Democratic Odyssey - Interview with Irene Alonso
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Matheus
Hello, my name is Matheus. I'm a final year Politics, Philosophy and Economics student at the University of Southampton.
I'm currently performing an assignment for the course Reinventing Democracy, which consists in analysing an example of democratic innovation and creating a submission of the experience on Participedia platform. The interview will be used as an additional source of information to the report published in the Democratic Odyssey’s website.
The transcripts for the interview will be recorded and used for the matter before mentioned. I would like to remind you that a reviewed copy from the interview transcripts will be published at the Participedia platform, as stated in the participant sheets. Another important reminder is that I'm not allowed to collect any personal and sensitive information. Therefore, I would suggest you avoid this type of information. 
Finally, before the submission, I will review the transcripts to correct or remove sensitive information and forward it for your approval. Do you agree to participate?
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Irene
I agree.
[image: ]
Matheus
Okay, do you confirm you have received and read the participation sheets and the consent agreement?
[image: ]
Irene
I confirm it.
[image: ]
Matheus
Okay, thank you very much. Let's start the interview. Can you please tell me your name and what was your role in the Democratic Odyssey?
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Irene
Sure, and very nice to meet you, Matheus. My name is Irene Alonso Toucido, and I was the project manager of the Democratic Odyssey. That means that I was the person coordinating all the assemblies and doing the operational side of them.
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Matheus
Okay, great. Let us start with the questions then. So, the first question: what was the response rate when people were contacted through the door knocking sortition process? Were certain groups systematically harder to recruit or more likely to drop out?
Just give me your perspective on the processes that you participated or that you might have heard from your team, please.
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Irene
Sure. So, the Democratic Odyssey is an strange experiment within democratic innovations, I would say, because it's composed of three differentiated assemblies happening in an itinerant basis. This means that the people that were randomly selected to participate were recruited in different ways depending on the context where we were. So, when it comes to, for example, the response rate of the assembly, the first assembly that took place in Athens, I couldn't tell you because we've actually worked with a marketing company, that was doing the door-knocking.
However, I can specifically tell you about Florence and Vienna. For Florence, we worked with the students of the European University Institute, and we've visited all together more than 2000 homes across Florence. We’ve either put letters in their mailboxes or we actually ring and talk to them at their door. I have to say that
although this is very much a qualitative experience, it was very impressive how people would react to the ways we were trying to recruit them. They were very motivated in the moment that we would talk to them.
So I cannot say whether the response rate was high or not by doing the door-knocking, but certainly it felt that we've had a higher level of engagement. And also, when it comes to Vienna, it was actually harder than in Florence to do the process of door-knocking, because I think it's pretty much a cultural difference that happens there, in the sense that it might be the case that in Italy, people are used to opening the doors of their house to neighbours, it's more like, it works more, it's more open, I would say, to their own house. Whereas in the case of Vienna, people are much more private when it comes to their personal life, when it comes to their houses. So, in the process of doing door knocking, it was absolutely not so successful. As in, people would keep asking questions such as, why are you here? What is it that you want? Who's sending you? Is there like the municipality backing you up? Do you have a formal letter? That sort of things. 
For your second question, were certain groups systematically harder to recruit?
or more likely to drop out? Yes, 100%. I would say that those people that were harder to recruit were those that, first of all, wouldn't speak English. Although we've tried as much as possible to translate every single document across the assembly, it really felt that this assembly was very much transnational.
So I felt that some groups that weren't as identified with that idea or that narrative wouldn't engage as much.
In general, I have to admit that we were very lucky because there wasn't any massive dropouts. I mean, perhaps one person, coming one day and not making it to the next. But it wasn't like a specific group that dropped out. Speaking about groups that were harder to recruit, we did a lot of efforts when it comes to recruiting migrants particularly and hard-to-reach groups. Although I don't like to say hard-to-reach, I'd rather say easy-to-ignore because we were in contact with different NGOs, 
and they were the ones that mentioned the initiative to them. So, there was, in comparison to other assemblies, I would say a big percentage of those so-called harder-to-recruit groups.
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Matheus 
Okay, that sounds great. So, you used NGOs to reach different background people. That's very interesting. I didn't know that from reading the report. 
One part of your answer relates to my second question. So, let's
move forward. The report mentions participants from 44 countries and multilingual facilitation. In practice, did language create any informal hierarchies or barriers within small group discussions?
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Irene 
I would say my answer is yes. And first of all, like the way translation worked, we didn't want to put participants in groups depending on language. So, we've mixed them and we've had obviously, I mean, the democratic Odyssey wasn't financed by any institution, no? I think it's one of the questions we will get to when it comes to the mandate and the political impact. And this made a lot of difference when it comes to funding.
So, we were pretty short on money to operationalize each of the assemblies, and this also meant that the translation system was very homey, as you know, we were making it.
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Matheus 
Yeah.
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Irene 
Ad hoc, depending on where we were and what kind of meeting we had. So, just to give you an example, we would have plenary sessions where every, like every single thing was translated, and we had, you know, professional translators, but then when it comes to the division in the groups. Some groups, had like a specific person that would act as a volunteer, translating for those that needed it.
And sometimes there were several people actually translating, no? I remember there was this particular person, if I'm not wrong, that, had a person with her all the time. And then I remember like for the Florence Assembly, for example, we've had, several students that were there to translate for the Italian participants. 
Now, the language creates any informal hierarchies or barriers? I think so. It's unavoidable in this kind of spaces, because it means that in the end, what you're calling for is the capacity of people to actually express themselves. Yes, deliberation happens and it happens in different ways. I'm not one of those that believes that deliberation only happens with dialogue. But the fact that they weren't really able to talk to one another in their own language and, it was like everything had to be stopped. The translation happened and then the person reacted to whatever was said.
It created a sense of a barrier, certainly. I don't want to say a hierarchy, but definitely a barrier in which all those that knew how to speak English would probably be like faster and more in line with the particular topic than others. So, it created a bigger sense of adaptation. Yeah.
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Matheus 
Okay, great.
Were there any groups or perspectives you felt were still missing or underrepresented despite the sortition design?
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Irene 
Let me think about it.
[image: ]
Matheus 
Because now that I've just came to know that you contacted NGOs to increase your capillarity, let's say, you've apparently used many tools to avoid that. However, even though, you think there were still groups underrepresented?
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Irene 
Yeah, yeah, I think, so for example, for Athens was a very solid process because we went through a marketing company and I mean, it's the usual company that is sometimes used for citizen assemblies. And it was very solid in the sense that they were the ones reaching out to a big variety of the population. They were the ones contacting them even via phone and they were the ones door-knocking. So, it was like very complete and you could see in Athens how we've had people from all social demographics.
Even we've had, and this was super interesting, people that actually were coming from a different country, but were actually living in Greece because we've had this particular intention of also bringing this transnational perspective.
So, I want to say that in Athens, I felt that it was very complete also because, as I said, like we've reached out to refugee organizations, a lot of them, if I'm honest with you. We've also reached out to different LGBT communities as well, and all sorts of migrant organizations. So, the effort was there and we would see it, I mean, we would see it in the diversity of the assembly. I cannot say it's perfect, never something is, but the effort was there.
Now, if you ask me about the Florence and Vienna ones, I would say there was a bigger mismatch. Because in Florence, for example, I think it's also part of the particularity of the city. We've reached out to a lot of people that were part of the university somehow. As in, there was a lot of students, there were even professors, there was highly educated people in that assembly.
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Matheus 
Mhm.
I see.
[image: ]
Irene 
And I don't think it's, I mean, it's definitely because of the sortition design, but it's also definitely because of the reality of the city in which we were working in, no? So yes, I have to say that we could have reached to a bigger variety of the population in Florence, but also, we did a study, a thorough study of the different neighbourhoods of the city. And it was curious how we would go to places in the city centre and everything was an Airbnb. And then we would go to places far away, but there wasn't a big variety within the population, but also like, I mean, there is definitely neighbourhoods that had different socioeconomics in Florence and we went there, but people weren't as interested. 
Then in Vienna, I have to recognise that we've had a lot of people that were super interested in democracy and called upon this opportunity, but I also think that we could have done a bigger, a better job at including migrants in Vienna.
Also, because 40% of the population in Vienna cannot vote, so I've realised we've reached out to almost everybody that could vote in the city.
[image: ]
Matheus 
Wow. Yeah, that's super interesting and it's a bit counterintuitive because if you think that the project aims to start with a certain number of people, like 200 or a little bit more than 200, and expand through the process, you would expect, or I would expect that the diversity would increase. But rather depending on cultural facts, it might actually reduce diversity. That's very interesting. 
Okay, Irene, let's move on. I will skip question four and five because I think you touched upon those in your other answers.
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Irene
Sure.
[image: ]
Matheus 
So how do you evaluate the balance between the Assembly's ambition to influence EU policy and its current lack of any binding mandate?
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Irene
Yeah, this is a super interesting question, and I think it's probably breaking my head after the democratic policy taking place. How do I evaluate the balance between the Assembly's ambition to influence EU policy?
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Matheus 
Yeah.
Mhm.
[image: ]
Irene
and its current lack of any binding mandate.
[image: ]
Matheus 
Sorry, I can I give a little bit of context? Sorry, because from what I saw in the report, this is like a...
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Irene 
I guess.
Sure.
[image: ]
Matheus 
…trying sort of thing, right? It's like just testing if the model works, if I understood it correctly. However, the main goal is to become an actually political influence, right, for EU. So next to the…
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Irene 
Mhm.
Yeah.
[image: ]
Matheus 
…to the other political powers EU has.
So, it's very interesting, even when on the theory I am studying, one of the most important things is to increase trust in politics, for the participant’s perspective when it's a citizen participating. So those people have to see change happening after their participation. And in this case, it was just like a trial version. There wasn't really policy suggestions or anything related to that. There were the conclusions that the groups achieved and all, I read that, but there isn't any formal binding mandate for the project. So how do you see that, please?
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Irene
Yeah, sure. I mean, as I’ve said, I love, I truly love this question. And for me, there are several things that are probably more meta at stake here. So first of all, and this is a general critique I have, and probably it's not super well received among academics studying deliberative democracy, but...
For me, deliberative democracy currently, or like I would say most of its advocates are calling for specific mandates within the political systems, within political institutions. And I understand because there is this core idea behind it in which we actually, through deliberative democracy, can change the current political scenarios. And there is this understanding of citizen’s voices actually, well, being able to even shape better current public policy in comparison to party list politics and the tokenism that sometimes happens within the political systems now.
For me, one of the criticisms I have is that we are understanding deliberative democracy as a supplement or, a model that comes to actually help out the current system. However, it basically works as in this top-down dynamic in which we go in, and deliberative democracy, or a specific citizen assembly, is good because it has created a specific recommendations for politicians and then, it's up to them to take them. But it very much works still in a very submissive model. So, this is one of the first questions. I mean, this is one of the first ideas that comes to my mind by reading your question, because if I have to evaluate it in regards to how it's able to influence EU politics and its current lack of any binding mandate, basically this question already is telling me that EU institutions are in this power position. 
So, this is one of the criticism I have. I'm not naive to say that it shouldn't be that way, and let's create an utopian system where I don't have to relate to specific institutions, but I do criticise it as a way of understanding a democratic innovation that actually works towards institutions and not the other way around. And this brings a lot of other questions when it comes to; so, is it deliberative democracy and citizen assemblies only those that are randomly selected citizens, and they create or they have a specific political mandate, and what is the rest? What is it that happens, I don't know, across South America when it comes to cabildos or what is it that happens when it comes to actual social movements that create assemblies and deliberate with it? Then the other thing that you were mentioning, it's when it comes to political engagement, no?
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Matheus 
Mhm.
[image: ]
Irene 
It's interesting because one of the, I would say for me personally, one of the reasons why I keep doing this is because you truly see the change of a specific citizen coming to a citizen’s assembly on a Friday and leaving by a Sunday in terms of their political engagement, not towards what the assembly is able to give them, as in “okay, so now with these results will you do this and that”, but rather within themselves, as in a person that arrives there and all of a sudden is able to talk to people that are super different and they are able to create a dialogue in which they are able to understand each other. Citizen’s assemblies have this massive potential for reducing polarization, obviously at a super small scale.
It is a form of political engagement. And from what I've seen out there, it's a super non-toxic form of political engagement in comparison to party politics.
So you asked me, how do I evaluate the balance between the assembly's ambition to influence EU policy and its current lack of any binding mandate? Sure. 
I evaluate it in the sense that there are several things that happened there, as in the transformation of civic society, and actually civic society claiming agency over the political system and showing that we are actually able to put together citizen assemblies that are as meaningful and perhaps we may claim that this political mandate may also come from the current legitimacy that these assemblies have themselves. And then the question of the political engagement that happens within the possibility for a transformation among citizens. 
Now, if I go to the specifics of the political impact, then obviously we are in the negative here because we might not be able to create any form of influence unless we convince enough politicians to actually see what we've done and believe in it and claim that it is possible to have a permanent citizen assembly at EU level.
So, in the end, it feels a bit dull, this process, because it's like, okay, you're doing something in which you know that, unless like you put a lot of energy after the process, you may not have the results you want. Yes, this is how I think this is a very fair evaluation. In the sense that, when it comes to political impact, we might not have the results we wanted, but there's all these other things. They are, as I said, political engagement and the new visions of understanding political systems, whether it's top-down or we could create more of a horizontal structure that I take with me, and that sometimes do not resonate overall speech of political impact through deliberative democracy.
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Matheus 
Great. Super interesting. Moving forward now, just a quick answer from you. Do you think the assembly members were aware and comfortable with this situation, the non-binding nature of the recommendations?
[image: ]
Irene 
Yeah, actually, yes. In fact, they've, after Vienna, they've created this citizen’s council. And they are, I mean, Vienna was last year in May, late May, and they are currently still meeting up every two weeks. They have taken the task over their shoulders to actually campaign for a permanent citizen’s assembly at EU level. So, they were all pretty much aware. I have to admit that…
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Matheus 
Wow.
[image: ]
Irene 
…in the end, people come to these spaces for very different reasons, but those that were particularly interested in EU politics, they were obviously super aware. I mean, we were mentioning all the time that we do not have a mandate, but we want so. So, this is more of a campaign than a list of recommendations that would materialize.
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Matheus 
Yeah, great. That's super interesting. Okay, so now let me focus a little bit more on the process in the following questions. In the main report of Athens, the use of AI to synthesise the discussions was presented, but it also was reported as not very… 
It didn't work as expected. Therefore, they changed the summary to facilitators. How were the facilitator notes from the 14 small groups synthesised into summary and presented in the report? Was this process visible or accessible to the assembly members?
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Irene 
Mm.
To be honest, I don't really remember, but...
I think the notes were like each of the groups had a specific document. And then, they've added those. I think they've compiled the notes together. And I don't know if they've used AI to actually synthesise it or not.
But, yeah, I don't, to be honest, I don't know if it was like super visible with this thing.
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Matheus 
Okay.
[image: ]
Irene 
Yeah, as in, I'm not aware whether we've sent the overall notes to participants and so on. It was visible in the sense that we went through several rounds of online meetings and we actually presented those results and we've asked them if they had suggestions, if they wanted to change it. So, in that sense, yes, I think it was very open, and the documents were shared with them as well, and everything was published in the platform, but when it comes to particularly like the synthesising of the nodes, I don't know.
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Matheus 
Yeah, okay.
Can you give a general sense of the scale of resources required to organise a three-day transnational assembly like Athens? Not necessarily exact figures, but whether this model is financially sustainable for future cycles?
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Irene
Well, yes, I can. Um... Well, a lot.
It's first of all, you have to have an amazing team working on this, and there are like so many different things to think about, so...
I was the overall organizer, but then we've had people in communications, we've had people on recruitment and member’s care. We've realised pretty early in the process how important it was to have a single person that would be able to answer all questions, because there are plenty of questions that come. Then we've had people that would be more on the advocacy side, which was also necessary. I mean, we've had politicians present in the assembly in Athens and there was a need also to be with them and have this institutional image as well, no?
So I would say, I mean, I don't know if this model is financially sustainable for future cycles. What I can say is that there are possible ways of reducing costs and we've used them all. We, for example, were in contact with people that could offer venues for free, that would see this initiative and would be able to, I don't know, offer theatre tickets to participants. This is something that happened in Vienna because of the festival we’ve partnered up with. So that sort of thing reduces the costs and makes the experience much nicer.
I don't want to say exact figure of how much we've spent because I would have to look at the overall costs. But if you ask me if it's financially sustainable for future cycles, my answer is: It is! It can be if it's permanent. 
The reality is that for these type of assemblies, we've had to start from nothing. If there is, for example, a system of sortition already in place in, I don't know, I mean, let me dream here, but in each municipality across Europe, this means that they already have a list of citizens that could potentially be conducted through numbers. I mean, I don't need to know the name of a citizen, but I can send a letter to a specific address, then I'm reducing a lot. I mean, I'm talking of thousands of euros if you have already a sortition system in place.
And then there's other things such as translation, interpretation, that can be reduced if the model works in a permanent basis. But also if the civil servant you go to talk to actually knows what is it that you're talking about, no? So, for me, it can be financially sustainable if there is capacity building within, to actually make this some somehow a reality and not an ad hoc experience.
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Matheus 
Okay, great. However, you have this travelling format, right? And what are the main organisational challenges of moving more than 200 people across countries? And how do you manage the additional cost compared to a single location model?
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Irene 
Well, I mean, not all the participants in Athens actually came to Florence, and not all participants in Florence came to Vienna. So basically, we would select them randomly.
Like, I remember about like 50 people from Athens came to Florence and also like, about 50 people from Florence came to Vienna, but also, we've had this group of people that were recruited through the Sortition Foundation, that we've called the Transnationals.
And they were the ones that travelled to each assembly. They were coming from like, about, I don't know, like 22 different countries in Europe. Yeah, and they were the ones that travel to Athens, travel to Florence, and travel to Vienna. And then some people from each of these places, Athens and Florence, could travel to the other place, but they were selected. So it's not that there was, you know, 200 people traveling, which was, it's a lot.
And I remember at some point contacting aeroplane companies to tell them what we were doing so that, you know, they could cover for the tickets because it was like, “come on, we're moving so many people and, changing democracy in Europe, don’t you want to finance this?”. 
But how do we manage the additional costs compared to a single location model? Yeah, the additional cost is certainly travel and accommodation for some of the participants, because if it's in a single location, people live there in that is it.
But it is an extra, 100%, yes. But we were also like very careful. For Florence, I remember like we've started the bookings three months in advance so that it could be as cheap as possible.
We've had an amazing person, Vicky, that managed all the logistics wonderfully. We did deals with hotels, so, we've put all the participants in specific hotels, either in Florence or in Vienna, and we've managed to get discount prices. But yeah, I have to admit, answering to your question that definitely it is probably a bigger cost. 
It also makes it more interesting, I would say, and more grounded, the fact that people travel. Because it truly feels like this sort of European dimension, not happening in Brussels, but rather happening across Europe, but cost wise, probably it's a bit higher, yeah.
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Matheus 
Okay. And just a quick following question. What about the people that didn't travel? Did they join the other assemblies online?
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Irene 
Yes, exactly. I mean, and the assemblies, both, all of them, Athens, Florence and Vienna, were streamed. So, people could also participate online. They could watch the assembly. And then we've had several ways for people joining online to actually interact.
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Matheus 
Okay, yeah, I was watching the assemblies yesterday myself. Yeah, they're recorded on YouTube, right? 
Well, okay. So final two questions here. I think we are just on time.
Looking back at Athens specifically, what elements of the methodology do you think are genuinely transferable to other contexts? And what was particular to Greek setting or the specific group of participants?
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Irene 
So what elements of the methodology do you think are generally transferable to other contexts?
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Matheus 
Yeah, because here we are analysing the process you are trying to implement and trying to bring to other places, right? For example, I don't know, you mentioned South America earlier today. So, let's suppose we want to do the same for South America, either for the countries over there or just for one big country.


[image: ]Irene 
Yeah. So, I mean, there's something that actually comes to mind.
I mean, in general, it was an interesting process in Athens, perhaps difficult, many people would consider it difficult. Many people would consider it like something wonderful. There was a lot of changes in location, each day we were in a different location. So, I do not think this is generally transferable to other contexts, for example. 
But in general, yeah, the methodology was the usual way of doing citizen’s assemblies and I think this is already like a setup that can be transferable. I mean, we were transferring ourselves that methodology from other citizen’s assemblies. So, the fact that people get to know each other, there is a presentation by experts and, there are specific working groups taking place about a specific theme with facilitators, note takers. This is like the usual model. 
But I have to say that there was something particular happening in Greece. I guess it's also because of the fact that this was a civic assembly, it incorporated a lot of like different elements that you then see as clearly in, I don't know, a European citizen panel, for example. And what I mean with this is that there was a lot of storytelling and there was a lot of theater?! There was a lot of like role changing, I mean, role like game, role gaming, you know, like that sort of dynamic to enable the conversation. And why do I mention this? Is because we were speaking about the topic. The overall topic was crisis preparedness. And there was going to be a series of assemblies, the first one in Athens, then online and, then Florence and Vienna. There had to be a way in which participants would rapidly connect with the topic at stake, no? 
Sometimes with citizen’s assemblies, what you see is that they go through several rounds of expertise, and a lot of knowledge is being almost poured at participants, and participants being in this boxes where they just receive all these knowledge, all this wisdom. And for us was like, okay, how do we actually enable a conversation in which we can make participants genuinely join from the start? Not through knowledge, but rather, through emotions or even culture. 
So, I think this was very particular of Greece. But it was very particular of the overall organising team of the Democratic Odyssey. They are a group of people that truly believe in culture as a way of understanding politics. And it was present there through theatrical practices, through a lot of storytelling. 
And although it was, I think it was particular to Greece, because I also think that Greek society understands storytelling, you know, and they are open to this kind of cultural expression. But also, I do think that this is genuinely transferable to other contexts. 
Sometimes when you work on deliberative democracy, particularly with institutions,
and they ask you to do a specific recommendation on a political topic, you don't want to play around with culture, you don't want to play around with art, because this means that, it seems like it's a dull process. It seems like: ‘Oh, this is stupid. Why are we talking about politics through theater?’ But then, these kinds of expressions, these kinds of artistic expressions are at the core of what our emotions are and how much our emotions are intertwined with current politics. I mean, that's for me is undeniable. So yeah, if I have to mention something that was particular of the Greek case, but that can be transferable, I would go for this artistic dimension that can also be included within deliberation.
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Matheus 
Amazing! 
Okay, I think this answer also covered the last questions I had. So, as we are running short in time, I think I will skip this one as well. 
To finish our conversation, I will move a little bit out of my
plans here and I'm going to ask you two quick questions to finalise the interview, 
How is the project going on right now? What's happening to the project after last year in Vienna and Italy?
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Irene 
Sure. So, the project no longer has funding. So, this has been a hit in terms of continuing what the campaign is. But it is true that two things are happening. 
One of them is that the citizen’s council as I've mentioned before, they're still meeting and they are still joining events and they are still even making their own events about the Democratic Odyssey, which is like super impressive. And they are big advocates of trying to push for these sorts of permanent citizen’s assembly models at EU level. And then the second thing that is happening is that I keep working for European Alternatives, one of the organisations that was one of the main organisers of the Odyssey. And this organisation belongs to a network of different civic society organisations that is called Citizens Takeover Europe. And within Citizens Takeover Europe, we're also organising to keep running the campaign for a permanent people's assembly at EU level.
So this is something that I am personally doing. I'm running a working group in Citizens Takeover Europe. And we are knocking many doors, at least in the form of emails, to different organisations that might want to join the campaign. 
So yeah, is it still ongoing? We definitely need resources and financial support because this is key to everything. But I don't think the seed of the Democratic Odyssey has died at all. On the opposite, it's somehow there and it will flourish.
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Matheus 
Great. Amazing. 
Is there anything else you want to add or any observation you want to make so that I can add to my academic work?
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Irene 
No. All super good on my side.
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Matheus 
Amazing, Irene. Thank you very much for participating and for the information you gave us.
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Irene 
No problem. It was my pleasure.
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