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Introduction and summary 

Your	Committee	may	find	this	unusual,	but	I	write	from	Australia	as	an	interested	friend	to	make	a	
contribution	to	your	discussion	on	electoral	reform.		

I	have	been	a	parliamentary	advisor	(to	an	independent	MP	and	Minister)	and	then	a	public	servant	
for	over	two	decades,	and	have	been	working	with	and	thinking	about	voting	systems	virtually	my	
entire	adult	life.	In	early	2016	I	established	a	website	and	blog	on	the	subject	of	voting	systems.		

Your	government	has	launched	this	reform	process	around	the	essential	recognition	that	single-
member	district	plurality	voting	(SMP,	or	FPTP)	is	serving	your	nation	poorly.	It	is	striking	that	of	
the	written	submissions	and	witness	presentations	up	to	the	first	week	of	October	–	I	have	tried	to	
examine	as	many	as	I	can	–	only	a	handful	make	any	attempt	to	defend	the	SMP/FPTP	system.	

I	am	also	struck	by	the	extent	of	experimentation	throughout	Canada’s	political	history	with	
alternate	voting	methods,	and	the	number	of	enquiries,	studies	and	reform	attempts	that	have	
taken	place	just	in	recent	decades.	After	all	this	national	effort,	I	won’t	waste	words	in	this	
submission	outlining	details	of	the	main	rival	voting	systems,	as	I	suspect	that	you	already	have	a	
very	firm	grasp	of	their	features.	

I	want	instead	to	tell	a	story	about	the	underlying	principles	that	lie	behind	voting	systems.	It	seems	
to	me	that	what	is	needed	most	of	all	is	a	renewed	dedication	to	the	idea	that	voting	systems	exist	to	
serve	the	voters,	and	in	particular	to	create	for	them	genuine,	equal	and	effective	representation	in	
their	legislatures.	

Voting	systems	also	exist	to	give	effect	to	your	national	Constitution’s	requirement	that	there	exist	
in	Canada	a	form	of	government	featuring	an	executive	that	is	responsible	to	a	legislature	that	is	
representative.	That	being	so,	voting	systems	that	fail	to	achieve	either	limb	of	that	definition	of	
government	are	simply	not	fit	for	purpose.	

As	this	reform	process	has	got	underway	the	Canadian	media	conveys	the	perception	that	each	of	
Canada’s	political	parties	has	a	preferred	outcome,	with	the	Liberal	Party	(or	at	least	the	Prime	
Minister)	leaning	towards	AV,	the	Conservatives	hoping	to	preserve	the	SMP	status	quo,	and	the	
NDP	and	others	favouring	MMP	or	other	party-based	PR	models.	

Electoral	reform	processes	around	the	world	have	usually	turned	bad	when	too	much	attention	was	
paid	to	brute	calculations	of	numbers	of	seats	which	specific	parties	would	win	under	various	
models,	followed	by	either	the	imposition	of	a	result	favouring	the	current	legislative	majority,	or	
else	some	compromise	that	is	advantageous	to	two	of	more	parties.	To	often	the	perspective	of	the	
voters,	and	the	very	purpose	of	voting	in	the	constitutional	system,	have	come	a	poor	second.	

But	in	fact	your	Committee	has	a	very	free	hand	here,	and	is	operating	outside	of	the	kinds	of	urgent	
political	pressure	that	have	misdirected	many	past	electoral	reform	efforts.	You	can	do	better	than	
your	predecessors.	

In	this	brief	I	will	argue	that	your	Committee	should	recommend	a	reformed	electoral	system	that	
pursues	four	simple	voter-focussed	principles:	

1) preserve	at	all	costs	the	principle	that	MPs	are	elected	by	direct	votes	cast	for	individual	
candidates;	therefore,	reject	voting	systems	in	which	political	parties	are	allocated	seats	in	
their	own	right	

2) expand	the	real	choice	available	to	voters	by	providing	them	with	preferential	voting	

3) expand	the	range	of	choice	available	to	voters	by	moving	away	from	the	single-member	riding	
system	of	candidate	offering,	as	far	as	possible	towards	a	completely	open	national	one;	that	is,	
forego	any	system	of	subdivisions	and	boundaries	that	is	not	absolutely	constitutionally	
necessary;	and	

4) make	equal	the	value	of	every	Canadian’s	vote	by	establishing	a	common	national	quota	for	the	
election	of	each	MP.	
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Underlying principles 

Your	Parliament	has	stated	the	guiding	objectives	for	this	reform	exercise	in	the	Mandate	of	your	
Committee.	

In	speaking	of	“[e]ffectiveness	and	legitimacy:…	public	confidence	…	that	…	votes	will	be	fairly	
translated	…	reduce	distortion	and	strengthen	the	link	between	voter	intention	and	the	election	of	
representatives”	your	Mandate	picks	up	the	basic	notion	that	the	effective	influence	of	every	voter	–	
that	is,	the	weight	of	every	vote	–	should	be	equal.	That	suggests	that	in	designing	electoral	systems,	
systems	that	create	equality	of	voter	influence	should	be	preferred,	and	systems	that	render	voter	
influence	unequal	should	be	rejected.	

This	is	one	of	the	most	basic	reasons	why	single-member	division	plurality	(SMP)	should	be	
abandoned,	because	any	use	of	single-member	divisions	(which	SMP	shares	with	other	systems	
including	simple	AV)	dramatically	diversifies	the	effective	influence	of	voters.	

Your	mandate	also	speaks	of	participation	in	the	electoral	process,	mentioning	“[e]ngagement:	…	
encourage	voting	and	participation	in	the	democratic	process”.	Another	clause	of	the	mandate	
speaks	of	“[a]ccessibility	and	inclusiveness”.	That	suggests	that	electoral	systems	that	reduce	
barriers	or	disincentives	to	participation	should	be	preferred.	Once	again	SMP	is	obviously	
undesirable,	as	is	causes	many	voters	to	be	discouraged	from	voting	by	the	prospect	that	their	votes	
will	be	ineffective.	

There	is	scientific	evidence	to	suggest	that	the	voting	systems	of	the	‘proportional’	family	(broadly	
defined)	are	moderately	correlated	with	higher	rates	of	turnout	(at	least	in	voluntary	voting	nations	
–	this	is	not	an	issue	in	Australia).	This	can	plausibly	be	explained	by	a	significant	additional	
number	of	voters	(especially	those	favouring	smaller	parties)	having	available	to	them	the	
alternatives	they	wish	to	support,	and	holding	a	higher	faith	that	their	vote	will	count	effectively.	

There	are	other	items	in	your	Mandate	that	are	less	obviously	connected	to	voting	system	choice.	
There	is	an	aim	to	“foster	greater	civility	and	collaboration	in	politics”.	I	regret	to	say	that	I	know	of	
no	particular	voting	system	that	uses	political	parties	that	can	claim	to	be	superior	to	others	on	this	
point.	Party	rivalry	is	inherently	a	tribal	and	competitive	exercise.	

Proportional	representation	systems	yield	more	diverse	multi-party	political	landscapes,	and	in	
doing	so	create	pressures	towards	negotiation	and	compromise	in	ways	that	are	lacking	in	two-
party	scenarios,	but	this	does	not	in	and	of	itself	guarantee	collaboration.	

I	see	that	two	of	your	northern	territories	have	established	‘non-partisan’	legislative	assemblies,	
and	I	would	expect	that	they	might	display	greater	civility	and	collaboration	for	doing	so.	But	this	is	
not	really	an	option	for	national	legislatures	faces	with	the	full	array	of	competing	ideological	and	
policy	controversies.	

Another	of	your	mandate	aims	is	to	“enhance	social	cohesion	and	offer	opportunities	for	inclusion	of	
underrepresented	groups	in	the	political	process”.	All	single-member-division	systems	will	work	
against	that	aim.	Proportional	systems	will	create	better	representation	and	increase	inclusion,	but	
whether	they	will	in	themselves	enhance	‘social	cohesion’	is	an	open	question.	

You	seek	to	“avoid	undue	complexity	in	the	voting	process”.	All	good	and	well,	but	this	is	sometimes	
used	as	a	cheap	defence	of	SMP,	because	on	the	surface	SMP	requires	the	least	marking	to	be	made	
on	the	ballot	paper.	The	claim	is	illusory,	because	behind	SMP	lies	significant	complexity	for	voters	
in	making	their	vote	effective	–	the	conundrum	of	‘strategic	voting’	being	a	well-known	(but	not	the	
only)	complexity	that	such	voters	must	deal	with.	

Finally,	your	mandate	seeks	to	recognise	“local	representation:	that	the	proposed	measure	would	
ensure	accountability	and	recognize	the	value	that	Canadians	attach	to	community,	to	Members	of	
Parliament	understanding	local	conditions	and	advancing	local	needs	at	the	national	level,	and	to	
having	access	to	Members	of	Parliament	to	facilitate	resolution	of	their	concerns	and	participation	in	
the	democratic	process”.	
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This	could	possibly	be	read	as	a	deliberate,	outcome-oriented	condition	on	your	Mandate,	aimed	at	
ensuring	that	the	Committee’s	recommendations	must	perpetuate	the	use	of	single-member	
divisions	(SMDs).	If	so,	that	would	mean	that	the	Committee	must	favour	either	the	SMP	system,	or	
its	preferential	alternative	AV,	or	at	worst	some	compromise	system	of	MMP.	

I	hope	this	is	too	limited	an	interpretation	of	those	words.	The	whole	notion	of	‘local	
representation’	is	one	of	the	central	problems	in	voting	system	design,	and	I	will	address	it	below.	

	

The	pursuit	of	all	these	aims	in	voting	system	design	is	addressed	through	five	distinct	
propositions:	participation,	actual	representation,	a	direct	connection	between	voters	and	
candidates,	choice,	and	equality	of	voter	influence.	

	

On	the	matter	of	inclusion	of	the	whole	electorate	in	the	voting	process	and	in	the	composition	of	
Parliament	which	results	from	it,	we	should	certainly	prefer	systems	which	have	positive	drivers	on	
participation,	especially	fair	and	inclusive	participation,	and	on	the	actual	representation	in	
Parliament	which	follows.	

These	two	goals	lend	themselves	to	numerical	measurement.	This	paper,	and	the	many	other	
submissions	and	evidence	given	to	you,	consistently	point	out	that	SMDs	are	detectably	worse	than	
other	systems	at	encouraging	participation	and	exceptionally	poor	at	generating	overall	
representation	of	most	voters.	

	

Next	I	assert	–	for	it	is	not	axiomatic,	but	a	value	judgement	–	that	we	should	always	prefer	voting	
systems	that	preserve	the	direct	relationship	between	voters	and	candidates	(who	become	MPs).	
Without	this	direct	connection,	is	the	exercise	really	about	representation	at	all?	

For	this	reason,	I	argue	against	any	system	that	involves	voting	for	parties,	as	do	the	List-PR	
systems,	including	those	of	the	MMP	compromise.	These	systems	allocate	to	parties	the	right	to	fill	
a	number	of	seats.	The	resulting	MPs	do	not	truly	represent	voters.	

The	Australian	and	Canadian	constitutions	speak	of	their	legislatures	being	chosen	by,	and	
representative	of,	their	people,	not	of	political	parties.	The	shift	in	focus	of	the	attention	and	
accountabilities	of	MPS	from	the	voters	to	the	parties	caused	by	List	PR	systems	is	apparent	to	
every	observer.	

I	think	this	is	a	simple	matter	of	principle:	to	allocate	seats	to	parties	directly	breaks	the	
relationship	of	representation	and	accountability	between	MPs	and	voters.	

	

The	final	two	design	principles	are	the	most	intimately	related	to	voting	system	design,	and	are	far	
more	complicated:	they	are	choice,	and	equality.	

	

One	aspect	of	the	limitation	of	choice	lies	in	the	distinction	between	categorical	and	preferential	
voting.	

With	the	categorical	voting	method	of	SMP,	one	may	only	indicate	support	for	a	single	candidate,	
giving	them	the	whole	of	your	support.	(There	are	other	options	within	the	categorical	voting	
family,	such	as	the	block	vote,	SNTV,	points	systems,	range	voting	and	others,	but	you	are	not	
seriously	considering	any	of	these	options).	

With	preferential	voting,	a	much	wider	margin	of	choice	opens	up.	

(A	word	on	the	terminology:	it	seems	that	Canadians	and	the	British	call	the	preferential	approach	–	
at	least	for	single-member	divisions	–	the	Alternative	Vote	(AV),	and	in	the	US	it	is	normally	called	
Instant	Runoff	Voting,	but	we	Australians	know	it	only	as	preferential	voting.	We’ve	been	using	the	
method	since	the	1920s,	and	so	widespread	and	normalised	is	its	use	here	–	there	is	almost	no	
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public	voting	in	Australia	that	is	not	preferential	–	that	most	Australians	would	not	really	use	any	
adjective	at	all	to	describe	voting	this	way.	If	you	forced	categorical	voting	on	Australians	they	
would	probably	be	outraged	that	their	‘preferences’	had	been	taken	away	from	them.)	

Preferential	voting	is	a	powerful	gift	to	voters.	It	means	that	no	(or	very	minimal)	strategic	
distortion	of	voters’	true	choices	is	ever	needed.	It	preserves	the	value	of	votes	against	‘wastage’,	
and	it	makes	a	crucial	contribution	–	especially	in	its	multi-member	STV	form	–	to	gifting	voters	
with	equality	of	influence	of	each	vote.	

	

But	preferencing	is	only	one	aspect	of	choice,	and	a	far	more	important	impact	on	voter	choice	sits	
in	plain	sight.	For	virtually	all	voting	systems	in	use	in	the	world	today	dramatically	curb	the	scope	
of	choice	of	the	voters	to	select	as	MPs	candidates	who	might	represent	their	views	in	Parliament.	

By	far	the	most	dramatic	form	of	restriction	on	choice	is	the	institution	of	the	single-member	
division,	and	this	is	as	good	a	place	as	any	to	launch	into	a	discussion	of	what	SMDs	really	are.	

Universally	sold	to	the	public	as	somehow	assuring	them	of	‘local	representation’,	the	use	of	SMDs	
is	in	fact	a	dramatic	reduction	in	choice	in	the	selection	of	MPs	for	their	legislature.	It	denies	voters	
choice	of	alternatives	within	a	political	party	which	they	might	favour,	and	in	some	cases	it	denies	
them	of	the	option	to	vote	for	any	candidate	of	a	specific	party	or	prominent	independent	candidate	
that	they	might	support.		

Even	if	attractive	candidates	are	available,	the	reality	of	SMD	voting	–	whether	in	its	plurality	form,	
or	with	AV	–	denies	effective	choice	to	anyone	who	does	not	favour	one	of	the	top	two	candidates	in	
the	electoral	division.	

Finally,	if	the	SMD	happens	to	be	a	‘safe	seat’	–	a	very	common	occurrence	–	even	that	degree	of	
choice	becomes	illusory.	

Why	is	this	‘local’	claim	of	virtue	so	widely	accepted?	Understood	correctly,	it	is	no	more	than	a	rule	
that	residency	is	to	be	taken	as	a	matter	of	paramount	democratic	significance.	It	applies	to	the	
great	disadvantage	to	both	to	the	voter,	who	cannot	vote	for	any	candidate	other	than	one	who	is	
resident	within	the	electoral	division,	and	to	the	candidate,	who	is	unable	to	seek	support	other	
than	from	residents	of	the	defined	area.	

The	defined	area	of	residency	is	–	in	almost	every	case	in	every	nation	where	it	is	applied	–	entirely	
arbitrary	and	often	unrelated	to	any	real	distinctions	between	‘local’	communities	of	interests.	

To	keep	the	divisions	equal	in	population	size,	these	boundaries	are	revised	regularly,	and	all	too	
often	voters	(and	candidates)	find	themselves	reallocated	to	different	residency-based	groups	for	
no	good	reason	that	is	in	any	way	related	to	the	exercise	of	their	choice	of	representative.		

In	a	modern,	diverse	and	mobile	society,	association	between	people	through	the	grounds	of	their	
residency	is	clearly	not	the	sole	form	of	community,	and	for	many	people	it	would	not	count	as	even	
one	of	the	more	important	forms	of	community.	

The	use	of	the	idea	of	‘localness’	in	regard	to	federal	parliamentary	elections	also	ignores	the	very	
deliberate	division	of	responsibilities	to	the	three	levels	of	government	in	Canada	(the	same	applies	
in	Australia).	There	are	virtually	no	specific	responsibilities	of	the	Canadian	national	Parliament	or	
the	national	government	that	require	a	residence-based	electoral	foundation.	

Subdivision	also	severely	limits	candidates	in	relation	to	where	they	can	seek	support	for	policy	
platforms	that	have	a	national	character,	rather	than	a	local	one	–	which	is	to	say	almost	all	the	
policies	and	duties	of	national	legislators.	

By	contrast,	taking	a	wider	approach	to	choice	need	in	no	way	prohibit	voters	from	taking	residency	
as	a	factor	in	their	choice	of	representation.	Residency	as	a	factor	in	voter	choice	can	easily	be	
allowed	to	voters	–	without	requiring	it	–	whilst	opening	up	the	scope	of	choice	to	allow	voters	to	
balance	any	number	of	factors	in	deciding	where	to	bestow	their	vote.	
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There	are	more	problems.	The	drawing	of	the	boundaries	of	these	SMDs	is	in	many	countries	–	a	
neighbour	to	your	South	comes	to	mind	–	manipulated	shamelessly	to	bring	about	partisan	
outcomes.	Happily,	both	Canada	and	Australia	have	an	independent	boundary-drawing	system	
blessed	with	non-partisan	integrity.	

But	even	innocently	drawn	boundaries	unavoidably	show	real	partisan	impacts,	creating	across	
multiple	divisions	concentration	distortion	effects	which	favour	political	parties	which	are	spread	
in	a	manner	leading	to	several	narrow	winning	majorities,	and	disadvantaging	those	parties	where	
demographics	concentrates	their	voters	heavily	in	fewer	divisions.	Even	a	fair	process	for	
independent	drawing	of	boundaries	cannot	exclude	such	effects.	

	

We	come	now	to	the	final	of	my	basic	principles	of	electoral	design,	which	is	equality.	The	goal	
should	be	that	every	vote	carries	equal	strength	in	electing	a	representative.	

Once	again,	it	is	appropriate	to	start	an	analysis	by	considering	the	impact	of	single-member	
divisions.	

Indisputably,	SMDs	by	their	very	nature	render	unequal	the	effective	weight	of	all	votes.		Votes	in	
safe	seats	are	of	less	influence	on	election	results,	while	those	in	marginal	seats	are	of	high	
influence.	The	result	is	a	mathematical	inevitability.	That	this	is	so	is	also	abundantly	proven	by	the	
evidence	of	the	manner	in	which	major	political	parties	construct	their	election	campaign	strategies	
and	target	their	investments	of	time,	expenditure	and	policy	preferences.	

There	is	only	one	rule	that	can	render	all	votes	equal	in	influence,	which	is	to	define	an	identical	
number	of	votes	as	the	basis	for	each	successful	candidate	to	be	awarded	a	seat	as	an	MP.	

Yet	in	virtually	all	electoral	democracies	(not	counting	the	party-based	PR	systems,	which	do	not	
use	direct	voting	for	candidates)	we	see	divergence	in	the	number	of	votes	needed	to	win	a	seat.	

Differences	in	the	number	of	voters	registered	in	each	SMD,	and	the	turnout	of	voters	actually	
voting	in	each	division,	are	the	initial	drivers	of	this	inequality,	but	in	fact	they	are	only	the	
background.	The	very	fact	that	each	SMD	has	a	different	margin	of	victory	–	and	this	is	true	of	both	
plurality	and	AV	SMD	systems	–	drives	an	even	more	dramatic	difference	in	the	degree	of	voter	
influence.	This	effect	remains	even	where	electoral	divisions	all	have	exactly	the	same	numbers	of	
registered	voters	and	of	actual	voters	turning	out.	

The	solution	to	this	major	defect	of	voting	systems	is	well	known,	and	was	a	founding	feature	of	the	
original	STV	system	150	years	ago	–	the	declaration	of	a	quota	of	votes	for	the	election	of	each	MP.	

STV	in	actual	usage	throughout	the	world	has	strayed	somewhat	from	this	initial	simplicity,	as	
discussed	further	below,	but	the	original	idea	was	profoundly	correct.	

It	is	an	inescapable	conclusion	that	if	you	vary	the	number	of	votes	each	candidate	needs	to	be	
elected,	you	vary	the	real	weight	of	each	voter’s	vote.	This	is	as	true	between	SMDs	as	it	is	between	
larger,	multi-member	electoral	divisions,	although	the	typical	STV	system	reduces	the	inequality	
(but	does	not	eliminate	it).	

The	only	fully	effective	solution	to	the	conundrum	of	voter	equality	is	to	have	a	universal	–	ideally,	a	
nationwide	–	common	quota	for	the	election	of	each	and	every	MP.	
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Respecting equality and choice leads to a simple voting system 

Here	then	is	a	system	of	voting	which	I	commend	for	your	consideration.	

1. Allow	voters	the	option	to	vote	directly	for	any	candidate	who	nominates	for	election	
anywhere	in	the	nation.	

2. Allow	voters	to	list	candidates	preferentially,	and	as	many	of	them	as	they	wish.	

3. Declare	that	every	successful	MP	will	be	chosen	on	the	basis	of	receiving	the	same	number	of	
votes	–	a	common	national	quota.	Link	this	to	the	preferencing	approach	of	course:	as	the	least	
successful	candidates	are	eliminated,	let	their	votes	flow	to	others	who	may	then	accumulate	
the	required	quota	of	votes.	Use	the	transfer	mechanisms	of	STV	to	work	out	the	preference	
flows	both	of	surpluses	from	candidates	who	win	more	than	a	quota,	and	from	less	successful	
candidates	who	are	eliminated.	

That’s	it.	That’s	all.	

While	you	mull	what	I’ve	just	said,	a	few	observations:	

This	is	not	quite	STV	as	it	is	currently	understood.	It	is	in	fact	less	than	modern	STV,	more	
something	akin	to	the	original	proposition	of	STV	from	the	late	1850s.	As	it	developed	historically,	
from	the	1880s	onwards	STV	absorbed	the	notion	of	electoral	divisions	(multi-member,	but	small:	
often	3-5	members),	and	arguably	this	step	has	complicated	how	STV	is	understood,	and	
diminished	the	potential	virtues	from	using	the	method.	By	contrast,	what	I	have	just	proposed	is	
simpler	than	the	modern	understanding	of	STV	in	use	in	Australia,	Ireland	and	other	places.	

The	initially	horrifying	loss	of	localness	in	allowing	nation-wide	choice	is	illusory.	As	discussed	
earlier,	nothing	prevents	voters	favouring	‘local’	candidates	–	if	they	please	to	do	so.	

This	proposal	does	not	arouse	the	concern	that	voters	have	too	much	choice,	raised	in	some	recent	
research	and	linked	to	the	psychological	limits	of	human	choice-making.	There	are	studies	that	
conclude	that	most	of	us	have	substantial	difficulty	ranking	more	than	about	seven	objects	
preferentially.	Perhaps	so.	But	those	complaints,	when	made	in	relation	to	voting	system	design,	
come	in	relation	to	voters	being	forced	to	choose	among	too	great	a	number	of	options,	usually	in	an	
immediate	or	hasty	process,	and	usually	while	being	confronted	with	options	about	which	the	voter	
can	have	little	or	know	knowledge.	

If	the	voting	approach	proposed	above	was	supported	by	access	to	as	much	information	as	voters	
wish,	in	advance	and	in	their	own	time,	but	with	no	restrictions	of	forced	decisions,	then	these	
concerns	do	not	apply.	

You	may	think	that	what	is	proposed	throws	the	idea	of	the	‘ballot	paper’	out	the	window	–	or	into	a	
state	of	impossible	complexity.	Not	so.	At	polling	places	we	could	simply	offer	voters	options	for	
differently	styled	ballot	papers:	one	consisting	entirely	of	blank	rows,	another	with	all	candidates	
from	the	local	area	already	printed	on	the	paper	below	some	blank	rows,	and	any	number	of	other	
pre-printed	options.	Offer	them	anything	they	ask	for.	Allow	them	to	design	their	ballot	at	home	in	
any	manner	they	wish,	and	support	that	act	with	some	electronic	means	of	printing	their	official	
ballot	in	proper	form	at	the	polling	place.	Really,	just	give	the	customer	whatever	they	want.	

The	system	would	satisfy	the	party-fairness	idea	of	proportionality,	because	what	is	proposed	is	
essentially	a	member	of	the	PR	category	of	voting	systems,	in	the	same	way	STV	is.	But	it	is	not	a	
party	based	system.		The	proposed	system	will	yield	highly	party-proportional	results	at	the	
national	level,	while	still	having	ample	room	for	the	entry	into	Parliament	of	any	independent	or	
micro-party	candidate	who	secures	the	necessary	quota	of	votes.	

The	vote	quota,	by	the	way,	can	be	determined	in	advance	of	the	election.	It	is	not	necessary	to	wait	
many	days	for	the	final	determination	of	the	precise	number	of	formal	votes	(as	happens	with	
modern	STV	methods)	before	the	preference	distribution	counting	can	be	conducted.	The	quota	
could	simply	be	pre-determined	by	some	formula	that	linked	the	desired	total	number	of	MPs,	the	
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estimated	turnout,	and	the	estimated	rate	of	ballot	exhaustion	as	preferences	run	out	(this	would	
be	a	‘voluntary	preferencing’	system,	not	a	‘compulsory	preferencing’	one,	necessarily.)	

When	it	comes	to	advocating	such	a	new	approach	to	the	public,	all	that	would	be	required	is	to	
declare	that	you	are	giving	voters	uninhibited	national	choice	of	all	candidates,	preferential	choice	
to	back	up	their	first	choices,	and	making	every	Canadian’s	vote	completely	equal	in	value.	These	
three	notions	are	each	both	simple	and	inherently	attractive.	

By	contrast,	marketing	to	a	wary	public	the	details	of	any	of	the	specific	voting	packages	currently	
being	considered,	all	of	which	are	admitted	to	have	flaws	even	by	political	scientists,	would	seem	a	
far	harder	sell.	

One	feature	of	the	proposed	approach	that	may	cause	minor	alarm	is	that	it	does	not	pre-determine	
the	total	number	of	winning	candidates.	A	dynamic	relationship	between	the	turnout	rate,	the	
preference	exhaustion	rate,	and	the	quota	would	determine	the	final	number	of	members	elected.	
You	might	calculate	the	quota	so	as	to	target	a	result	of	338	MPs,	but	the	outcomes	will	vary	around	
that	target.	I	suspect	not	dramatically.	

You	could	modify	that	uncertainty	by	setting	pre-determined	numbers	of	winners.	The	Australian	
and	Irish	systems	have	simple	rules	for	adding	‘below-quota’	winners	when	required.	You	could	
apply	such	corrections	nationally,	or	at	the	level	of	subdivisions	such	as	your	provinces.	

Which	brings	me	to	the	issue	of	your	provinces,	with	their	current	constitutionally	pre-allotted	
numbers	of	MPs.	Well,	if	my	points	earlier	about	the	role	of	subdivisions	causing	inequality	of	vote	
influence	have	sunk	in,	then	you	might	conclude	that	the	provincial	pre-determined	numbers	
should	actually	be	abandoned	under	this	system,	to	preserve	a	true	national	equality	of	voter	
influence.	

All	forms	of	subdivision	of	a	national	electorate	cause	inequality,	by	provincial	boundaries	no	less	
than	by	riding	boundaries.	The	system	proposed	here	would	automatically	correct	such	inequality	
and	give	the	provinces	numbers	of	MPs	roughly	in	line	with	population,	but	on	the	basis	of	
complete	national	voter	equality.	

That	said,	I	recognise	that	the	question	is	as	much	about	a	desire	for	provincial	identity	of	MPs	as	it	
is	an	argument	over	the	formula	for	allotting	seats.	If	you	adopt	the	nationwide	freedom	of	choice	
proposed	above,	the	‘pooling’	of	voters	and	candidates	into	provinces	(let	alone	ridings)	is	done	
away	with.	I	realise	this	may	be	a	step	to	far	and	fast.	

Well,	why	not	at	least	apply	the	approach	proposed	within	each	province	–	or	if	you	must,	divide	
Quebec	and	Ontario	into	large	regions,	in	the	manner	proposed	by	the	2004	Law	Commission	
report.	

At	least	recognise	that	the	more	such	subdividing	you	do,	the	more	you	increase	inequality	of	voter	
influence.	A	subdivided	system	would	increasingly	resemble	the	ordinary	modern	form	of	STV,	
which	would	indeed	be	a	far	better	voting	system	than	you	have	at	present.	If	you	do	go	down	this	
part,	you	will	need	to	whatever	compromises	on	the	subdivision	question	you	think	best.	

Finally,	the	three	northern	territories	-	what	of	them?	Representing	these	communities	does	
present	genuine	difficulties.	I	see	that	FairVote	has	suggested	an	option	that	involves	proportional	
multi-member	divisions	throughout	the	provinces,	but	use	SMP	for	each	territory.	

In	my	suggested	system	the	purest	approach	to	the	issue	would	be	to	include	the	territory	voters	in	
the	national	pool,	and	argue	that	the	‘local’	concerns	of	those	voters	are	matters	for	the	territory	
legislatures	and	governments	(or	for	federal	funding	programs),	and	should	not	distort	the	
cleanness	of	a	national	approach	to	equal	voting	and	open	choice.		

But	there	would	no	doubt	be	a	call	to	compromise	and	provide	the	territories	with	one	dedicated	
MP	each,	presumably	elected	by	SMP	(or	better,	AV).	Some	might	see	this	as	a	necessary	concession	
to	the	territory	voters.	Yet	SMDs	are	a	curse,	not	a	blessing	–	they	deny	choice	and	make	vote	
influence	unequal.	There	is	no	neat	solution,	but	in	any	case	some	special	territory	arrangement	
could	be	adopted	without	doing	great	violence	to	the	main	approach	that	I	propose.	
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The alternatives are all unattractive on issues of principle 

If	what	I	propose	above	seems	uncomfortable,	contrast	it	with	your	alternatives.	

	

Firstly,	Canada	could	do	nothing	–	that	is,	stick	with	SMP	(FPTP),	presumably	not	through	a	
deliberate	choice	but	through	some	failure	of	the	current	reform	exercise	to	agree	on	and	legislate	a	
specific	alternative.		

Such	an	outcome	would	perpetuate	the	serious	damage	to	voter	equality	that	SMP	currently	
creates.	It	would	perpetuate	the	serious	gap	in	voter	representation	in	Parliament,	with	around	half	
(and	usually	more	than	that)	of	even	the	participating	voters	winning	no	representation.	

It	would	perpetuate	the	constitutional	farce	of	governments	supported	by	only	a	minority	of	
Canadians	but	fielding	parliamentary	majorities	of	MPs,	lacking	a	true	democratic	mandate.	

The	one	commitment	your	Government	has	been	clear	about	is	that	this	outcome	will	be	avoided.	

	

Next,	you	could	keep	the	single-member	divisions	but	adopt	preferential	voting	in	them	–	the	AV	
option.	Yes,	AV	is	a	better	voting	system	than	SMP,	but	not	by	much	–	and	I	speak	as	an	Australian	
well	familiar	with	it.	

The	main	gain	would	be	a	somewhat	improved	choice	for	voters,	largely	ending	the	need	for	
strategic	voting,	offering	a	fairer	way	of	handling	voters	who	support	minor	parties,	and	so	on.	But	
it	is	hardly	the	maximum	expansion	of	choice	that	could	be	achieved.	The	current	serious	inequality	
of	voter	influence	would	be	slightly	reduced,	but	certainly	not	eliminated.	

There	is	no	real	difference	between	SMP	and	AV	in	the	national	political	culture	in	terms	of	civility	
or	collaboration	between	the	main	parties.	

If	AV	is	the	best	Canada	can	do,	then	take	it	–	in	a	binary	comparison	AV	is	preferable	to	SMP.	But	it	
would	be	a	very	limited	achievement.		

	

You	could	leap	away	from	direct	voting	for	candidates	altogether,	and	satisfy	the	party-
proportionalists	by	adopting	a	List	PR	system.	While	the	partisan	opinions	of	the	nation	would	be	
better	captured,	and	justifiable	compromises	between	minority	parties	would	become	the	norm,	
you	would	lose	the	direct	connection	between	voters	and	candidates	that	is	the	core	of	
representation	itself,	and	instead	give	the	party	corporations	control	of	the	system.		

The	List	PR	systems	create	candidates	who	in	effect	cannot	be	dis-elected	so	long	as	their	parties	
continue	to	put	them	forward	on	their	electoral	lists	–	some	unkindly	call	them	‘zombie	candidates’.	

Some	say	that	‘open	list’	versions	of	the	PR	system	can	balance	the	excessive	party	control	of	PR	
List	systems.	It’s	fair	to	say	they	can,	but	only	in	exceptional	cases.	Open	list	PR	is	not	all	that	far	
from	closed	list	PR	in	its	real	democratic	implications.	

It	is	difficult	to	see	a	change	to	pure	PR	being	sold	to	a	public	already	sceptical	about	the	role	of	
parties	in	the	system.	

This	is	a	good	point	to	mention	that	there	is	a	significant	misunderstanding	surrounding	the	notion	
or	‘proportionality’.	The	term	is	universally	used	to	refer	to	party	vote-share-to-seat-share	ratios,	
and	political	scientists	study	such	results	in	infinitesimal	detail,	using	them	to	compare	the	merits	
of	various	seat	allocation	formulae	for	their	relative	degrees	of	fairness	to	large,	medium	and	small	
sized	parties.	
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It	was	not	always	so.	In	the	early	decades	of	STV	(the	late	19th	century,	before	the	role	of	parties	had	
reached	its	modern	character)	the	term	‘proportionality’	was	a	more	direct	reference	to	the	
equality	of	voter	influence	itself.	

The	point	to	make	is	that	proportional	party	V-share/S-share	results	are	not	an	end	in	itself;	the	
true	end	is	actual	voter	equality.	

Party	proportionality	ratios	are	widely	used	as	if	they	were	a	proxy	for	voter	equality,	but	in	fact	
they	are	merely	one	possible	measure	of	voter	equality,	and	only	a	partial	one	at	that.	(In	addition,	
there	are	actually	rival	formulae	for	calculating	party	VS/SS	proportionality.)	In	any	real	world	
election,	the	party-proportionality	desired	can	never	be	100%	achieved.	

But	what	can	be	fully	achieved	is	actual,	genuine	equality	of	voter	influence	–	by	adopting	a	
universal	common	vote	quota	and	a	preferential	voting	system	(of	the	STV	class).	This	is	the	true	
end	that	should	be	sought.	

	

If	pure	PR	is	unacceptable	to	many	you	could	–	as	many	advocates	call	for	–	choose	MMP.	

But	MMP	is	a	really	a	sort	of	weak	players	compromise;	an	outcome	developed	in	circumstances	
where	FPTP	had	lost	its	respectability	and	was	on	the	verge	of	removal,	but	the	advocates	of	List	PR	
could	not	yet	muster	enough	support	to	replace	it	entirely.	No	doubt	the	call	to	keep	‘local	
members’	had	an	influence,	as	did	aversion	to	the	party	control	that	List	PR	brings.	

The	debate	in	Canada	now	sees	much	the	same	script	being	played	out	(perhaps	with	less	than	the	
usual	amount	of	defence	of	SMP).	

It	is	important	to	note	that	each	of	the	two	halves	of	an	MMP	system	do	not	correct	for	the	flaws	of	
the	other	half.	The	inequality,	lack	of	choice	and	other	defects	of	the	SMP	half	are	not	addressed	by	
the	PR-based	half	of	an	MMP	system,	and	the	party	control	of	the	other	half	is	in	no	way	reduced	by	
the	presence	of	the	SMP-elected	MPs.	It	is	simply	a	composite	of	two	flawed	systems.	

If	your	reform	process	ends	up	in	a	binary	choice	between	SMP	and	MMP,	it	would	on	balance	
probably	be	best	to	choose	MMP.	But	as	with	choosing	AV,	it	should	be	little	to	celebrate.	You	will	
have	removed	the	artificial	majority	effect	on	national	governance	that	is	caused	by	SMP,	but	
admitted	to	your	system	the	different	defect	of	ever-greater	party	control	of	the	people’s	
representation	in	the	legislature.	You	would	have	made	only	modest	advance	in	regard	to	either	
voter	choice	or	true	vote	equality.	

	

Finally,	I	see	that	FairVote	has	floated	one	option	for	a	‘Rural-Urban’	compromise.	Urban	areas	
would	use	a	PR	system,	and	regional	areas	SMDs.	

Even	assuming	that	the	proportional	model	would	be	a	direct	election	form	of	STV,	and	with	all	due	
respect	to	FairVote	(an	entirely	admirable	organisation),	you	should	beware	this	seemingly	
innocent	compromise.	

In	1919	the	British	considered	a	similar	compromise.	In	the	cities	where	Labour	was	growing	
strong,	PR	would	ensure	that	representatives	of	Conservative	and	Liberal	voters	would	be	fairly	
elected	alongside	the	Labour	majorities,	rather	than	seeing	SMD	yield	nothing	but	dominant	Labour	
outcomes.	But	in	the	rural	areas	Liberals	and	Conservatives	would	sweep	the	preserved	single-
member	divisions,	and	the	minority	Labour	supporters	would	be	unrepresented.	The	proposal	was	
a	monumental	partisan	scam,	and	was	rightly	rejected.	

Any	mix	of	multi-member	with	single-member	divisions	is	ripe	for	potential	abuse.		

	

These	would	appear	to	be	your	main	alternatives.	My	question	to	you	is,	which	of	these	alternatives	
can	be	said	to	achieve	a	more	genuinely	representative	House	than	one	elected	by	the	simple	
choice-and-equality	techniques	I	suggested	above?	
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The formation of government: 
responsibility to a representative assembly 

The	bulk	of	this	paper	has	focused	on	principles	of	voting	system	design	related	to	the	interests	of	
voters.	Let	me	turn	briefly	to	the	constitutional	imperative	to	establish	a	system	of	responsible	and	
representative	government,	and	the	impact	of	that	requirement	on	the	design	of	the	voting	system.	

Fundamental	to	the	Canadian	constitutional	system	(as	with	that	of	Australia)	is	the	existence	of	a	
legislature,	charged	with	functions	including	the	creation	and	amendment	of	legislation,	the	
scrutiny	of	the	operations	of	government,	and	the	conduct	of	open	debate	on	public	controversies.	
All	these	functions	are	premised	on	the	assumption	that	this	legislature	is	representative	of	the	
people.		

The	constitutional	regime	also	provides	for	an	executive	government	that	is	to	exist	in	a	
relationship	of	responsibility	to	a	House	that	is	likewise	representative	of	the	people.	

It	follows	that	all	relevant	institutional	and	legislative	arrangements	should	be	designed	so	as	to	
support	–	or	at	least,	not	to	contradict	–	the	operation	of	the	relationship	of	responsibility	that	must	
exist	between	the	Ministry	and	the	House.	

Conversely	any	institutional	arrangement	–	including	the	details	of	the	electoral	and	voting	systems	
–	that	prevents	the	character	of	the	House	from	being	representative	of	the	people	should	be	
regarded	as	constitutionally	unacceptable.	

	

The	debate	over	the	alleged	need	for	majority	governments	is	a	constant	refrain	in	debates	on	
electoral	system	design.	But	majority	governments	are	not	a	constitutional	necessity.	Nothing	in	the	
constitutions	of	Canada	or	Australia	(or	their	many	provinces	and	states)	requires	the	existence	of	a	
solid	party	majority	in	the	relevant	parliamentary	chamber.	All	that	is	required	is	that	governments	
do	not	lack	the	expressed	confidence	of	the	house.	

Indeed,	the	obligatory	constitutional	order	is	that	the	executive	be	responsible	to	the	House,	and	
certainly	not	that	the	composition	of	the	House	be	distorted	so	as	to	enhance	the	convenience	and	
security	of	the	executive.	Seen	in	that	light	the	artificial	establishment	of	‘strong’	majorities	is	in	fact	
an	assault	on	the	constitutionally	required	relationship	of	responsibility.	

Bearing	in	mind	the	constitutional	imperative	for	responsible	government,	a	stronger	case	could	be	
made	that	legal	frameworks	(such	as	electoral	systems)	that	artificially	create	parliamentary	
majorities	are	actually	invalid,	rather	than	that	they	are	necessary	or	desirable.	

Political	parties	are	vehicles	for	serving	the	innumerable	variations	of	opinion	in	the	electorate.	
Parties	function	as	opinion	aggregators,	both	internally	and	laterally	with	other	parties.	The	
legitimacy	of	all	legislative	action,	including	the	granting	of	confidence	in	a	ministry,	arises	from	the	
eventual	achievement	of	the	support	of	a	majority	of	the	electorate.	

If	the	voters	happen	to	be	divided	in	a	manner	that	does	not	confer	51%	or	greater	faith	in	a	single	
political	party	then	political	compromise	–	a	further	aggregation	of	the	opinions	represented	by	
minority	parties	–	is	obviously	necessary.	This	happens	all	the	time	in	most	democratic	nations.	

But	artificially	contriving	into	existence	a	false	majority	is	a	different	matter	altogether.	This	is	not	
opinion	aggregation,	it	is	simply	the	falsification	of	the	representation	of	the	people.	

One	of	the	core	claims	of	SMP/FPTP	supporters	is	that	plurality	voting	should	be	retained	precisely	
because	it	generates	unmerited	and	artificially	secure	government,	as	often	as	is	required	should	
the	voters	fail	to	line	up	into	a	single	party	majority.	The	claim	is	brazenly	anti-democratic,	and	
should	be	dismissed.	

The	related	claim	that	majority	governments	are	needed	to	provide	good	government	is	clearly	
rebutted	in	the	history	of	democratic	governance	in	many	nations.	Specifically	the	evidence	across	
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comparable	OECD	nations	found	in	the	work	of	Arend	Lijphart	and	others	shows	clearly	that	
governments	not	composed	of	a	single	dominant	party	produce	equal	or	even	superior	results	to	
SMP-based	governments	in	terms	of	good	government,	economic	growth,	social	cohesion	and	other	
desirable	outcomes.		

	

 
Conclusion 

I	have	already	grossly	defied	your	3,000	word	limit,	for	which	I	apologise.	

Rapid	comments	on	two	matters:	compulsory	voting	I	do	recommend	–	it	changes	the	public	
culture	for	the	better.		

On	electronic	voting,	I’d	advise	that	you	stay	well	clear	of	online	voting,	but	do	explore	electronic	
roll	mark-off	as	well	as	electronic	vote	data	capture	at	polling	places	with	matching	printed	verifier.	
In	particular,	such	polling	technology	would	greatly	enable	the	kinds	of	high-choice	voting	
proposed	in	this	paper.	

	

Canada	has	a	complex	and	often-changing	profile	of	political	parties.	You	have	a	three-party	system,	
which	is	fundamentally	different	from	a	two-party	one.	The	Bloc	Québécois	makes	matters	even	
more	interesting	in	that	province.	The	degree	of	volatility	seen	in	the	conservative	party	
configurations	in	the	past	two	decades	is	unlike	the	stability	of	similar	parties	in	the	comparable	
English-speaking	democracies.	The	conservative-liberal	province-level	alliances	in	BC	and	
Saskatchewan	complicate	things	yet	again,	as	does	the	emergence	of	Wildrose	in	Alberta.	

Taking	this	party	complexity	and	frequent	change	into	account,	using	simplistic	apparent	party-
interest	positions	to	choose	new	voting	systems	now	based	on	most	recent	elections	or	current	
polling	are	likely	to	yield	quite	unpredictable	outcomes	in	the	long	term.	Reflect	on	this	if	you	need	
additional	prompting	to	put	partisan	advantage	aside.	

If	introducing	open	choice,	preferential	voting	and	an	equalising	quota	all	at	once	is	too	much	
change	for	a	single	electoral	cycle,	then	consider	making	these	changes	in	stages.	

You	might	shift	to	AV	in	SMD’s	first	(all	other	things	being	equal,	AV	is	a	better	system	than	SMP,	
even	if	both	are	poor),	then	adopt	a	quota	the	following	election,	and	progressively	take	an	
increasingly	wide	approach	to	openness	of	candidate	choice,	trending	towards	a	nationwide	
freedom	to	choose.	If	a	staged	approach	is	followed,	it	would	be	a	good	idea	to	lay	out	the	whole	
plan	at	the	start.	

Canada	is	in	an	unusually	calm	scenario	in	which	to	be	undertaking	reform.	Most	of	the	occasions	in	
the	history	of	electoral	system	development	at	which	major	reforms	occurred	saw	a	dominant	
party	foreseeing	an	impending	loss	of	office	with	permanent	implications,	leading	them	to	urgently	
adopt	new	voting	systems	to	minimise	their	loss	of	political	power.	

Another	historic	driver	of	system	change	has	been	public	outrage	at	egregious	levels	of	corruption,	
entitlement	abuse	or	other	misbehaviour.	

Happily,	neither	of	these	desperation-inducing	pressures	apply	in	Canada’s	current	round	of	
reform.	You	have	a	chance	to	make	change	for	good	reasons,	based	on	sound	principles.	

I	hope	this	submission	is	of	use	to	the	Committee	and	I	wish	the	Committee,	the	Parliament	and	the	
Canadian	people	every	success	with	this	reform	process. 
	

Malcolm	Baalman	

7	October	2016	


