest outdoor event.

Public Engagement

Communication tends to be one way, with organisers and advo-
cates attempting to get the message about an assembly out to the 
public via established and new media. For some assemblies, pub-
lic engagement has meant more than just one-way communica-
tion. The ambition has been to create a more proactive interaction 
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between wider publics and the assembly before, during and after 
the assembly. As with stakeholder engagement, this work remains 
fairly experimental. 

Before the assembly begins its work, the ambition of a small 
number of assemblies has been to involve the public in agenda-
setting: clarifying some aspect of the remit of the assembly. The 
organisers of the Spanish Citizens’ Assembly for the Climate 
created an online survey which enabled 1,500 submissions on 
potential themes to be addressed by the assembly. In Poland, 45 
local civic events of different scale and structure were organised 
that engaged around 700 people, with their ideas feeding into the 
framing of the nationwide assembly on energy costs. 

The most impressive pre-assembly engagement is arguably the 
National Conversation that took place before the People’s Assem-
bly for Nature in the UK. Over a four-week period, organisers 
received 30,000 submissions on people’s relationship with nature 
and how it could be protected. Thoughts and ideas were shared 
online and at 74 events across the UK, including Future Arts Cen-
tres, National Trust properties, schools and football clubs. These 
were presented in creative formats to members of the People’s 
Assembly to help inform their deliberations.12

A similarly sophisticated pre-assembly engagement exercise 
took place in Devon – a mainly rural county in the southwest 
of England.13 In 2019, Devon County Council convened a part-
nership of 27 organisations – the Devon Climate Emergency 
Response Group (DCERG) – to create a Carbon Plan. The first 
two steps of the process were expert hearings on a range of 
themes followed by a public call for evidence from anyone living 
or working in Devon. The third step was the climate assembly. 
The DCERG narrowed the assembly’s remit down to three policy 
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challenges that had consistently emerged from the stakeholder 
and public engagement exercises: renewable energy, car use and 
the retrofit of buildings.

Many assemblies invite public submissions while they are 
undertaking their work, typically through an online platform. 
These tend to be one way, with assembly members receiving input 
from those outside the process. For example, the French Conven-
tion received around 3,400 submissions. 

No climate assembly has attempted to replicate the more dia-
logical approach taken by the original British Columbia Citizens’ 
Assembly on Electoral Reform. During this process, members 
were supported to organise local community meetings where 
they took evidence directly from members of the public and local 
organised interest groups. Like most public meetings they tended 
to attract those who were already politically engaged, with strong 
views on the subject.

Austria stands alone with its digital experimentation with  
Pol.is – an argument mapping platform. Pol.is has distinctive fea-
tures. It allows participants to vote on statements (agree, disagree, 
unsure) and to add their own statements for review by others. 
Based on this engagement, the platform provides insights into 
where broad consensus and dissensus can be found on the state-
ments. Pol.is was designed by the social movement vTaiwan and 
has been adopted more widely for public engagement exercises 
by governments. But it had not been used in conjunction with a 
citizens’ assembly before. 

Midway through the assembly process, Pol.is was seeded 
with 200 statements from across the five workstreams based 
on emerging ideas from the members. Over 5,000 people par-
ticipated by voting on the assembly’s ideas and/or submitting 
their own statements. Over 5,700 statements were submitted 
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and around 833,000 votes were registered. This not only showed 
areas of public support for assembly ideas, but exposed areas of 
public contention, such as vegetarian/vegan diets, food afford-
ability and road pricing.

The Global Assembly took a different approach. Rather than ena-
bling public engagement to feed into the assembly, organisers used 
the Global Assembly as an opportunity to seed community assem-
blies across the world. Anyone who was interested could download 
a step-by-step guide on how to run a community assembly, includ-
ing recruiting a diverse group of participants, activities to explore 
the climate and ecological crisis, facilitating deep conversations 
and decision making. Organisers have limited data on how their 
resources were used, but they know that more than 370 people reg-
istered to run an assembly across at least 41 countries.14

Whether using rather old-fashioned public submissions or 
more sophisticated Pol.is data, the challenge faced by organisers 
and assembly members is always how to integrate this input. 

First, how and in what format to present the massive amount 
of data to assembly members without overwhelming them? After 
all, they are already having to process the extensive input from 
witnesses. In Ireland, for example, submissions are randomly 
allocated to different tables. 

Second, what value to place on this data? Engagement is likely 
to be from more politically engaged citizens and interest groups. 
Given the effort that assembly organisers place on ensuring a 
diverse body of members and balanced evidence in deliberations, 
it is difficult to figure out how best to manage and integrate less 
balanced input from wider publics during the process. We should 
expect further experimentation here.

Irish assemblies lead the way in post-assembly public engage-
ment through constitutional referendums, but as yet, these haven’t 
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taken place on climate or ecological issues. Following assemblies, 
the government has organised referendums on same-sex mar-
riage, abortion, age restrictions for the presidency and gender 
equality. In all cases, this is because the recommendations of the 
relevant assembly included one or more constitutional ammend-
ments, which under Irish law require a referendum to be imple-
mented. The Biodiversity Loss assembly has recommended four 
constitutional changes to substantive and procedural rights for 
humans and nonhuman nature. Whether the government will 
agree to put one or more of these to a referendum is yet to be seen.

In France, the assembly’s remit enabled members to propose 
referendums, alongside laws and regulations. Three out of the  
149 proposals were for referendums, all of which were blocked by 
the President or Parliament.

Some advocates of climate assemblies have proposed that rec-
ommendations be put directly to a public vote as a way of bypass-
ing political institutions. A recent proposal from the author and 
activist David van Reybrouck is that this should be done via ‘pref-
erendum’, where voters are able to indicate the extent of their sup-
port for propositions rather than a crude yes or no.15 Regardless 
of the merits of linking assemblies with referendums, it is unclear 
quite how the large number of proposals that emerge from climate 
assemblies could be put to a public vote in a way that ensures rea-
sonable levels of understanding and debate across wider publics.

Organisers and advocates are still trying to figure out how 
best to interest the media in climate assemblies and to 
engage the wider public in their work. Some lessons can be 
drawn from current practice.

(Box continued on next page)
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• Organisers and advocates need to develop media and 
communication strategies that are sensitive to the 
different elements of assemblies – recruitment, evi-
dence, deliberation, recommendations, follow-up, 
etc. Different approaches may be needed at different 
points in the assembly lifecycle.

• A balance needs to be struck between media access 
and protection of members and their deliberations. 
Training needs to be given to those members who 
are interested in engaging with the media.

• Active outreach and capacity building is often needed 
to engage journalists and social media influencers 
who will generally be unfamiliar with assemblies.

• Personal stories of members are particularly attrac-
tive to the media – as are recommendations in areas 
of social contestation (e.g., diet and mobility). The 
latter may be frustrating to organisers, but it is 
impossible to control.

• The potential to organise public engagement around 
assemblies has generally been underexploited.  
This can be both an opportunity to feed ideas into 
the assembly from outside – from setting the remit 
to feedback on draft recommendations – and to 
seed community conversations using material from  
the assembly. 

• Careful consideration needs to be given about how 
and in what format the input from wider publics is to 
be integrated into the assembly’s work.

Box 3.4: Lessons for Public Communication and Engagement.

(Box continued from previous page)





CHAPTER 4

Where Next for Climate Assemblies?

When you’re in the middle of the action, it is difficult to get 
the distance necessary to make sound judgements about future 
trends. But let’s give it a go.

It is less than five years since the French Convention began its 
work. But we are now in a different place. At least 200 climate 
assemblies of varying quality have been organised in the inter-
vening period. We have learned a lot about what works and what 
does not. Thanks to intiatives like the Knowledge Network on 
Climate Assemblies (KNOCA), those commissioning, designing 
and organising assemblies are in a much better place to imple-
ment processes that impact climate governance and broader 
public debate. We are well aware of the importance of getting 
the remit, follow-up, communication and public and stakeholder 
engagement right.

Much of what has happened over the last five years is based on 
modifications to the standard operating model – i.e., assemblies 
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commissioned by government that last a defined period of time 
before delivering a report and recommendations.

This standard operating model of climate assemblies is likely to 
remain the most common practice for the time being. The ques-
tion is what happens next. Can assemblies become a more central 
part of climate governance in a way that helps us address the cli-
mate and ecological crisis more effectively?

Having seen waves of other forms of participation, we have rea-
son to be worried. Participatory budgeting (PB) in the late 1990s 
and early 2000s is a salutary lesson for democratic innovation. 
PB is a form of citizen participation in which citizens are given 
direct control over the allocation of parts of the municipal budget. 
Originating in the Brazilian city of Porto Alegre, PB spread across 
Brazil, Latin America and then across other continents. Everyone 
wanted to be part of the wave. It has been estimated that over 
7,000 PBs have taken place across the world. The original Bra-
zilian model rested on significant state restructuring to deliver 
impressive social justice outcomes. But with diffusion came the 
watering down of the radical edge. Later PBs were a shadow of 
the earlier democratic innovation.1 PB lost its lustre. Its rise was 
followed by a plateau of less impactful practice and then a decline 
in activity as people looked for the next big thing. We still find 
niches where PB remains vibrant, but not the global movement of 
democratic and social change that many had hoped for. Is this to 
be the fate of climate assemblies?

That is one possible future. An alternative sees a second wave 
of climate assemblies that is qualitatively different from the first 
and which deepens the democratic and transformative character 
of climate governance. At least four intriguing developments are 
likely to shape this future. 



Where Next for Climate Assemblies? 121

The first is a shift from one-off assemblies to permanent bod-
ies. The second, climate assemblies organised by civil society 
independent from and at times challenging the state. Third, the 
embedding of systems thinking within assemblies in recognition 
of the systematic nature of the crises we are facing. And finally, a 
dynamic movement for assemblies that reaches from public offi-
cials to radical social movement activists. 

Some of these developments point in different directions, so 
the trajectory of the next wave of assemblies is far from clearcut. 
Again, these reflections focus on the experience of assemblies 
in Europe. How well they travel to other parts of the world  
is unclear.

Permanent Assemblies

In 2022, Brussels and Milan city administrations broke the mould.2 
The standard operating model of one-off assemblies was replaced 
with bodies that were intended to be new permanent features of 
municipal climate governance. The two assemblies work in dif-
ferent ways, but the principle is the same: a regular annual cycle 
feeds citizens’ recommendations into decision making in the 
city. The two cities have built on the ground-breaking permanent 
assemblies in the East Belgium region and Paris. These first two 
assemblies work on any policy issue that citizens find relevant. In 
the case of Brussels and Milan, the assemblies’ remits are focused 
on climate.

The first one hundred members of the Brussels Capital-Region 
climate assembly were selected by democratic lottery in late 2022. 
They worked together between February and April 2023 and sub-
mitted recommendations to the government in June 2023. The 



122 We Need To Talk About Climate

government provided initial feedback in September 2023 and a 
more detailed explanation of its actions is required within a year. 
So far so similar to the standard operating model. The difference? 
In 2024, the cycle began again with a new set of Brussels residents 
drawn by lot. Figure 4.1 summaries the basic structure of the  
permanent assembly.

The first cycle worked on an agenda set by the municipal gov-
ernment. It focused on housing, renovation and greening the city. 
The remits of future cycles will be set by a group of 25 members of 
the previous assembly – the agenda committee – after consulting 
with the government, political parties and other stake holders. 
Having experienced a remit with three separate issues, the citi-
zens decided that the second cycle of the assembly would deal 
with a single issue. They chose food and nutrition having been 
advised that it would be timely for policy development in this area 
as the government was about to prepare a revision to its current 
policy and programmes.

Another neat innovation of the Brussels assembly that could be 
taken up by standard one-off assemblies is the creation of a follow-
up committee made up of ten members of that year’s assembly to 
oversee government action on their recommendations. They have 
the right to meet with ministers at least twice and can ask to meet 
anyone from the administration or cabinet to be informed about 
government activities.

The Milan permanent assembly also works on an annual  
cycle. The main difference with Brussels is that its focus is on the 
implementation of the municipal Air and Climate Plan that is in 
place until at least 2030. The Plan aims to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions, improve air quality and combat the effects of climate 
change. The assembly considers how existing policies within the 
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Figure 4.1: The Brussels Permanent Climate Assembly © Euro-
pean Climate Foundation.
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plan are best delivered and can assess the actions of the munici-
pality in its delivery of policies. 

One innovation that Milan tested and then dropped is more 
regular rotation of membership, with 50 per cent of the assem-
bly being replaced halfway through the annual cycle. The aim 
was to constantly refresh the citizen body. Organisers found this 
undermined the consistency of the work programme as time and 
energy was put into bringing new members up to speed. Rotation 
is a critical complement to sortition in permanent bodies, but it 
needs to be timed with the completion of tasks.

Whereas the Brussels assembly is empowered to generate new 
policy proposals, in Milan members are limited to considering 
the design, implementation and evaluation of policies already 
adopted by the city. Two permanent assemblies; two different 
models. Brussels is an assembly primarily tied to the executive 
branch of government, whereas Milan primarily deals with the 
administrative branch. Milan has a more constrained agenda. It 
cannot propose new climate policy. But it has a potential advan-
tage in only having to work with the bureaucracy and not requir-
ing interactions with elected politicians.

Why Permanency? 

The climate and ecological crisis is in constant flux. A single, 
one-off assembly cannot hope to ‘solve’ this multi-dimensional 
crisis in one shot. Contexts keep changing. Environmental con-
ditions keep shifting. Our knowledge and technology evolve. 
Policy windows open and close. Political and social attitudes 
adapt. Mitigation and adaptation strategies require constant pol-
icy adjustments, and new and increasingly complex challenges 
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emerge. We need a participatory structure that can be responsive 
to those shifts. 

A permanent structure has other advantages. As discussed ear-
lier, political and bureaucratic actors can be resistant to assem-
blies. They are unfamiliar and often sceptical of this way of doing 
politics. A permanent body enables public authorities and other 
stakeholders to adapt their working practices to citizen input. 
Over time, culture change and embedding is more likely. Recom-
mendations are more likely to have a favourable reception. And a 
more permanent structure can improve oversight and monitoring 
of action on recommendations. 

Permanency enables learning from each cycle. Assuming room 
for reflexivity and innovation, the working practices of perma-
nent assemblies and the structures and practices of the commis-
sioning authority can be refined over time. 

Permanency also promises broader social impact. Knowledge 
and understanding of climate assemblies will increase as more 
citizens receive invitations and participate in the process – or at 
least know someone who has. The more people are aware of and 
directly experience assemblies, the larger the potential transform-
ative effect. The hope too is that permanency can build public  
trust and legitimacy in this more democratic form of climate  
governance – assuming the commissioner and other stakeholders  
are responsive to the assembly. A permanent assembly promises to 
be a counterpower within climate governance against established 
economic, social and political interests and electoral dynamics 
that are a break on transformation. 

We have seen some of these impacts in Ireland. However,  
permanency distinguishes Brussels and Milan from what is hap-
pening there. Citizens’ assemblies have been institutionalised 
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and embedded in Ireland: the national government has commis-
sioned six since 2013, with a commitment from political parties 
to run more in the future. But the number of future assemblies 
and their remits rests with the political class. While the first 
assembly dealt with climate and a more recent one has exam-
ined biodiversity loss, it is not at all clear if these topics will be 
returned to in future. Brussels and Milan ensure that climate is 
continually considered.

But permanent assemblies can have limitations. Sceptics worry 
that they may prove nothing more than an elaborate and expen-
sive example of citizen-washing – engaging citizens to simply 
legitimise existing government (in)activity. The hope is that 
where power lies with citizens to set the agenda and to monitor 
government action, citizen-washing is less likely. 

While both the Brussels and Milan assemblies are codified – 
they have legal or regulatory status – that does not mean that they  
will be taken seriously. Codification alone does not ensure par-
ticipation is embedded within climate governance. Permanent 
bodies need resourcing. A number of high-profile participatory 
processes – from the celebrated participatory budgeting in Porto 
Alegre in Brazil to the innovative and experimental NHS Citi-
zen in the UK – suffered slow deaths from under-resourcing and  
de-prioritisation.3 If these permanent assemblies are to be success-
ful in the long run, they need to build and sustain political and 
public commitment and support.

Brussels and Milan are first movers. Other European cities 
and regions have started permanent processes (Rouen) and are 
in the planning stages (Catalonia, Copenhagen). What future 
models for permanent climate assemblies will emerge is an open 
question. The assemblies in Brussels and Milan have already 
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established an interesting array of powers: the empowerment of 
selected residents in Brussels to set the agenda and to engage in 
meaningful oversight of government action on their recommen-
dations; and the capacity of members in Milan to scrutinise gov-
ernment implementation of its municipal climate plan. These are 
all intriguing developments. 

Where permanent bodies prove their worth, we might reason-
ably imagine extensions of their powers. This might include the 
practice developed initially in a few Polish municipalities where 
assemblies are given decision making rights. Where there is near 
consensus amongst members, the commissioning body has a 
duty to implement. 

But we should not understand empowerment as simply full 
decision-making power or nothing. A more nuanced range of 
powers might include the power to review government propos-
als and to delay actions where the assembly believes policy runs 
against meaningful climate action. Or for the assembly to propose 
policy developments which require a supermajority of elected 
chambers to halt. Or the right of the assembly to send one or 
more of its proposals to referendum (or preferendum). 

Innovation in permanent assembly practice may take a number 
of different directions.

Assemblies Beyond the State

The mental model of success that most advocates of assemblies 
hold is governments commissioning and responding to regular  
assemblies, with the embedding of permanent assemblies by  
government as the ideal. Challenging that assumption is a number  
of climate assemblies organised by non-state organisations and 
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actors, such as civil society organisations and academic research-
ers. Four of the national assemblies to date have been organised in 
this way, a small number at sub-national levels and one at trans-
national level.4

A number of these initiatives have been demonstration projects 
aimed at persuading government to take up the mantle and com-
mission assemblies themselves. Or they have been organised by 
researchers with the primary intention of analysing the delibera-
tive qualities of these participatory spaces. These demonstration 
and research projects are often the least interesting examples.

Way more interesting are those assemblies that have been organ-
ised explicitly to challenge inaction on the part of government and 
other societal actors.

The German Citizens’ Assembly for Climate, for example, was 
organised by the civil society organisations BürgerBegehren Kli-
maschutz (Citizens’ Climate Protection Initiative) and Scientists 
for Future. Their primary aim was for the assembly to raise the 
profile of climate policy amongst political parties during the fed-
eral election and the coalition negotiations and policy develop-
ment that followed. 

A number of citizens’ assemblies – including on aspects of 
climate policy – have been run independently across Central 
and Eastern Europe. The national Polish Citizens’ Assembly on 
Energy Costs was organised by the Shipyard Foundation5 and the 
Climate Assembly in Skopje on endemic air pollution in the city 
was organised by the Zip Institute. In these cases, the assemblies 
were organised by respected civil society organisations to dem-
onstrate robust democratic practice in explicit contrast to widely 
distrusted public authorities. Their end goal is for assemblies to 
be part of the rebuilding of democratic climate governance.
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The People’s Assembly on Nature was commissioned by  
three respected conservation organisations in the UK: the  
Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), the World 
Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) and the National Trust. These 
are mainstream civil society organisations that have embraced 
this deliberative democratic method in recognition of the  
limitations of their existing advocacy and campaigning strate-
gies. The assembly created the People’s Plan for Nature that set 
out 26 calls for action targeted at national governments, local 
governments, businesses, charities and NGOs, individuals  
and communities.

For the three commissioning bodies, the Plan is a different 
type of intervention into the politics of nature. It is not the voice 
of professional advocates or activists, but rather the considered 
judgements of a diverse group of ordinary, everyday citizens. 
It does not necessarily line up with all of their priorities, but 
the commissioners and other nature NGOs are integrating the 
assembly’s vision and calls for action into their policy advocacy 
and campaigning activities. It may well be a new model of the 
use of citizens’ assemblies. Similar to the German assembly, the 
endgame is for civil society organisations to commission these 
processes as a way of opening up and altering the dynamics of 
political space.

The Swedish Climate Assembly has been organised by a con-
sortium of researchers led by the Stockholm Resilience Centre, an 
international research centre on resilience and sustainability sci-
ence. Unlike other purely academic projects, the organisers have 
the explicit aim for the assembly to contribute to public and polit-
ical discourse on Sweden’s commitment to and action on the Paris 
Agreement in a context of perceived government backsliding.  
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Figure 4.2: UK – People’s Assembly on Nature © Jemima Stubbs/
www.involve.org.uk.

https://www.involve.org.uk
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Figure 4.2: Continued.
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At the time of writing, the assembly has only just begun its work, 
so it is unclear how the strategy will unfold.

A proposed national assembly in Norway has similar aims of 
catalysing public debate and action. In this case, the target is 
Norway’s growing oil and gas wealth in times of climate and  
ecological crisis. The main political parties are committed 
to continue fossil fuel extraction and are not questioning the 
profits of the sovereign wealth fund which have increased sig-
nificantly because of the war in Ukraine. It is these profits of 
extraction that resource the generous pensions and welfare state 
enjoyed by Norwegians. For a coalition of humanitarian and 
other civil society organisations, brought together by the not-
for-profit organisation SoCentral, these contradictions need to 
be the subject of public and political debate. Hence a climate 
assembly organised independently of the state.

We are also seeing the emergence of assemblies taking place 
within organisations to consider the implications of climate for 
their operations. One example is the Assembly of the Transition. 
organised at the University of Lausanne in Switzterland, that 
brings together academic and administrative staff and students 
selected by lottery. It aims to reflect the diversity of the univer-
sity community in focusing action on ‘the overall goal of bringing 
its impacts within planetary boundaries while ensuring the basic 
needs and well-being of all.’6 I am aware of activists within the 
aviation industry in the UK working towards a climate assembly 
for workers to consider how it can transition in the face of the 
climate and ecological crisis.

These civil society and other non-state commissioned assemblies 
can be understood as explicit countervailing powers against inac-
tion by government and other social and economic institutions. 
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They explicitly challenge the status quo in different ways, but do 
not eschew the political system as a whole. 

A more radical position within social movements is discerni-
ble, one that more explicitly challenges the system. Roger Hallam, 
founder of Extinction Rebellion (XR) and the Humanity Project, 
goes as far as to argue that citizens’ assemblies could be a ‘revo-
lutionary confrontation with the carbon state.’7 The logic here is 
that if government is dysfunctional and captured by entrenched 
interests, then we should not be surprised when assemblies (even 
those commissioned by civil society organisations) have relatively 
little impact. Better to create assemblies independent of the state 
that can act as a different sort of countervailing power against 
government and corporate interests. A power that challenges the 
very logic and legitimacy of our governing institutions and car-
bon-based economy. In this scenario, climate assemblies become 
explicitly more political. The state cannot and will not provide 
the political space to challenge the current system and its logics. 
Climate assemblies are vanguards of a more authentic democratic 
governance to come. 

For some of its organisers and advocates, the Global Assembly 
can be thought of in these more oppositional terms. The assem-
bly was explicitly organised independently of any of the exist-
ing institutions of global governance and national governments. 
Debate rages as to whether future iterations of the Global Assem-
bly should maintain this independence or whether it should dock 
with particular institutions. Radical and more mainstream inter-
pretations of its future co-exist.

Organisation by non-state actors offers different potential tra-
jectories for climate assemblies in which creating these inde-
pendent deliberative spaces is a much more political act, often as 
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a form of direct contestation with and against state power. In so 
doing, it raises a distinct set of challenges about how to establish 
robust governance and set remits in this context and how to com-
municate with and engage broader publics. How can civil soci-
ety organisations ensure integrity in the design and delivery of 
climate assemblies such that assemblies are recognised as legiti-
mate? How can pathways to impact be defined and realised when 
the state is not commissioning the assembly or willingly receiving 
its recommendations?

This is uncomfortable territory for some within the citizens’ 
assembly community of practice who see their role as supple-
menting liberal democratic politics – definitely not in confronta-
tional or oppositional terms. For others, it is the cutting edge of 
practice and the vanguard for a revitalised democratic politics to 
address our planetary crisis.

Systems Thinking

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)  
and the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodi-
versity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) are clear that systems 
change is necessary to respond to the climate and ecological 
crisis. For the IPCC, ‘Limiting global warming to 1.5 degrees 
Celsius would require rapid, far-reaching and unprecedented 
changes in all aspects of society.’8 Similarly, the IPBES states: 
‘Goals for conserving and sustainably using nature and achiev-
ing sustainability cannot be met by current trajectories, and 
goals for 2030 and beyond may only be achieved through 
transformative changes across economic, social, political and 
 technological factors.’9
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A deep and troubling critique of climate assemblies as currently 
organised is that they fail to take the systemic nature of the cli-
mate and ecological crisis seriously enough. Assemblies generate 
vision statements and a range of recommendations for action that 
go well beyond current commitments of most governments and 
political parties. But do they go far enough? 

The concern is that assemblies are generally not framed or struc-
tured to support systems thinking: that is, to comprehensively 
analyse interactions between policy domains, the externalities of 
policies (e.g., the impact of supply chains on vulnerable geogra-
phies) or the structural causes of the climate and ecological crisis 
and the types of transformations that may be needed to respond 
effectively. Rather assemblies tend to focus on and produce rec-
ommendations across a number of different policy areas without 
necessarily considering these broader dynamics.

It is not that citizens cannot think systematically or are not 
willing to consider systems change. We can find reference to ele-
ments of systems change within assembly reports. For example, 
Scotland’s Climate Assembly challenged the focus on economic 
growth and GDP. A recommendation from the Spanish Climate 
Assembly makes the case for enhancing information on degrowth. 
But these ideas are not developed in detail and most of the reports 
are focused on specific areas of policy.

An analysis of the recommendations of the French Convention 
by the think tank IDDRI suggests that many of them had trans-
formative implications:

The scope of what is proposed incorporates a large num-
ber of components (social justice, innovation, adver-
tising, education, trade policy, circular economy, etc.) 
and indicates willingness to refocus every dimension of  
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our society on the climate priority. It shows the need  
to radically transform our entire economic system and 
our lifestyles.10

But Claire Mellier, one of the initiators of the Global Assembly 
and Stuart Capstick, an environmental social scientist, contend 
that systems thinking is constrained by the way that most assem-
blies are broken into workstreams focused on particular policy 
areas. When members in the French Convention raised issues 
about the nature of growth, GDP and the impact of the profit 
motive as blockages to the transition in the first weekend session, 
this did not fit with the more policy-centric approach defined by 
the Governance Committee. As Mellier and Capstick argue: 

Despite the fact that the Convention’s process was shaped 
by citizens much more than other climate citizens’ 
assemblies, the process still did not allow, for example, 
discussion about the political economy and critical soci-
etal indicators such as GDP in connection with alterna-
tive models of development, oil and gas subsidies, the 
financial system, or the leverage that banks or pensions 
schemes have in the climate and ecological crisis.11

As the political scientist David Kahane contends,‘if you believe 
that climate change is a symptom of deeper pathologies in social, 
economic, and political systems that require deep transformation 
or revolution’, then we need to rethink how assemblies are framed 
and structured to enable systems thinking.12

Why is this not done? Kahane believes that it is down to a com-
bination of the pressure of time to organise assemblies, the lack 
of ready-to-hand language and tools and the strength of underly-
ing assumptions amongst the community of deliberative practice 
that tends to privilege more reformist, piecemeal approaches to 



Where Next for Climate Assemblies? 137

change. It is hard to disrupt our established ways of doing things –  
including the way we organise deliberative processes. 

We can add an additional explanation. It is hard to imagine 
many governments being willing to commission assemblies that 
are framed to consider widespread transformative change – even 
if it is precisely that sort of change the IPCC, IPBES and other 
established scientific bodies are recommending. When govern-
ments are so implicated in current economic and social systems, 
will they sanction assemblies where our current growth model, 
climate injustices and colonial implications of the climate and 
ecological crisis are front and centre? 

This may well be where civil society-led assemblies have an 
advantage in their capacity to experiment and create democratic 
spaces where more structural and systemic questions are raised. 
We can see elements of this, for example, in the way that the Nor-
wegian assembly proposes to bring into question the contradic-
tions of the country’s growing oil and gas wealth. But it’s not easy 
to do. Even the Global Assembly was criticised for taking too 
much of an ‘eco-modernist’ approach which did not give space 
for alternative worldviews.13

What might more systems-focused assemblies look like? We 
can answer this in at least two ways: the integration of tools and 
techniques to promote systems thinking; and the extension of the 
constituency of the assembly.

Systems Tools and Techniques

Distinct fields of systems modelling, scenario planning and sys-
temic design exist that could inform the design and delivery of 
climate assemblies. But the connections between these fields and 
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those working on citizens’ assemblies are tenuous. Our experi-
ence in KNOCA of trying to bring these worlds together has been 
challenging given the different languages the communities use. 
It is noticeable, for example, that when scenario planners talk 
of public participation, they tend to be thinking of stakeholder 
engagement. They primarily work with organisations and institu-
tions with specialist knowledge and resources to shape the sys-
tem. Citizens’ assemblies are very different participatory spaces.

Experimentation is happening. For each of Climate Assembly 
UK’s workstreams, the Expert Leads presented three scenarios. 
Members were able to consider and vote on policies within those 
scenarios and between the scenarios themselves. These included 
transformational proposals within the policy streams, although 
deliberations on broader cross-cutting structural questions were 
not facilitated.

Scotland’s Climate Assembly used scenarios and storytelling to 
extend members’ imagination through four fictional stories of a day 
in the life of a person living in Scotland in 2040, developed in collab-
oration with the international sustainability organisation, Forum for 
the Future.14 The four stories were used as the basis for small group 
work exploring potential barriers and opportunities for change at 
different levels – individuals, households, organisations. 

The organisers of Grenoble’s Citizens’ Convention for the Cli-
mate used the reference pathways for carbon neutrality published 
by the French Agency for Ecological Transition to develop terri-
tory-specific scenarios. These informed members’ vision for the 
region and the development of recommendations in an iterative 
movement between scenarios, vision and proposals. 

The organisers of the Swedish Climate Assembly include spe-
cialists in systems modelling. Over a number of months in prepa-
ration for the assembly, they considered how to integrate different 
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approaches to modelling. Models that interrogate how systems 
are connected. Models that emphasise system dynamics such 
as feedbacks, time lags, stocks and flows. Models that focus on 
indirect drivers and barriers to change, be they events, patterns, 
trends, underlying structures and mental models.15 Their con-
cern, though, is that such models could overwhelm members of 
assemblies, giving undue status to a range of hidden judgements 
and assumptions. They became much more attracted to bottom-
up participatory approaches that can increase citizens’ agency by 
helping them to understand the interconnected nature of the cli-
mate and ecological crisis, craft their own collective models and 
interrogate structural drivers. Recognising and wrestling with the 
potential tensions between modelling and deliberation is itself a 
first step. The next will be further experimentation.

Mellier and Capstick are also less inclined to go down the more 
formal modelling route, instead arguing that systemic design has 
a large toolkit of methods that can help organisers craft and run 
processes that ‘are more attentive to complex, interacting dynam-
ics.’16 Their preferred approach is to combine an introduction to 
critical and systems thinking, sessions that bring different per-
spectives to bear on the political economy of climate change and 
alternative economic models, and an acknowledgment of dif-
ferent worldviews on the climate and ecological crisis. They are 
particularly exercised about the need to build the capacity of 
members (and practitioners) to be able to explore the different 
ways that power is exercised in society – and the assembly itself.

Expanding the Constituency of Assemblies

A second approach to transformative thinking is to consider who 
is in the room. A hard-won lesson from feminist and racial justice 
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activists is that if key parts of the social system are not present, 
then their interests are unlikely to be considered. What might this 
mean for assemblies?

In the last chapter, we mentioned the practice developed by 
G1000 Netherlands of bringing ‘the system in one room’ by mix-
ing randomly selected citizens with actors from political, social 
and cultural institutions and organisations. While this more accu-
rately reflects the broader social system, whether it is more likely 
to encourage transformative thinking is an open question. 

One way of bringing the impact of the current system to the fore 
is to ensure that those most vulnerable to the climate and ecologi-
cal crisis are present amongst the members of the assembly. Work 
by feminist scholars has made it clear just how important it is for 
women and minority groups to be present in a critical mass in 
political spaces. The tendency of assembly organisers to ensure 
the inclusion of one or two indigenous peoples, for example, is 
often not much more than tokenism. 

A common response is to argue that it is enough for the assem-
bly to hear stories directly from witnesses from vulnerable social 
groups. The organisers of the early Irish assemblies often speak of 
the way that hearing directly from children of same sex partners 
and from those who experienced a lack of access to abortion ser-
vices shifted preconceptions. 

But this only gets us so far. We need to ensure that the experi-
ence of being vulnerable to the climate and ecological crisis has 
a distinct presence within the deliberating body and is not just 
another piece of evidence. This may require substantially over-
sampling particular social groups. This is anathema to many advo-
cates of assemblies for whom the strong resemblance between 
the characteristics of the assembly and the broader population is  
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fundamental for its legitimacy. It raises the question of whether 
public identification with an assembly is undermined if we engage 
in affirmative action, where some groups are over-represented in 
recognition of their vulnerabilities. Concerns about climate and 
ecological justice and seeking to right historical wrongs may well 
clash with concerns about perceived legitimacy.

Even more contentious is the argument that systems thinking 
requires us to directly involve non-compatriots: people living out-
side the political jurisdiction of the assembly but affected by the 
decisions that will be made. The case of those living in areas of 
the Global South despoiled by mining of rare metals that fuel the 
green transition in Europe is an obvious example. What status 
should peoples from these impacted communities have in climate 
assemblies in Europe? This is a classic problem for democratic 
theory. The principle that all those affected by a decision should 
be included makes sense philosophically. However, politically it is 
hard to imagine a public authority sanctioning membership of an 
assembly for non-residents. 

The long-term impacts of climate policy bring into question the  
status of future generations within assemblies. After all, they 
will suffer more of the direct impacts of a warming world. One 
approach is to directly involve young people. The Youth Climate 
Assembly in the Idra-Viru region of Estonia, for example, brought 
together 33 randomly selected young people between 16–29 years 
of age to influence the future of a region that has relied heavily on 
the economic contribution of oil shale mining and burning. 

More recent experimentation has involved even younger chil-
dren. The Children and Young People’s Assembly on Biodiver-
sity Loss, involving members aged 7–17, ran in parallel and fed 
its recommendations into the adult process. Scotland’s Climate 



142 We Need To Talk About Climate

Assembly ran a process engaging school children. The designer 
of these processes, Katie Reid, has made the case for exploring 
intergenerational dialogue within a single assembly rather than 
separate assemblies and processes.17

Engaging children and young people gets us so far. But what 
about unborn generations, particularly those more distant? 
Assembly and assembly-like processes are experimenting with 
how the interests of future generations might be incorporated.18 
Missions Publiques, the French participation organisation, is 
incorporating the seventh-generation principle as a way of decen-
tring the interests of current generations with noticeable effects on 
the orientation of members. Future Design, a process developed 
by the Japanese economist Tatsuyoshi Saijo, asks participants to 
consider proposals as if they were living 50 to 100 years in the 
future. To give them a sense of the importance of the task, organ-
isers ask them to dress in ceremonial robes as part of the process. 

A category of inclusion that pushes the design and practice of 
assemblies even further is nonhuman nature. An increasingly 
common approach is to leave the confines of the assembly room 
and spend time in those spaces and places that could be deeply 
affected by decisions. The Irish Citizens’ Assembly on Biodiversity 
Loss included field trips to different ecologically sensitive sites to 
give members first-hand experience of what they were deliberat-
ing about. For many, it was their first time in such environments. 
The Children and Young People’s Assembly that ran in parallel 
undertook some of its work outside in more natural surround-
ings. Other more creative approaches ask members to take on the 
role of different nonhuman entities and even ecosystems so that 
members can consider how they will be affected by any decision, 
often through forms of guided meditation. Such techniques are at 



Where Next for Climate Assemblies? 143

the leading edge of assembly practice – and, not surprisingly, are 
for some controversial and one step too far.

Systems thinking is a huge challenge for the commissioning, 
design, implementation and evaluation of climate assemblies – 
and for thinking about what meaningful impact means. How far 
can assemblies integrate systems and scenario modelling? How 
far can they expand the constituency of assemblies? How much 
transformational work can we expect assemblies to do – and with 
what effect? 

It is an open question as to whether these challenges will 
encourage a new generation of climate assembly practice or put 
too much pressure on assemblies and break the model.

Building a Movement

Climate assemblies have an intriguing range of advocates. From 
elected and appointed officials through to activists within radi-
cal social movements. From practitioners designing and deliver-
ing assemblies to academics. From those looking to improve the 
efficiency and effectiveness of climate governance to those who 
see assemblies as a building block for a new democratic politics 
that will enable us to collectively face the worsening climate and 
ecological crisis.

The diversity of this growing movement for climate assemblies is 
unusual for a relatively new, niche institution. As with assemblies 
themselves, diversity is a strength but also throws up challenges.

Chances are many people have come across the idea of citizens’ 
assemblies through the activism of social movements such as 
XR. One of the core demands of XR is for governments to estab-
lish an empowered citizens’ assembly on climate and ecological  
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justice.19 I must admit to being rather surprised during XR’s  
uprising in Autumn 2019 to discover that Whitehall – the main 
road running from Trafalgar Square to Parliament in London – was 
occupied for days by activists with banners and slogans declaring 
‘Citizens’ Assemblies Now’. As XR spread across the globe, so too 
did knowledge of and support for citizens’ assemblies. For many 
social movement activists, climate assemblies are a shorthand for a 
new way of doing democracy, one that challenges and disempowers 
entrenched interests that are resisting climate and ecological action. 
Their vision of climate assemblies is the empowerment of citizens 
to make decisions where governments fear to tread. 

At the same time, public authorities are struggling with climate 
governance in a context, particularly in Europe, where many 
have committed to Net Zero. When many authorities declared a 
climate and ecological emergency, the continued pressure from 
social movements like XR and the youth-led Fridays for Future 
raised the profile of climate assemblies as a policy option. So too 
did the success of the Irish in dealing with abortion. Elected and 
appointed officials had evidence that assemblies could work and 
saw them as the ‘next big thing’. And a small number of practi-
tioner organisations with experience in running deliberative pro-
cesses were available to work with public authorities to deliver 
assemblies. The stars were aligned.

But it is an odd movement. Most active in Europe are practi-
tioners who design and deliver deliberative processes (not just 
on climate), activists associated with more radical climate move-
ments, academics working on different aspects of deliberative 
democracy and a few public officials and politicians who have had 
direct experience of climate assemblies and found them transfor-
mational to their ways of working. 
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KNOCA has played a key role in bringing these different 
actors together, building the knowledge base and helping to 
shape future practice. KNOCA was established by the European 
Climate Foundation (ECF) in 2021. ECF’s interest in assem-
blies comes from the top. Its CEO, Laurence Tubiana, was one 
of the co-Chairs of the Governance Committee of the French 
Citizens’ Convention for the Climate and was convinced that 
we need a better understanding of the role that assemblies 
could play. A declaration of interest – I am the founding Chair  
of KNOCA!

KNOCA has over 700 individuals as part of its community.  
A decision was made not to have institutional membership given 
the challenges of holding the ring that includes both national 
governments and XR. The shared interest of the KNOCA com-
munity, wherever they are from, is to improve commissioning, 
design, implementation, evaluation and impact of assemblies. 
This is something that everyone can sign up to while having very 
different visions of future trajectories for climate assemblies.

Within the KNOCA community, relatively few are established 
actors within climate governance: elected politicians, civil serv-
ants and mainstream climate NGOs. Those who have or are about 
to commission and organise assemblies are active. But they have 
been converted to the cause through direct experience – or the 
need to know how to run an effective process.

As we discussed earlier in the book, we find scepticism and 
at times open hostility towards assemblies from those working 
within the existing institutions of climate governance.20 One 
source of that disposition is professional status. Highly educated, 
technical experts often find it hard to believe that ordinary people 
can handle complex issues and are worried that assemblies are a 
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delaying tactic when action is needed now. They tend to know 
little about how assemblies work and some believe that they will 
be open to capture by those trying to delay action and will make 
recommendations with low ambitions. Others are worried that 
they will be taken over and dominated by radical climate activists. 
Criticism is not consistent.

We’ve already discussed how direct experience of climate assem-
blies turned Chris Stark, the CEO of the Climate Change Commit-
tee in the UK and Eva Saldaña, Director of Greenpeace Spain, into 
advocates for deliberative processes. It is climate professionals like 
Stark and Saldaña who can cut through prevalent biases in a way 
that others cannot.

But Stark also highlights the challenge of navigating such a diverse 
movement. He contends that one of the reasons why Climate 
Assembly UK had so little influence is because of the protest activi-
ties of XR. Climate assemblies became too associated with the direct 
action movement, turning many parliamentarians and the govern-
ment away from the assembly and its recommendations. 

There is a political aspect to this resistance. It was slight-
ly undermined by campaign groups who were asking 
for a citizens’ assembly with binding outputs. I make no 
real comment on that, except to say that some of the 
select committees were hesitant to work with the find-
ings of Climate Assembly UK as a result.21

This is going to remain a tension. At times radical activism  
will open up spaces for climate assemblies. At other times, it will 
undermine government support. That’s what happens in most 
movements for change.

Two new sets of actors could have a profound impact on the 
future of climate assemblies. 
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The first is the growing interest in assemblies amongst those 
working within arts and culture. Their impact could be both inter-
nal and external. Internal in the sense that they might develop 
creative practices that cultivate and strengthen imagination and 
collaborative working within assemblies. External in the sense  
that they will contribute to more creative and engaging commu-
nication of the potential of climate assemblies – not just effecting 
robust media strategies when a particular assembly is happening, 
but making citizens’ assemblies part of our everyday public con-
versations. This requires cultural reproduction. One of the rea-
sons why XR has been able to capture people’s imagination is its 
use of striking imagery and iconography. The desire by leading 
visual and media artists, musicians, writers, comedians and oth-
ers to centre citizens’ assemblies within their work promises to 
take assemblies from their niche into more mainstream culture.22

A second powerful group of new advocates is previous assem-
bly members. In many assemblies, little or no attention is given to 
supporting assembly members once the report has been agreed. In 
some, for example, Ireland, this is an explicit decision. Members 
have done their work. Now it is time for the professional politi-
cians and civil servants to do theirs. Others have a more expansive 
idea of the role that assembly members could play – including 
many members themselves.23

We glimpsed one possible approach with Les 150 in France. 
Members formed their own civic association and played a key 
role in the public debate that followed the Convention. In Esto-
nia, some of the members of the Ida-Viru youth assembly went on 
to form a new civic organisation to raise climate awareness in the 
region which now sits on the steering committee of the Ministry 
of Finance’s Just Transition Fund. Members of the Blackburn with 
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Darwen People’s Jury on the Climate Crisis in the UK worked 
together not only to monitor the local authority, but also to meet 
with their local MPs and work with local artists to raise awareness 
of their recommendations. In Denmark, the Høsholm Climate 
Citizens’ Panel was offered training in community organising 
with the aim of strengthening their capacity for climate action.

Precisely what the social and political roles for members might 
be post-assembly is still very much an open question. No doubt  
different members will be up for different types of activities, 
whether it be holding public officials and stakeholders to account, 
speaking at public events and demonstrations or community 
organising and development. What we do know already is that 
members’ authentic voices can cut through in a way that is differ-
ent to and often much more effective than seasoned policy pro-
fessionals, elected politicians, activists or academics. They have 
a qualitatively different experience to share that is grounded in 
their everydayness. The power of democratic lottery and delibera-
tion can be the basis not only for the emergence of a new form of 
participatory climate governance, but also a new type of climate 
actor. Our understanding of how we build the civic infrastructure 
to support, develop and sustain the capacity of members is only 
in its infancy – and will need to be a process of co-creation with 
members themselves.

The movement for climate assemblies is still in its early stages 
but already an impressive array of organisations and individuals are 
active in commissioning, delivering, evaluating and advocating for 
assemblies. The conversations around assemblies are more sophis-
ticated and grounded. Alternative futures are being articulated and 
acted on. Differences in goals and strategy are to be expected within 
a fertile movement. This diversity should be celebrated. 
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Concluding Thoughts

If I had been told five years ago that we would have this much 
activity around climate assemblies, I would not have believed it. 
It is quite remarkable how much energy and creativity has been 
put into assemblies, not least from the diverse groups of citizens 
who have shared their collective wisdom on how to confront the 
climate and ecological crisis.

We can draw at least three lessons from all this activity.
First, citizens’ assemblies show us that another way of doing 

climate politics is possible. The combination of democratic lot-
tery and deliberation creates a hopeful, generative, human space 
in which the common sense of citizens can be brought to bear on 
the pressing challenges we face. We can work together construc-
tively to build a different future.

Second, we are in a much better place to understand how to 
organise assemblies in ways that enable and sustain their impact.
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Third, we need to be realistic about what assemblies can 
achieve. We can be confident that within well-designed assem-
blies, citizens come to robust judgements on the dilemmas we 
face. Where more considered work is needed is figuring out the 
ways that assemblies can be embedded within our political sys-
tems, whether this is assemblies organised by governments and 
other public bodies or by civil society organisations and social 
movements. Assemblies can be embedded to supplement exist-
ing liberal representative institutions in developing stronger cli-
mate policy or as independent bodies that challenge established 
powerholders to take action. Either way, we need to better under-
stand how assemblies relate to other institutions, organisations  
and movements. 

We are in danger of expecting too little and too much of climate 
assemblies. Both will end in disappointment. 

Expect too little and climate assemblies will disappoint as 
organisers shy away from asking citizens to consider political and 
social dilemmas with material consequences on our lives. Expect 
too little and our fellow citizens will not feel trusted enough to do 
the necessary work. We will lose a way of opening up new pos-
sibilities for climate action. We will fall back on tried and tested 
forms of climate governance that have simply not worked – and 
will continue to fail us. 

This would represent a massive failure of political imagination.
Expect too much and climate assemblies will disappoint because 

they cannot alone deliver the transformative changes that are nec-
essary. To just organise citizens’ assemblies and assume that their 
recommendations will be enough to shift a dysfunctional political 
system is misguided.

This too would represent a massive failure of political imagination.
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We can steer a different path. This does not mean that we forgo 
imagination and creativity. They will be essential if a new demo-
cratic climate politics is to emerge and be sustained. 

We need to think about assemblies in relation to an unfolding 
crisis. The climate and ecological crisis cannot be solved once and 
for all. We will live together on a warming planet and humans 
and nonhuman nature will have to adapt. We need to renew our 
democratic systems to help us navigate the emerging demands in 
ways that ensure climate and ecological justice. 

Climate assemblies can – and I would argue, should – be part 
of that system renewal. We need to figure out how assemblies can 
best be embedded with other parts of the political system that 
themselves may need to be reformed and restructured. In this 
book, I’ve shown how some of that work is underway, in terms of 
the relationship with public bodies and civil society organisations 
that commission assemblies and emerging practices of stake-
holder and broader public engagement. 

This is only the beginning of the work that is necessary. 
We need to combine this imaginative, creative work with a more 

hard-headed analysis of political power and how to enact change 
through assemblies. We need to find ways of working together to  
confront entrenched interests in our societies that are hostile  
to the democratic renewal of climate governance. 

The last five years have shown that we can create inspiring, 
diverse democratic spaces that generate public wisdom on press-
ing climate and ecological challenges. The next five years require 
us to build the broader social and political conditions in which 
climate assemblies thrive and help effect meaningful and trans-
formative change. So, let’s get to work!
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Citizens’ assemblies bring the shared wisdom of ordinary people into political decision-
making. How might they help us address the climate crisis? The transition to net zero 
and climate resilient societies requires deep social and economic transformations that 
will have significant effects on citizens’ lives. Such a transition needs to engage the 
public directly. Climate assemblies show us how this can be done.
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of electoral and partisan politics and how they can have a real and lasting impact on 
climate policy and politics. 
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