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Introduction
What is the purpose of an Electoral system?

To allow citizens to govern themselves by electing their representatives in
government.

For this purpose, the Electoral system should be:
1.- Above politics (including “politically correct” ideas)
2.- Fair and unbiased
3.- Good for the long term and adaptable

It should also lead to a Legislature that is more (4) representative,
(5) accountable, and (6) effective.

The MMP system proposed by the Citizens’ Assembly achieves the above
objectives better than other systems of election and definitely much better than the
current FPTP system used in our province.
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The Citizens’ Assembly (CA), a random group of 103 Ontario residents (only the
number of men and women was imposed to be roughly the same) informed
themselves, heard expert presentations and worked for over six months to come up
with this recommendation. They agreed on the proposed alternative system with a
majority vote of 94 in favour and 8 against.

No matter what system is used, the criteria must be first and foremost “above
politics”. This is where some organizations are at fault: they favour one or the other
system because of the political short term advantages to their “cause” instead of
seeking a better long term system for Ontario.

1. Above palitics.
Being “above politics” (non-partisan) applies at three different levels:
1.1 The multi-partisan government panel choosing the CA

One of the first decisions of the government “Select Committee” that chose the
Citizens’ Assembly was to ensure it would be “random” and “representative of the
Ontario population”. However a “random” process excludes any other imposition (by
definition). A truly random process would have been by itself representative of the
population (when choosing a large sample). However, to make sure that the process
was not perceived as biased, the Select Committee ended up with some rules
excluding interested parties from being randomly chosen, selecting one person for
each riding and imposing an equal number of women and men in the group.

A truly random process on a large group would have achieved roughly the same
result. Thus, in practice, this level of “political correctness” (showing impartiality with
respect to sex) did not spoil the process, nor seriously invalidated the “randomness”
of the group that formed the Citizens’ Assembly.

1.2 The Citizens’ Assembly

Of course any group can be “indoctrinated” into thinking in favour or against anything.
However, because this group had no ulterior motives (earnings or power) and were
well aware of the importance of their task, we believe that they took their
responsibility seriously.

In my opinion, after reviewing the work of the electoral reform proposal in B.C. and
the recommendations of the Law Commission of Canada, | have to say that the
report by the Ontario Citizens’ Assembly did not appear as being influenced from a
particular “current of thought” (as possibly was the BC recommendation) nor included
excessive “politically correct recommendations” (as the LCC report did).

Again, | may be biased, as | do not trust government bureaucracy that much, but it is
my opinion that this Citizens’ Assembly acted efficiently, within the time-frame allotted
and did the work in a way that no government commission could have done.

1.3 The Citizens’ Assembly recommendation: The MMP system
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The system of assigning seats to the Legislature has been discussed since the first
attempts at democracy in ancient Greece and, much later, with the Republic of San
Marino, for example.

When the “republic” is small, a solution would be to have a “general assembly” every
time a decision is needed.

In modern democracies we use a representative system (a legislative body) because
it is more efficient. So here lies the importance of elections (one single vote every
four years to delegate decisions to the people’s representatives) and the system to
allocate “seats” in the Legislature. The “party” or parties, to whom we delegate our
authority, would normally carry us through for another mandate without major
problems.

The Proportional (PR)

At one end of the spectrum, a proportional system is very basic. The “plurality” of the
votes in the election (i.e. the percentages for each party) determines the number of
seats gained by each party in the Legislature. Only a few countries use this system
(purely proportional). Italy, for example, changed their system from PR to MMP in the
late 90’s, but then changed it back to PR in 2006.

Some cite Italy as a case where the instability of government may be attributed to the
system of election. It may or it may not be so, since there are many other
components to Italian politics. The same system is used in the Netherlands and in
Israel.

The First Past The Post (FPTP)

Most immigrants from non-Commonwealth countries are surprised that the system
used in Ontario is not proportional. The current system, called FPTP, requires
dividing Ontario in electoral districts (ridings) and essentially having a separate
election in each of them (at the same time) to elect only ONE person per riding. This
means that instead of having multiple points of view representing the multiple views
of the people in this riding, only one view “wins”. The problem is compounded across
all ridings. Thus the same “view” (political party) may win in every riding and only one
view is reflected in the Legislature. With the advent of common “instant” media
across the province this problem is compounded. The results of previous elections
indicate a relatively small difference in the amount of votes for each party between
one riding and another, although we notice differences by concentration (rural versus
metropolitan).

In practice, this uniformity is somewhat stirred up by the “personalities” and individual
abilities of the contending candidates. It is not true that all people running for
candidates are equally capable, thus many times there is a variation in the party
affiliation of the winners of the various ridings. This gives voters in each riding the
impression of having the power to elect a local candidate.

This power is only relative for two reasons:

1. Most people vote according to what they hear from the media, thus vote for
the personality (and the promises) of the leader or the platform of the party,
not so much according to a real analysis of the local candidates.
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2. Candidates are not necessarily local people, but sometimes, even party
leaders, are “parachuted”.

Even with the introduction of the “personalities” and abilities of the local candidates,
the system sometimes delivers uniform results, where a party wins almost all the
seats and other parties have very few, if any seats. In this situation, several parties
(and thus voters) end up with no representation in the legislature.

There are other elements of unfairness in the system, caused by the rules of
nomination meetings and leadership conventions. Because the number of parties is
limited, people tend to “want their party to change” instead of selecting and
supporting the party that best represents their views. In addition, people go to
nomination meetings and leadership conventions of other parties as well, with the
same (or sometime opposite) intent.

The Mixed Member Proportional (MMP)

In between the two systems above, there are several possible alternatives. The
alternative proposed by the Citizens’ Assembly for Ontario is the MMP system.

This is a blend of the FPTP system and the PR system. It is argued that the MMP
system incorporates the benefits of both.

Under this system, for Ontario, 90 seats are maintained and candidates are elected
according to FPTP, while 39 seats are elected proportionally to the total number of
votes of each party in Ontario. Some adjustments are then required to achieve the
objective: the assignment of the seats in the Legislature will be as close as possible
to the plurality of the votes received in the election.

In this way, even when the 90 “riding” candidates are elected more according to party
allegiance than for their own merit, each party gets awarded some seats to make up
the difference between their elected candidates in the 90 ridings and the actual
percentage of the votes received across Ontario.

The choice of voters is also increased by the fact that under this system, and other
proportional systems, there is no necessity for “big tent” parties. Thus people do not
try to change their political party according to what they think the party should be, but
tend to choose the party that best represents them, among a wider selection.

2. Fair and unbiased

Fairness is usually understood as “the rules are equal for all the players”.
1.1 The PR system

The PR system (purely proportional) is intrinsically fair. Countries that use this
system also impose equal advertising space, equal time on the media and equal
spending limits. In these countries citizens know that the government reflects their
point of view in proportion to:

a) The number of people who go to vote,
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b) The results of the election, and
c) The influence they have on public opinion.

The result is that more people go to vote, are more informed and discuss politics
more often, in private and in the media.

1.2 The FPTP system

The FPTP system (the system we use in Ontario) is intrinsically unfair; sometimes it
seems random, especially when the major parties have similar voter support. AlImost
all of the countries that used this system have now switched to a more proportional
system. With this system the results of the election are heavily influenced by polls,
trends, personalities of the leaders, which affect the delicate balance identifying, in
public opinion, the perceived winner. Once voting has concluded, there is no attempt
to assign the seats in the Legislature according to the plurality of the votes received.
Whoever won a riding gets a seat. If all (or almost all) the seats are won by the same
party, so be it. The party has all the power, with a minimum opposition.

Even when a higher number of people did not vote for that party (and this has
happened in Ontario in every election after WW?2), still fairness is not sought. The
party can have all, or almost the seats.

For example, in the three federal elections won by Mr. Chretien, Ontario was
represented in the Canadian Parliament by 98% or 99% Liberal MPs.

In addition, the rules are biased against newcomers. Unless the “perception of
victory” is very high, parties that have not been successful in the past get little or no
media attention and thus receive very few votes.

Some people say that the media controls the election. Others say that polling
organizations do.

1.3 The MMP system

This system maintains the same “unfair results” for the 90 seats, but tries to correct
the unfairness by using the 39 “party list” seats to balance the seat assignment
according to the plurality received in the election. Most of the times this is possible,
but sometimes the unfairness of the “victories” in the 90 ridings will be impossible to
correct.

3. Good for the long term and adaptable

Some systems, like the PR or the FPTP are simple, but not adaptable, thus in the
long term they may become (or have become) obsolete. More specifically, the FPTP
system was created for a two-party system and does not adapt well to a multi-party,
more complex society.

One advantage of the Mixed Member Proportional system is that it is more
adaptable to the needs of the province. We (and our future generations) will have to
make sure that these changes are not done for political purposes or for the benefit of
some interest group.
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The MMP system can be changed according to the following parameters:

- The percentage of votes needed to elect members to the legislature (Threshold
now proposed is 3%).

- The number of riding seats with respect to the party list seats (Currently set to
70% - 30%).

- The rules for publicizing the party list.

The MMP could also be enhanced by including “preferences” in the ballot, for voters
to prioritize the party list of the party they are voting for.

4. A more representative Legislature

The PR system is the most representative. When there is no minimum threshold for
electing a party to the Legislature, a PR system occasionally will allow a small party
of one person, who may be elected as a protest or for other reasons, to sit in the
Legislature. Many think this is a negative.

The PR system however represents the opinion of many groups and parties, and
generally does it well.

The FPTP system is the least representative, for the opposite reason: the threshold
is high and even parties that have been around for decades continue to be penalized
in the number of seats allotted to them.

The MMP system will generally be as representative as the PR system, with two
exceptions:

1. There is a minimum threshold of 3%, before a party can be assigned
any seats. If a party receives just over 3%, then it will be allotted four
seats.

2. In some cases, where a party wins the majority of the ridings, other
parties may be under-represented.

5. Amore Accountable Legislature

Proportional systems do not make politicians better people, but make them
accountable, thus they are forced to public scrutiny.

They do this in two ways:
4.1 False promises

Probably the biggest fault of the current FPTP system is the requirement, entrenched
in the system, for a candidate of for the party leader to “win” at all costs. It has
become public knowledge that promises at election time are not maintained. As a
result, people have lost faith in anything that politicians say, at any time.

In addition, with our system, politicians tend to follow polls, more than lead with
innovating ideas, because polls tell them what to say to win.
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More proportional systems (both PR and MMP) virtually guarantee, for parties of a
certain size, that the leader and the top “party list” candidates for the party are
elected. As a consequence these people, representing a party, do not have an
immediate interest to gain, or need to “save their own skin”, but are more inclined to
state their ideology as it is, good or bad, for the voters to judge. Party leaders do not
need to lie (and risk a negative backlash) because they do not need more votes to
be elected. They stick to what they believe to be right. They may represent only 5%
of the population, but they stick to their philosophy and ideas, in the hope of leading
voters towards their view.

Thus voters may not agree with most politicians, but at least develop a level of
respect for the people who represent them.

4.2 Big-tent parties

With the current FPTP system, there is a tendency to build multi-faction big-tent
parties, because by doing so a party has a better chance to “win”. For example, at
the federal level, the CPC has increased its power after the union of the Tories and
the Canadian Alliance.

However, these parties never fully represent the views of their own members, far less
the views of the rest of the people. The result is that even when your party “wins” you
really need to continue to “lobby” your own representative, for your “faction” within the
party to acquire more say. The activists’ work never ends.

Seldom are people happy with government, and this is probably a healthy thing.
However, with our system, we are not even happy with the party we voted for!

When a more proportional system is used, big-tent parties tend to split according to
the internal factions, since “splitting the vote” does not reduce the number of seats for
the group. These splinter parties can still agree to be part of the same coalition
government. This tendency of having more political parties is often criticized by the
opponent of proportional systems. However, it is this very feature that allows voters a
better choice among more options, and thus voters are more likely to be happy with
the representatives they choose and their performance in the Legislature.

In the legislature, when more parties share the burden of government, minorities are
more respected. All political parties enjoy their democratic right to speak for the
percentage of people they represent. We call that democracy.

4.3 Coalition governments

With our current FPTP system, it has been pointed out by many, that a party
elected with a minority of the votes usually gets a majority of the seats and all of the
power. Ontario tends to swing from majority government to majority government in
what looks like a desperate attempt by the voters to find the right leader. There is
very little leadership, because party leaders need to follow the polls and the media,
as explained above.

In any case, the majority of the people usually hate these “majority governments”
during their term in office, because the majority did not vote for them.
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So, after four years of a “strong” government, the people and industry are subject to a
reversal of the rules. Ontario suffers, as there is no long-term leadership and stability
for business to plan ahead.

More proportional systems (both PR and MMP) deliver much more frequently
“majority coalition governments”, where government ministers are picked from more
than one party. It is generally the interest of all coalition partners to make the
government work, but in some cases, when for example a politician reneges on an
important promise, the coalition members may decide to call the government leader
to task and either fulfill the promise or call an election.

This type of accountability is engrained in coalition governments.

6. A more Effective Legislature

With the FPTP system, the Legislature can be very effective. Just like in any
dictatorship, when there is no opposition, things get done fast.

For example, during the Harris government (a “conservative” government, if you
remember), 70 pieces of legislation were changed in one afternoon, to pave the way
to federal (Liberal) same sex marriage legislation.

In the same way other parties have passed mega-bills, in very short time.

On the contrary, when a government does not have a majority, very little gets
accomplished, but what is passed into law has the approval of all parties.

With the MMP system, the Legislature must operate in a non-confrontational,
coalition mode most of the times. Indeed, new legislation is more difficult to pass.
This is a reason why coalition governments tend to be more conservative: they
cannot do otherwise. Many of us believe that we already have too much legislation
and a trend towards less legislation is actually a good thing.

Majority governments can still happen, in those cases where a real majority of
Ontarians think that a change of direction is required and vote accordingly.
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