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IMPROVE CONGRESS AND CHECK ITS EXCESSES 
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Voting for congressional candidates is no longer an effective power  of the people because too  
many candidates and congresspersons owe their allegiances to special interests . 

Instead, the people must check congressional excesses using their only other  
practical power ɂnationwide Init iatives  made immune  from special interests.  

This plan is a reference explaining why and how to implement nationwide Initiatives.  

)Æ #ÏÎÇÒÅÓÓȭ ÂÌÁÔÁÎÔ ÁÂÕÓÅÓ ÁÐÐÁÌÌ ÙÏÕȟ don't get mad ɂget EQUAL! Take a first step:   
call now or visit your state legislator to urge support for an Initiatives Amendment Bill . 

 

1. Influence over Congress by special interests has become excessive, greatly harming the people. Our federal government 
promotes special interests over the people's well-being. As a result, each year our federal government squanders at least $350 billion of 
the people's wealthτover $4,000 per year from a family of four. Moral decay in our highest elected officials permeates governance and 
the business elite. 

Ideally, the people can elect representatives who will solve the problems. Unfortunately, special interests already influence candidates 
long before the people vote. Our constitutional checks and balances cannot restrain the impact of media's enormous cost and its 
extremely persuasive technologies. Huge campaign spending by special interests translates into almost permanent reelection of their 
chosen candidates. Inevitably, those elected have obligations to their contributors. Congress will not resolve these problems because 
solutions are contrary to the personal interests of a majority of its members. Voters may change political leadership, but improvements 
are temporary because underlying causes remain unchanged. Evidence shows that these systemic problems continue to grow. 

The solution must lie in improved checks and balances rather than in the hope that a preponderance of congresspersons can overcome 
their human nature. This plan follows the constitutional remedy prescribed by the Founding Fathers. In essence, it is an improved version 
of the ballot initiative solution that the people used over 100 years ago to limit State governments' domination by big business. A greatly 
improved nationwide initiative process has ample safeguards ensuring that special interests can never gain control, that ballot initiatives 
will be important and clear, and that Initiatives receive extensive public feedback before they get onto the ballot. 

2. Only the people can protect against congressional excesses and deficiencies. History proves that Congress cannot do it. 
Constitutional separation of powers bars such control by the President, Judiciary or States. A commission of appointed or elected 
members cannot have this power because it is constitutionally unqualified and because members are open to manipulation both by 
special interests and by Congress.  

Politics is about power. Because congressional maneuvers and special interests largely nullify their votes, the people have very little 
federal power. Nationwide Citizens' Initiatives are the only way for the people to gain significant power to set things right. Initiatives are 
necessary not because the people have a perverse desire to exercise the legislative function directly, but because they have profound 
convictions that Congress has ceased to be responsive to the popular will and that Congress has no innate ability to reform itself. The goal 
is long-term improvement of representative governmentτnot undermining it. Equivalent conditions existed in many State Legislatures 
prior to 1918, when tens-of-millions of citizens helped to include direct democracy in twenty-six state constitutions. 

An Initiatives solution is entirely consistent with the Founding Fathers' views. For example:  

"Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed, -
ðThat whenever any  Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the 
People to alter or to abolish it é" (Declaration of Independence 1776 ) 

"Every govern ment degenerates when trusted to the rulers of the people alone. The people themselves 
are its only safe depositories." (Thomas Jefferson, 1781 ) 

"All power is originally in the People and should be exercised by them in person, if that could be done 
with convenience, or even with little difficulty. " (James Wilson, 1791 )  

"The basis of our political systems is the right of the people to make and to alter their constitutions of 
government.ó (George Washington, Farewell Address, 1796 ) 

Most U.S. Citizens are familiar with initiativesτabout 70 percent of the people can vote on initiatives at their state or local elections. Polls 
constantly show that voters overwhelmingly support nationwide Initiatives by about three to one. By their use of initiatives in 24 states 
and at local levels for over 100 years, the people have demonstrated that they are competent to exercise this power. 
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At a national level, Switzerland has used nationwide initiatives since 1891. Switzerland modeled its constitution on the U.S. constitution 
with a direct democracy overlay. Despite many early political doubters of the people's competence, the people have demonstrated 
exceptional judgment. Swiss initiatives have never caused a crisis and have several times helped defused crises

 (Fossedal p. 91)
τa far better 

record than most representative lawmaking. Starting as a poor mountainous nation with few natural resources and no seaports, 
Switzerland has thrived to become a top-ranked economic, democratic, and stable nation. 

The Founding Fathers in 1787 avoided mentioning any form of direct democracy in the Constitution because they believed that the entire 
electorate had to meet in one place

 (Wilson, Madison)
. By 1920, state initiatives had proved that this constraint is unnecessary. 

Initiatives are not a panacea for all that ails this nation. Expectations must be realistic. Nevertheless, they will solve many current problems 
and future problems as they arise. Cumulatively, Initiatives will have a major impact on our nation's success and a huge cost-benefit to the 
people. 

3. An independent Citizens' Assembly must manage the nationwide 
Initiatives qualification process. Special interests can always find a way to 
influence any organization with elected, appointed, or hereditary persons in 
its hierarchy. Therefore, the Citizens' Assembly must be drawn from the 
people by sortition (i.e., random selection). Thus, it is that "most exact 
transcript of the whole society" sought by the Founding Fathers

 (James Wilson 1787)
.  

A deliberative Citizens' Assembly is a far better method than signature 
petitions for nations and large states. The Assembly will be more tamper proof 
than a Federal Grand Jury and virtually immune from special interests' 
influence. It costs less than signature petitions. It permits citizens' feedback on 
proposed initiatives for many months before the Assembly makes the decision 
whether to qualify them or not. It operates completely independent of 
government. It ensures that ballot initiatives are important, well constructed, 
and thoroughly vetted. Because the Assembly is a single organization, it can 
rank the proposed Initiatives and select only enough that they do not overload 
the electorate. It offers independent majority and minority opinions on the 
Initiatives. 

 

B.C. Citizens' Assembly in 2004 
Photo by Stuart Davis #715955  

by kind permission of The Vancouver Sun 

Outline of the Operation of a U.S. Citizens' Assembly 

Citizens Propose Initiatives 

Small groups of Citizens and qualified U.S. organizations will write the proposed 
initiatives. Small groups tend to be more creative than large groups. Some examples are 
a blue ribbon panel, a study group, a self-selected team of the nation's best minds, a 
nonprofit organization, or any group of 25 ordinary citizens. They propose Initiatives for 
federal legislation and constitutional amendments by publishing them in a specific 
newspaper, category, and day of the week. To control a flood of Initiatives, an initial fee 
of $10,000 will reduce over time. A Citizen may propose one Initiative every two years. A 
blog shows some examples.  

ė 

Citizens Provide On-Line Feedback 

All proposed Initiatives, modifications and comments will 
be available and searchable on-line from the Assembly's 
web site in the form of web blogs or successor 
technologies. By publication or after registering a valid 
Internet ID, U.S. Citizens' and qualified U.S. 
organizations will improve Initiatives by  providing 
feedback on proposed Initiatives, participating in opinion 
polls, etc. 

Ę 
 
ě 

 

Citizens' Initiatives Assembly Qualifies Initiatives 

The Assembly consists of 480 randomly selected Citizens (an accurate cross-section of all 
Citizens eligible to vote). It does what a large group does wellðit deliberates and ranks the 
proposed Initiatives and chooses the best after a process of deliberation, elimination, expert 
help, feedback, etc. The Assembly may suggest corrections and/or improvements to the 
Authors and the Authors may re-propose their Initiative.  

The Assembly will be independent from government, controlled by the People through 
Initiatives, protected to a higher degree than a Federal Grand Jury, extremely safe from 
tampering or media exploitation.  

The final selection will be from Initiatives that have passed all the safeguards and will not 
overburden the Voters. At each general election, a maximum of twelve qualified Initiatives will 
go on the ballot as Candidate Direct Initiatives. 

ė 

Congress 

In addition, the Assembly may submit up to twelve 
Candidate Indirect Initiatives to Congress over each 
two-year period. Congress may modify them, may 
or may not pass them, and they are subject to 
Presidential veto. Indirect Initiatives are appropriate 
when the Authors believe that Congress will 
support them, thereby saving the nationwide 
Electorate much time and effort. If Congress or the 
President decides not to take appropriate action, 
the Initiative can still go on the ballot as a Direct 
Initiative. 

Ę  

Citizens Vote on Initiatives 

The people make the actual decision to approve or reject each candidate Initiative by voting at general elections. If passed, they become law that neither 
Congress nor the President can overrule. 
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This plan provides a constitutional Amendment process for creating and sustaining the independent Citizens' Assembly. The Assembly's 
costs will be less than $100 million per yearτless than 50¢ per citizen, 1/10

th
 of the cost of nationwide signature petitions, 1/60

th
 of the 

cost of running Congress, and 1/3,000
th

 of the cost of government squander.  
 

Deliberative Citizens' Assemblies have a confirmed provenance. 
The first continuous use started about 594 BCE in ancient 
Athens, where they called it the "Boule" or "Council of 500." 
This form of government lasted almost 200 yearsτ
encompassing the "Golden Age of Athens," which is the 
foundation of our western civilization and democracy. 

There is no doubt of an Assembly's capabilities to do the job. 
Nevertheless, shortly after the first state application is made to 
Congress and momentum for change builds, and long before 
the Constitutional Amendment process reaches an Article V 
Convention, it will be sensible that one or more initiative states 
or cities should replace their signature petitions with a citizens' 
initiatives assembly. This will update details from current 
experience, manage expectations, and provide an irrefutable 
demonstration for any doubters. 

The Electorate (Ecclesia) gathered near the Agora on the Pnyx hill to vote on Initiatives 
(Probouleuma or Agenda) set by the Citizens' Assembly (Boule or Council of 500) 

Photo courtesy of Adam Carr via Wikipedia under GNU License 

The literature often refers to 
Citizens' Assemblies as is if 
there were only one formτin 
fact, there are many. The B.C. 
style Citizens' Assembly is a 
recent example. The table 
shows the differences between 
it and the Citizens' Assembly of 
this plan. 

This Plan's Style of Citizens' Assembly B.C. Style Citizens' Assembly 

Independent of government Quasi-governmental organization 

Budget approved by the people Budget defined by government 

Mandate defined by the People Mandate defined by the government 

Meets in perpetuity with staggered terms Meets for a term defined by government 

Enables checks and balances on government Government controls its scope 

Drawn from all Citizens eligible to vote Drawn only from registered voters 

As in a jury, those selected must serve to ensure 
immunity from special interest influence 

Only those who ask or are willing need serve 

Could be influenced by special interests 

Assembly manages the initiative process Government manages the referendum process 

The People create the proposed initiatives The Assembly creates the proposed referendum 

4. Anticipating federal excesses, the Founding Fathers built a remedy into the U.S. Constitution. Their wording of Article V explicitly 
grants the States the necessary constitutional power to curb federal excesses by use of the second method of amending the Constitutionτ
i.e., an Article V Convention. 

While seeking state support for the new Constitution, the Founding Fathers explained this remedy as follows: 

"persons delegated to the administration of the [federal] government will always be disinclined to yield 
up any portion of the authority of which they were once possessed. " (Alexander Hamilton, 1788 ) 

"We may safely rely on the disposition of the State legislatures to erect barriers against the 
encroachments of the [fe deral government] ." (Alexander Hamilton, 1788 ) 

"[The Constitution] equally enables the [Congress] and the State governments to originate the 
amendmenté" (James Madison,  1788) 

"The words of [Article V] are peremptory. The Congress 'shall call a convention.' Nothing in this 
particular is left to the discretion of [Congress] ." (Alexander Hamilton, 1788 ) 

The Constitution and the intentions of the Founding Fathers are united and clear. The people have the constitutional right and the States 
have the constitutional power and duty to alter a Government that harms the people. Since the problems will only worsen, procrastination 
increases the dangersτwe must check congressional excesses and deficiencies otherwise we abandon our American Dream that is already 
slipping away. 
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