
Democracy and the Virus: A Series of Reflections 
The Athens Democracy Forum has asked some of our speakers for their thoughts on how the 
current crisis is impacting democracy, and the lessons to be learned. We will be posting their 
responses to a series of questions on a rolling basis in coming weeks. 

 

Innovation in Democracy 

 

By Luca Belgiorno-Nettis  

 

ADF: How are the various governmental responses to the coronavirus impacting 
democracy in the short and long term? 

LBN: Our democracies rarely innovate, but Covid-19 has compelled major changes. 

In Australia, for example, we’re witnessing a level of cooperation rarely seen before – by 
way of federal and state integration through a National Cabinet, with accountability now 
almost entirely in the hands of journalists, not rival politicians. Consequentially, there’s also 
less “soap opera” politics… and people like it.  

Simply doing things differently has a value in showing that change is possible, and when 
those changes are well received, it shows to elected representatives that the wider community 
can accept innovation. 

So why would we go back to the old ways? 

In the short term, we will, because politics-as-usual is all we know: there remains the 
imperative to win and retain office at all costs, even at the cost of good government. 

And yet, hard trade-offs are not going away – eg; concerning who pays for the major 
expenditures, or whether the dramatically different welfare levels should be maintained – and 
deliberative democracy can help with these difficult decisions. 

If no vaccine is developed in the short to medium term, and Covid-19 becomes a disease 
continually present in our society, then there will be the hardest of choices between 
economics, and the spread of the disease. 

In the long term, we think the main problem to be solved is actually politics-as-usual. 



The current system of electoral politics – and its cheap point-scoring – is excessively 
responsive to uninformed public opinion. A “deliberative ballast” – which is trusted, 
inclusive and representative – is needed as a counterweight.   

Elected representatives are finding that mini-publics (ie; deliberation amongst a 
representative sample of citizens, chosen by way of civic lottery) are an innovation that can 
provide that ballast: attractive to the wider community, and to politicians who see it as 
complementary (in the same way judges regard juries as complementary in criminal justice).  

 

Is there a place for deliberative democracy in times of crisis, or is it simply too much of a 
luxury? 

It would seem that a crisis can benefit incumbent executives – if they’re reasonably 
competent !?! – especially when they’re backed up by chief medical officers. 

The health professionals, who are normally well respected, engender good levels of public 
trust. Politicians (government and opposition) read the tea leaves and don’t play politics. 

Good deliberation is never a luxury or a hindrance to executive action. On the contrary, it 
should be an obligatory precursor to every government action.  

But all too often it isn’t, because politicians feel obliged to pander to public opinion. To that 
end, it’s heartening to see that citizen juries/assemblies (mini-publics) are beginning to be 
embedded in politics-as-usual (see the world’s first Citizens’ Council in 2019 in Belgium).  

Having several countries, including the UK, France and Ireland – and supranational 
institutions such as the OECD and UN Democracy Fund – supporting mini-publics is huge 
cause for optimism.  

There are also several international philanthropic foundations coming together in 2020 to 
help any government with impartial advice on these deliberative models. 

If there are lessons for politicians coming out of Covid, it’s that cooperation and 
collaboration can be the new normal. 

 

What role can and should big tech play in helping “flatten the curve”? Are there any risks 
inherent in this approach? 

There’s been good cooperation from big tech for the Covid-19 tracking app here in Australia. 

There are many useful existing (and potentially many more) tech applications in the testing, 
tracking and isolating of pandemics.   

However, some of the counterweight to the general democratic deficit won’t come from more 
technology, but from non-tech solutions. 

The greatest support big tech can offer is thought leadership. As big tech/social media trades 
in public opinion, they could actively sponsor, perhaps philanthropically, deliberative 
methods that empower informed public judgment. 



 

Should there be any limitations on the curtailing of civil liberties when citizens’ health is at 
stake?  

There’s no one right answer as to the “correct” level of civil liberties being curtailed – there 
is a simply a level a given community decides it can accept.  

Perhaps the key limitation should be time-based, in that, if they are temporary, at least any 
aspects of over-reach will expire with the program. 

Our democracies need to better integrate trusted experts. Mistrust of some expertise is 
prudent – self-interest exists in all jobs! Mistrust of all expertise is a sign of a political 
decision-making system in need of rejuvenation.  

What this crisis has clearly shown, in various jurisdictions around the world, is that when 
public trust in government is fractured, the state’s ability to act is severely constrained. 

 

Luca Belgiorno-Nettis is the founder of the newDemocracy Foundation, an independent, 
non-partisan research and development organization that aims to restore trust in public 
decision making. 

 


