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A Chance to Speak Out
06/26/11 by Agustin Gurza

Local governments – counties, cities, and "special
districts" such as school districts – provide many of the
services that we use on a daily basis, from schools and
police protection to the water in our faucets and the
collection of our trash. Californians expect local
governments to produce high-quality services, as costeffectively as possible. Read More

Christine O'Dwyer, a homemaker from San
Diego, was not one of the most assertive
voices in her Deliberative Poll discussion
group Saturday morning. But she managed to
get her points across, sometimes with a witty
and disarming humor.
During the dialog, O'Dwyer repeatedly
expressed concern about an issue that irks a
lot of Californians: How easy it is for judges
and politicians to overturn propositions
already passed by the voters. So when it came time for the group to draft its question for the
plenary session, she noticed that a few of her fellow group members were huddled with the
moderator tinkering with the wording.
"Don't tell me you're changing what we've already voted on!" she said. The whole room burst
into laughter.
That light moment captures the serious reason O'Dwyer decided to spend her weekend with
fellow Californians discussing the state's future. She wanted to make her voice heard.
She can trace her desire to participate to a single story she read one day in her local
newspaper about the potential closing of Palomar State Park, where her son Stephen, now 12,
attended Sixth Grade Camp.

The way state and local governments collect public
revenue for public services has come under increased
scrutiny during our state’s recent fiscal crisis, as has
the question of what California can afford. The tradeoff
between funding for essential services and their
inevitable pocketbook implications makes tax policy a
constant cause of controversy. Read More

This year marks the 100th anniversary of the creation
of California’s initiative process, a system designed to
put lawmaking power in the hands of the people. The
initiative allows voters, often acting in organized
groups, to collect signatures in order to put a new law
or a change to the state constitution before their fellow
voters on the ballot. Read More

"There's so many things that we don't vote on at all," she told the group. "Why do they get to
choose and why do we have no say in the state parks that we go to? This is really important to
a lot of people."
But when she was called to participate in the Deliberative Poll, she saw her chance. Maybe, it
was finally time for her to do something about that park.
"One person, no, Twenty people, no. But I felt strongly about coming here. Let's be heard as
a huge group. Not one person writing one letter."

With one Assembly member for every 467,000
residents and one state Senator for every 934,000
residents, our legislative districts are nearly ten times
the national average. When assemblymembers
represent nearly half a million residents and travel long
distances across their districts, direct interactions with
constituents are scarce. Read More

Agustin Gurza is a reporter for California Forward.
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