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Report - World Café 22nd May 2007

How can Australia’s political system be strengthened to represent better the will of the people? This was the question put to 300 randomly chosen people at the newRepublic (now newDemocracy)  World Café on May 22nd 2007. Participants were invited to consider, discuss and envision the Australian political system of governance – how it exists today, how they relate to it, and most critically - how they thought it might be reformed in order to serve them better.

This particular World Café event was structured within an environment of collegiate and communal neutrality, in order to enable participants to engage in what proved to be a dynamic and often heartfelt political conversation amongst an extremely broad range of people. Over five rounds of discussion, groupings were rotated every 10 minutes and as the evening progressed the discussions sustained a robust level of interaction. 

At the end of the event there was an undeniable sense that these individuals, who had come together as people one Friday after work, had experienced an activity that acknowledged their rights and capacities as citizen. There was a palpable sense of empowerment and worthwhile dialogue. But most importantly there was strong commonality regarding the issues people identified as predominantly important. These issues were:

· The critical need for educative strategies to give people the tools required to engage meaningfully in the political process

· The need for the both the behaviour and accountability of our politicians to be challenged and reformed

· The institutional framework of our government to be re-aligned and re-engaged with the capacity and desires of citizens in contemporary Australia.

· The acknowledgement that ideological distinctions have become blurred to gain the centre ground of the electorate, and in so doing, the basic liberal principles of ‘consent’ and the ‘will of the people’ have faded in meaning and agency. 

Educating people to understand, evaluate and act on their right to an active role in the political process was the most prominent issue raised. Participants identified the need for education, advocacy and awareness through various channels – as a long term strategy through the education system, as well as through the more immediate media communication platforms that are able to reach the broader population. The World Café in Sydney demonstrated very clearly that such an event provides an effective organisational learning opportunity for many – a chance to hear and vet the views of others, within an objective context that allows the individual to express his or her ideas. In many ways, the World Café could be seen as an opportunity to engage in a public think tank, where the exchange of knowledge and vision were truly independent of political allegiances or leanings.


How our politicians behave, and the levels to which they are accountable to the people was also extremely front of mind for many. The current two party system that designs and expounds policy often through an adversarial platform, was criticised as often appearing more of a spectator sport than a means to benefit the greater good, with the ‘party line’ prevailing in most political negotiation, except in the instance of the conscience vote. Many thought that the media was to a greater of lesser extent, complicit in this behaviour, reporting on the tactical and performance aspects of politicians rather than the implications and consequences of decision making -  ‘reporting’ versus ‘spin’.

The many comments recorded regarding the institutions and conventions  of our political system revealed a widespread frustration and alienation to the Australian political system, as it exists within this rigid two party framework. While many participants claimed that the broader population was generally apathetic towards political engagement, they also claimed that this was explained by people feeling alienated.  Why should they care if there are no means by which their say is part of the deliberation or genuinely valued? It was widely noted that politicians attain their position through a flawed preselection and voting system that allows for unscrupulous interventions and campaigning by those seeking power. Another issue loomed large in this area of the World Café discussion, and this was regarding the distribution of power – the three tier system. ‘Over governed’, ‘too complex’, ‘simplify the system’, ‘amalgamate councils into regional entities’ – these were some of the many calls for reform in this area.

Finally, the call for meaningful community participation in the political process was identified as something positive and necessary in the building of a true stakeholder democracy. Platforms for discussion to enable direct citizen engagement, potentially through a citizen’s assembly, were enthusiastically supported,  in order to engage the ‘hearts and minds’ and demonstrate the will of the people to have a deliberative environment created in the governance of their nation.

There were also many other issues and suggestions for reform such as finding a more direct and proactive mechanism for referenda, the reigning-in of the politicisation of the public service, more independence or arms-length in government agencies and regulatory legislation to contain media bias. 

The World Café in Sydney was initiated and facilitated by the new Republic Foundation (now newDemocracy Foundation)- a non-partisan organisation that promotes and supports discussion about political reform.  The World Café was conducted as part of a broader active platform for research, advocacy and community participation in the business of national governance. 

