
 

 

             Constitutional reform: could the Irish approach be useful also for Italy? 

 

Constitutional reform in Italy 

Italy has incurred a stalemate situation similar to that in which  Ireland found itself some 

time ago  relating to a project of constitutional reform. On December 4th  2016 Italians were 

called to vote on a constitutional reform, previously approved by Parliament, but without 

the necessary qualified majority, for definitive approval.   The electoral turnout at the 

referendum was quite high in relation to similar prior experiences, recording a vote of over 

65% of people eligible to vote. As for the outcome: 40,88% of the voters voted “YES”, 

while nearly 60% voted “NO”. 

That may seem to close the issue. However, the parties who invited to vote “NO” were not 

in absolute terms against the idea of a constitutional reform, but more against some 

specific points of the proposal.  Since the proposal contained many points and had to be 

either taken or rejected altogether, it was subject to attack on the most controversial 

points.   The fact that the reform contained too many points was indeed in itself one of the 

main arguments used against it.  Another argument mostly used was that the proposal 

was poorly written and confusing in some parts, which could hardly be denied.   Moreover, 

at the time of voting, many parties took the occasion to argue strongly for a “NO” vote, in 

order to weaken the then current government headed by Mr Renzi.  This of course is of no 

surprise in politics.  But it has in fact done a lot to cloud the real issues at hand.  

If the issues were tackled one by one, the outcome, at least on some of them, would most 

likely have been different. Some issues were particularly important for the political future of 

the country, such as: 

- Whether to maintain the current system of two houses in Parliament with the same 

power, called “perfect two-chamber system”, which by many is deemed slow and 

ineffective   

- In case of change, what changes to make to the Senate 

- How to regulate conflicts between the Regions and Central Government 

Now Italy is in danger of forgetting about changes in the Constitution for a long time, 

maybe for ever. 

 



Could the Irish approach be a viable solution for Italy? 

Here is precisely where the Irish approach, based on the creation of an advisory body of 

citizens, may come to rescue the opportunity of change and assure alignment with  the 

real thoughts and feelings of the people.   

In Ireland, after the economic crisis, citizens developed a sense of mistrust towards the 

political parties.  There has been a strong movement pressing to change parts of the 

Constitution, which in that country always requires final approval through a referendum in 

the end. The political parties, on the other hand, were unable to come to an agreement. 

The Labour Party in its 2011 program for elections included the promotion of a Convention 

on the Constitution with the intent of involving citizens directly  in the process. After the 

elections, the program was approved by Parliament.  The Convention, proudly referring to 

itself as “a new venture in participative democracy in Ireland” on its own web site, was 

formed at the end of 2012 and started its work in January 2013.  The body was formed by 

100 people, 66 citizens randomly selected and broadly representative of the Irish society, 

33 parliamentarians, nominated by their respective political parties and an independent 

chairman skilled in coaching complex assemblies.  The Convention had a mandate to 

debate and elaborate specific proposals on 8 constitutional issues, plus 2 to be 

autonomously selected by the Convention itself. Parliament was committed to debate the 

proposals in the following four months and to prepare the consequent bill for approval 

through referendum. 

The Convention has now completed its task and, although not all of its recommendations 

were actually voted by Parliament without change nor were they subsequently approved 

by referendum, the experience has been generally considered a positive one.  As a 

consequence, today a new Commission, made only of randomly selected citizens, is in 

place in Ireland, as advisory body to the Government on a wide spectrum of key reforms. 

One could say, therefore, that this experience has profoundly modified the political 

scenario in Ireland. 

 

Open Questions  

The benefits of this approach seem to be: 

- separation of decisions on institutional reforms from the particular interests of 

political parties  

- direct involvement of a representative set /group of citizens on the issues 

- wide participation of citizens in the debate through open dialogue with the 

Commission via internet forum 

- cooperation and integration between experts (the politicians) and beneficiaries 

(the citizens)  

 

Some questions are still open, such as: 

- what is the optimal size of the citizens’ body to assure representation? 

- should there be a form of pre-selection/qualification of participating citizens or 

not? 



- is a body of only citizens better than one of citizens and politicians in some 

combination? 

 

Use of this document 

This note is intended to promote a debate relative to the opportunity and method to 

address constitutional reform in Italy.  As such, it is addressed to Italian political leaders, to 

the Italian press and to all the people interested in shared political progress in Italy, as well 

as to the international community currently debating the use of sortition as an effective tool 

to involve citizens on political issues.   

It is also intended to be a piece of a more general on-going debate on the use of sortition 

as a mean of naming/appointing political representatives and to resolve political issues.  

It will be sent to institutional and political leaders of several countries, as already done with 

a previous document named  “ISP- International Sortition Project” , in order to stimulate 

similar initiatives wherever suitable. 

We would like to specify that ID – Improving Democracy is the international branch of an 

Italian non-party association called ‘Le Forme della politica’ (Forms of Politics) 

(www.leformedellapolitica.it ) 
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