




Should Canada’s electoral system be reformed?












Introduction to Canadian Politics 




[bookmark: _GoBack]Many different electoral systems exist around the world. Almost every country has its unique system that it has either invented itself or inherited from different countries. Canada uses a first-past-the-post (FPTP) to elect single-member candidates in a district (SMD). In the following text, the advantages and disadvantage of different electoral sytems will be studied. Finally, we will try to establish which electoral system could be used in Canada and how it could be implemented.

1. The Basics of Canada’s electoral system

Canada’s electoral system is modeled on the United Kingdom’s Westminster model. The parliamentary system was adopted in Canada’s Constitution of 1867. (Massicotte 99) The Canadian parliament, the House of Commons is made up of 308 seats.  In each of the country’s 308 ridings, the candidate with the plurality of votes - although not necessarily a majority – is elected to parliament for the party he or she represents making Canada’s system a first past the post single member constituency system. 

1.2 The Advantages of Canada’s electoral system

The FPTP is by far the most straightforward and easy system for the population to understand. (Gallagher & Mitchell, 579) Furthermore, the single-member constituency system leads to more government stability because the system tends to form firm governments by encouraging a two-party system. (Lijphart & Grofman 5) Although this could be also seen as a disadvantage, the system also makes it near impossible for small parties to win seats, therefore creating a parliament with stable parties. (Lijphart & Grofman 5) Finally, advocates of the FPTP system argue that the system establishes a firm and clear relationship between voters and the Member of Parliament they elect. (Law Commission of Canada 1)

1.3. The Disadvantages of Canada’s electoral system

One of the major disadvantages of the FPTP system used in Canada is that not every vote “counts” towards the result of the election. (Law Commission of Canada XV) For example, in the 2011 federal election, 75,12% of the voters in the riding of Calgary Southwest where Stephen Harper was running for candidacy voted for the Conservative Party of Canada. This riding could be considered a conservative safe seat, as it has elected conservative parties since its creation in 1987. (www.elections.ca) Green Party voters could argue that their votes are in a way useless, as the party was bound to lose even before the elections began. This attitude could eventually lead to some citizens being reluctant to cast their votes and consider their vote to be “lost”. Furthermore, Reeve & Ware (147) argue that because some candidates win constituencies with “excess majority”, much more than needed to attain a plurality of votes, the “excess” votes can be seen as wasted because they are not transferable.
In the same vein, another issue that can arise is the election of a government that does not represent the majority of the citizens of the country. (Law Commission of Canada XV) For example, using the 2011 federal election as an example again, the Conservative Party of Canada won a majority government with only 39,62% of the popular vote. It is easy to argue, then, that a FPTP system can create a very disproportionate representation of the electorate’s will. It can also lead to “unfair” situations like the one encountered in the 2004 Canadian federal election. The New Democratic Party got 15,68% of the popular vote and won 19 seats. On the other hand, the Bloc Québécois, with 12,39% of the popular vote, won 54 seats. (www.elections.ca) Again, the lack of representation in the House of Commons is noticeable and does not represent the population the way a democracy should. 

Moreover, Threlfall, (524) discussing United Kingdom’s system that is very similar to Canada’s, writes that “single-member MPs are poorly placed compared to multi-member teams of MPs, precisely because they operate on their own, both to represent the social, gender and ethnic diversity of the area’s residents, and to represent the micro- branches of nationwide conflicts between different economic lobbies and policy communities operating in their area, while at the same time rep- resenting the policy dictates of their party.” She also argues that the FPTP SMD system has been proven to be the least “women-friendly” system. Threlfall points to research that proved that voters are more reluctant to voting more a female candidate when voting in a single-seat system because this would deprive them of a male representative. (Threlfall 525) Finally, Lijphart & Grofman (7) argue that a plurality system such as Canada’s tends to lead to gerrymandering.

2. What are the options?

2.1 Other Single-Seat Systems
	
The alternative vote system is similar to Canada’s FPTP with one major difference. In order to win a seat, the candidate must not only receive the plurality of votes in a constituency, but a majority of votes. Because a majority is rarely achieved in the initial vote, a winner is usually declared after multiple rounds. The alternative system is simple. Voters rank their preferred candidates in order. In some countries, such as Australia, where voting is mandatory, voters are obliged to rank all candidates. In most countries that use this system, however, voters can rank as many candidates as they wish. Each round consists of eliminating the candidate with the least amount of votes and transferring the secondary choices of those who had voted for him until a majority is found. A similar system used in France and in other countries is called the two-round system, where a first vote takes place similar to a vote in Canada. However, if no candidate wins a majority in the first round, a second round is held later at a further date (usually one or two weeks later). In most cases, only the top two candidates move on to the final vote. (Gallagher & Mitchell 580-583)
One of the disadvantages of this system is that the population needs to vote twice, which might discourage some people to participate in the election. Moreover, it is often regarded as creating instability in government by encouraging coalitions. O’Sullivan (2010) argues that the “AV system has a bias towards uncertainty, instability, deadlock, and the smaller parties. It is more likely than the Anglosphere’s traditional “first past the post” system to hand the choice of government to the politicians rather than to the electorate.” Finally, the Law Comission of Canada (2004) argues that just like Canada’s FPTP system, proportionate representation is not found in parliament under these systems.

The biggest advantage to these systems is that a candidate needs a majority – instead of a plurality – of votes to win. Moreover, voters do not feel as though voting for a smaller party in their choice will be a “wasted” ballot because they make secondary choices. (O’Neal) Finally, Blais (246) argues that a majoritarian system weakens extremist parties by making it harder for them to win seats. He writes that the system “produces representatives with strong and broad support and weakens extremist parties (and therefore) is likely to ensure legitimacy and order.” (Blais 247)

2.2. Proportional representation system
	
Different branches of proportional representation (PR) exist. The two main branches, list PR and single transferable vote (PR-STV), will be the focus of the following section. (Lijphart & Grofman 6) As explained by Gallagher & Mitchell (584), under list PR, “each party presents a list of candidates, and voters cast a vote by expressing support for either for one of these lists, or for one or more candidates on a list. Once the votes cast for each list have been totaled, seats are allocated among the parties according to a particular formula.” The PR-STV is, in general terms, the equivalent to the alternative vote in a multi-member constituency. It is the system used in Ireland. Ireland uses the popular Droop quota formula ((number of votes cast/number of seats to fill +1) +1) to establish the amount of votes a candidate needs to win a riding. Similar to the alternative vote, the candidate with the least votes is eliminated each round and his votes are transferred to the voter’s secondary choices. As soon as a candidate reaches the Droop quota, he is declared elected and his “surplus” (votes cast minus Droop quota) votes are redistributed to the remaining candidates until they too reach the quota. (Gallagher & Mitchell 594)

According to O’Neal, PR systems are often criticized for their complexity both for the voter and the counters. He writes that research shows that “while voter turnout may indeed be high in PR systems, ballot spoilage is also high, a possible sign of voter confusion when offered a multiplicity of choice.” (O’Neal) Furthermore, in contrast to Plurality systems, PR systems often form coalition governments, which are deemed weaker because they are easily broken on key debates, which consequently lead to more elections. (O’Neal) Moreover, O’Neal argues that a PR-SVT system weakens parties because “because candidates work to attract personal support, sometimes at the expense of other candidates from their own party.” 

Lijphart & Grofman (5-6) write that the main argument for PR is that “a democratic legislature should be representative of all of the interests and viewpoints of the electorate, and hence that the only proper form of representation is proportionate representation.” Furthermore, Threlfall (525) writes that studies have repeatedly demonstrated that PR is the most women-friendly system in the world. 

2.3 The Mixed System

The mixed-member proportional representation (MMP) system was innovated by the Germans in 1954. Today, it used in German, New Zealand and Scotland. The system is mixed because it uses both SMD-FPTP and PR. In Germany, the Bundestag is made up of 598 seats. 299 of those seats are filled with 299 constituencies voting for a local candidate through the FPTP system. The other 299 seats come from the electorate’s second vote for a party list. These seats are used to distribute seats to parties to create PR in the Bundestag. If, however, a party wins more constituency seats than it would be allocated through its PR percentage, the party gets to keep those “overhang seats”, meaning the Bundestag is of flexible size. To be represented in the Bundestag, a party must collect 5% of the votes or have won 3 constituencies.
3. Reforming Canada’s system

“Usually, those best placed to change an electoral system are those who have already been elected under the existing system. Since they have shown they can be elected under it, why should they change it?” (Reeve & Ware 12) Because FPTP system is so “historically entrenched” in Canada, Massicotte (115) argues that reforming the country’s electoral system would not easy. However, in 2000, a study showed that 49% of Canadians found unacceptable FPTP election results, while 29% had no opinion, and 23% found the results acceptable. (Law Commission of Canada 6) 

In 2004, the Law Commission of Canada wrote a report that suggested that Canada switch to a MMP similar to the one used in Scotland. The difference between Germany’s and Scotland MMP system is the feature of “overhang seats” which are not found under Scotland’s system.  The commission suggest that Canada’s House of Commons be two thirds elected through FPTP and one thirds represented through PR. For the party list votes, the commission suggests that parties offer lists that are flexible, meaning that electors can either vote for the list provided or vote for a candidate within the list. (Law Commission of Canada, 109)

The system would work as follows. Each province would be divided into a number of constituencies. Once the votes for each MP will be tallied, the distribution of the “regional seats” – or the PR seats for a province - would be calculated, as suggested by the Law Commission of Canada in 2004, the same way as in Scotland. The total number of votes cast for a party would be divided by the number of constituencies won by that party, plus one. (Law Commission of Canada 94) Although the method does not always give perfect representation, it is much more efficient in that regard than FPTP SMD. In annex 1, a table can be found applying this formula to Alberta in the 2000 federal election. 

In conclusion, a MMP system as used in Germany, New Zealand and Scotland would be an improvement over Canada’s system by including the aspect of proportionality into the House of Commons, while keeping the possibility of having local representatives. Furthermore, the system helps represent minorities and women in parliament. It also encourages “inter-party cooperation through coalition governments”. (Law Commission of Canada XVIII) Political reforms are never simple or unanimous, but more and more discussion has arisen in the last decade about Canada’s FPTP system. It will be interesting how and if reform will come about. Will it be through a referendum as was the case in New Zealand (Vowles 296) or through government law? One thing is for sure, though: citizens should be very much included in the decision-making.
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Determining the distribution of provincial and territorial
list seats (LS) using the “Scottish Formula” (example from
2000 federal election).
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