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Summary

Canadian democracy is faltering.  After 134 years, our system of governance is still largely based on the political institutions and practices unquestioningly adopted from Britain in the 19th century.

Canada’s winner-take-all voting system has the unfortunate and unsettling habit of dramatically distorting the voices of voters.  Typically, in Federal elections, the voting system creates false majority governments where 40% of the popular vote, for example, is translated into 50% to 60% of the seats.  Many votes, and sometimes the majority, are wasted votes, meaning they have no effect whatsoever on the allocation of seats.  The system forces many people to engage in strategic or defensive voting, or to cease voting altogether.  Most established democracies have abandoned winner-take-all voting systems for those based on proportional representation.

Fair Vote Canada is a new non-partisan citizens’ campaign for voting system reform.  The campaign, formally launched at a March 30-31, 2001, conference in Ottawa, is bringing together citizens from all parts of the country, all walks of life and all points of view.   The campaign will focus on informing Canadians about the problems with the current system, the alternatives that are available, and press for a process through which Canadian voters themselves can chose the best voting system for this country.  The campaign will build support to make voting system reform an issue in the next Federal election

Editorial:  Globe & Mail -  July 24, 1999

“A Project for Democracy”

When the next federal election rolls around, the quality of Canada’s democracy should be among the leading topics of debate.  How responsive and representative are Canada’s national political processes as we enter a new decade and century?  What should we do to improve them?

The electoral system is based on “first past the post”; the candidate who attracts the most votes wins the seat, no matter what percentage of the vote the candidate gets.  Candidates frequently win with less then 40% of the popular vote.  This often leads to great distortions in representation, with some parties effectively shut out of Parliament despite strong showings across the country.  The system also tends to overstate the regional strength of some parties and understate that of others.  Shouldn’t we introduce some element of proportional representation into our system to make it more honestly reflective of popular sentiment…

1.
What’s Wrong With Canadian Democracy?
“The choice of electoral systems is one of the most important institutional decisions for any democracy, yet rarely is an electoral system consciously and deliberately selected.  Often the choice is accidental, the result of an usual combination of circumstances, of a passing trend, or of a quirk of history.” 

Canadian democracy is faltering.  After 134 years, our system of  governance is still largely based on the political institutions and practices  unquestioningly adopted from Britain in the nineteenth century.  While many other established democracies (including, ironically, Britain) have been actively assessing, re-organizing and revitalizing their systems, Canada remains mired in the past century.  Yet, Canadian citizens can readily see the signs of disfunctionality and the shortcomings that are compromising our fundamental democratic values.

Citizen Frustration

More and more Canadians are demanding a greater say in how the country is run.  In an extensive 1999 study of citizen attitudes about government, Ekos Research Associates concluded that Canadians are calling out for a new citizen-centred approach to governance.
 

When questioned about government consultation, 87% of the survey respondents agreed that “the government of Canada must place much more emphasis on consulting citizens”.  When asked who has influence in Canada today, 79% said “average citizens” should, but only 28% believed average citizens actually did have influence.  At the other end of the spectrum, 82% said big business had significant influence, while only 44% felt they should.  Likewise, 79% said the media had significant influence, when only 34% felt they should.

Make no mistake.  Canadians do care about the quality of Canadian democracy and their frustration is increasingly evident.

Majority Governments Elected by the Minority

The Canadian electoral system and our election results are a classic illustration of the problems with the winner-take-all voting system.  

Winner-take-all is just one of eight types of democratic voting systems used in established democracies
.  Not surprisingly, it is also one of the least popular. Winner-take-all systems have the unfortunate and unsettling  habit of dramatically distorting voters’ preferences.  Majority governments are produced without the support of the majority of voters. In fact, it is quite common to have a large majority government elected by a minority of voters, compromising one of the most fundamental aspects of democracy itself. 
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Consider the most recent Federal election.  In 2000, the Liberals won only 40% of the popular vote, but gained 57% of the seats in Parliament.  The Progressive Conservative won 12% of the vote, but gained only 4% of the seats.  

Dramatic distortions were also visible within provinces.  The various parties gained in some and lost in others – but in all cases, the voting system clearly distorted the wishes of the electorate.  In Ontario, the Liberals received 51% of the votes, but gained 97% of the seats.  The Canadian Alliance received 24% of the vote but only 2% of the Ontario seats.  In Alberta, the Alliance won 59% of the vote, but gained 92% of the seats.  The Liberals attracted 21% of the vote, and gained 8% of the seats.  Another 19% of Alberta voters cast votes for the PCs and NDP, yet neither party gained a seat.

Provincial elections often produce similar distortions.  In the last Quebec provincial election, the Liberals had a slightly higher popular vote than the Parti Quebecois.  The Liberals gained only 47 seats, while the PQ was rewarded with 77 seats. Similar results occurred in Saskatchewan and British Columbia in the 1990s.

Wasted Votes and Low Turn-Outs

In a typical Canadian election (federal or provincial), 40% to 50% of the votes are wasted.  Wasted votes are those which are not translated into parliamentary seats.  The winner-take-all voting system generally results in a significant portion of votes being wasted, while proportional voting systems dramatically reduce or effectively eliminate wasted votes.

How significant is the wasted vote problem in Canada?  In the 1997 Federal election 65% of those elected to Parliament received less than 50% of the votes cast in their ridings.  In fact, 16% received less than 40%.  

What is the result in voter behaviour?  When citizens conclude that their preferences don’t count, they are less likely to vote.  

The percentage of voting age Canadians who actually vote is among the lowest in developed nations.  The post-1945 average in Scandinavian countries is 81%; all Western European countries average 77%; all established democracies average 73%.  Canada’s average during the same period is 67%, and our turn-out in the most recent Federal election was down to 60%.  We can only take small comfort by looking south, where the average turn-out in the US and Mexico is 48%.

In addition to low voter turn-outs, citizen frustration becomes evident in long-term public opinion studies.  In recent years, record numbers of Canadians have been saying that Parliament is out of touch and citizens have little say in what the government does.

Who Has a Right to Representation?
When so many votes are wasted, the effect is to give a larger voice in Parliament to some voters over others. While everyone has one vote, a relatively small number of votes (about half) actually help someone get elected. The rest of the voters are left without anyone to represent them in Parliament. 

This is not the way most established democracies are run. Most democracies recognize that everyone has the right to representation. Instead of using only half the votes, virtually all the votes cast affect the allocation of seats.  This is made possible through voting systems based on proportional representation.  Under proportional representation voting systems, parties gaining 40% of the popular vote get approximately 40% of the seats, those gaining 20% of the vote get approximately 20%, and so on.  The end result is that all citizens have an equal voice because the composition of the parliamentary body reflects the will of the voters as expressed at the ballot box .

In summary, Canadian democracy is clearly in need of repair. The reform and revitalization of our centuries-old system is overdue.  

2.
Why Is Democratic Reform Important?
Democracy is more than an issue in the political arena.  Democracy is the arena itself.  Democracy is the process through which we build communities, nations and, hopefully, a humane global society.

Robert Dahl, a leading authority on democratic political systems, recently wrote that the survival of democracy in the 21st century is anything but certain.  With the social and political changes brought about by globalization, new communications technologies, and continuing ethnic and cultural conflicts, democratic values and processes are being challenged as never before. 

 

In recent years there have been indications that civil society is beginning to awaken to the need for democratic processes and institutions in the emerging global community.  A new global democratic political culture, however, can only be built upon a foundation of strong and healthy modern-day democracies at the national and regional levels.

Dahl argues that the evolution and survival of democracy in the 21st century will require an intentional effort to reform and revitalize democratic institutions.  This process, he emphasizes, must be based on widespread civic education on the value and appropriate uses of democracy.

In summary, Canada needs to act on democratic reform, not only to help  safeguard these values within our own society, but to provide us with a strong base from which to help develop and promote democracy in the emerging global economic and political order.

3.
Who Has Called for Democratic Reform in Canada?
The need for democratic reform in Canada has not been lost on leading political and media voices in this country.  In fact, calls for reform have been steady throughout recent decades. 
  

In 1979, the report of the Pepin-Robarts Commission called for changes to the voting system.  The Commission proposed that 20% of the seats in Parliament be assigned according to the proportional vote received by 

parties.  In 1992, Senate reform was a major element in the Constitutional proposals included in the Charlottetown Accord.  A 1997 report commissioned by and presented to the Privy Council called for proportional representation in Parliament and an elected Senate.  

On occasion, leaders in the major political parties give a nod to reform initiatives, though their interest generally rises or falls based on their parties’ most recent performance under the current system.  The Progressive Conservative Party recently reviewed an approach to voting system reform requiring a minimum of 50% voter support for a candidate to gain office.  The Alliance has a formal policy in favour of submitting voting system reform options to voters in a national referendum.  The federal NDP has officially endorsed the concept of proportional representation.    

Twice in the past two years, MP Lorne Nystrom presented a motion in Parliament calling for an all-party committee to study and consult the public on a proportional representation system and eventually present the issue to voters in a national referendum.

Provincial governments are showing an increasing willingness to take a serious look at changing the voting system. In the spring of 2001, a legislative committee in Prince Edward Island found sufficient interest in the idea that it recommended the province study how to implement a system of proportional representation. The Liberal government elected in British Columbia in May 2001 has pledged to call a citizens' assembly which will debate changing the voting system. If the assembly recommends a new system, it will be up to the voters to approve it in a referendum. In Quebec, all parties in the National Assembly officially support changing to a proportional voting system. Pressure is now building for the government to live up to its commitment.

Whenever federal or provincial elections produce distorted results, which is often, prominent voices in the media usually rally to the need for voting system reform. Leading media voices such as Rosemary Spiers, Andrew Coyne, Judy Rebick, Chantal Hebert and Jeffrey Simpson have called for electoral reform, as has the editorial board of the Globe and Mail.

A number of prominent Canadian political scientists have also been actively calling for reform.  Lawrence LeDuc at the University of Toronto notes that our current voting system has “produced a startling record of distortion, misrepresentation, and impaired governance…yet we seem chronically unable to initiate a serious and sustained national debate on possible alternatives.”
   In 1999, Henry Milner, a political scientist at Vanier College, lamented that Canada was “the only one among the minority of democratic countries still using the [winner-take-all] system that was not debating replacing it.”
 

4.
Why Have Reforms Not Occurred?
Given the need and the voices being raised, why have we not had significant democratic reform in Canada?

1. Interest of Ruling Parties

First and foremost, those who are well established in the current political system, whether currently in power or in opposition, have little reason to initiate meaningful change and every reason to impede change.  Any governing party, having gained power through today’s  voting system, would be an unlikely leader or initiator of a major reform program.  For that reason, the numerous calls on the Federal government in recent decades by commissions, the media, opposition parties and others have fallen on deaf ears.  

2. Credibility of Opposition Parties

When opposition political parties or leaders call for reform, as they sometimes have over the years, they face a credibility problem.  Many citizens are naturally suspicious that the opposition’s primary interest is advancing partisan interests rather than enhancing democratic processes and values.  Recent experience in the U.K and New Zealand also illustrates that major parties who support voting system reform when in opposition often lose interest when they regain power. 

3. The Hijacked Agenda

Unfortunately, proposals for political reform have often been brought forward during high profile debates over the Quebec issue or other Federal/provincial disputes.  Comprehensive discussions about how voting systems are designed, or the best role and structure of the Senate, are then lost within the other, even more heated, disputes.

4. Poor Understanding of Options

Many Canadians who are frustrated with our current voting system would be hard pressed to describe an alternative system.  Those who are aware of other systems are sometimes overly focused on negative examples (e.g. Italy, Israel), and less aware of other voting systems which may be more relevant to Canadian political culture.  

5. Lack of Channels for Citizen Involvement

Finally, and perhaps as a result of the other factors, Canadian citizens have never had a well-organized opportunity to review and study the issues and alternatives, and then channel their voices in a manner that produced change.  To date, we have not had an effective non-partisan organization or institution within civil society focusing public attention on the democracy agenda.

Concerned Canadians cannot leave the challenge of democratic reform to our elected leaders.  If democratic reform is going to happen in Canada, it will have to come from a grassroots initiative which both educates and mobilizes concerned citizens.

5.
Is Change Really Possible?

Looking beyond the Canadian border, movements for voting system reform are beginning to have effect in many other established democracies.  In the 1990s, both Japan and Italy overhauled their voting  systems.  Following an election pledge to hold a referendum on reform, the Labour government in the UK established the Jenkins Commission, which subsequently recommended that Britain adopt a form of modified proportional representation.  A broad coalition of public interest groups and citizens, Make Votes Count, is currently working to support the Commission’s proposals.  While the Blair government now appears less enthusiastic about voting system change, they did recently institute proportional voting in the newly established Scottish and Welsh assemblies.  

The most impressive and relevant example, however, is New Zealand.  Like Canada, New Zealand is a former British colony, which unquestioningly adopted the British winner-take-all voting system.  In 1993, following nine years of study, civic education and public debate, New Zealanders voted to replace their winner-take-all system, which had been in place for more than 100 years, with a proportional representation system.  

As noted in a recent international report
, the New Zealand experience merits consideration by other nations for two reasons.  First, New Zealand demonstrated that significant reform in an established democracy is possible.  As the study noted, “some 20 years ago, it was thought highly unlikely that New Zealand, of all countries, would change its electoral system”.   Like Canada, New Zealand had inherited its system from Britain and “in some ways was more British than Britain.”  After a series of national elections where the winner-take-all system produced a series of significant distortions in parliamentary representation, New Zealanders began demanding reform.

Second, the New Zealand experience provides “a good example of how to move from one voting system to another.  It was done only after a great deal of research, debate, and public consultation.”

While New Zealand’s process was initially driven by a Royal Commission, the matter was eventually settled by two public referenda, managed by an independent Electoral Referendum Panel, which was operated at arms- length from both politicians and public servants.  The panel was charged with managing both the voter education program and the referenda “with political impartiality…balance, and neutrality”.  

In their 1993 referendum, 83% of eligible New Zealand voters turned out and voted 54% in favour of replacing the winner-take-all system with a type of proportional representation.  While New Zealanders have experienced growing pains with their new system, they have clearly demonstrated that Canadians can indeed make change happen.  The remaining issue is how.

6.
Scenarios for Change
Political scientists and commentators have outlined several scenarios that could lead to voting system reform in Canada:

1. Minority government:  a citizens campaign successfully presses opposition parties to make voting system reform a condition for supporting a minority government.

2. Majority government:  the issue develops to the point that a majority government feels compelled and sees advantage in initiating a process to consider reform. 

3. Provincial initiatives:  several provinces are looking at reform, which may provide impetus to a national reform initiative.

4. Charter challenge:  a judicial undertaking, if successful, could lead to the Supreme Court directing Parliament to institute a new voting system.

The conditions and opportunities for social and political change often emerge quickly and unexpectedly.  Growing citizen frustration, a political crisis of confidence, the turmoil within opposition parties, and the upcoming leadership battle within the governing party all provide opportunities that may lead to one or more of the change scenarios.  One group has already initiated a judicial challenge to the Canada Elections Act.

The question arises:  how do we best prepare to quickly leverage the opportunities that will arise in the coming years?

7.
Fair Vote Canada:  a Platform for Initiating Change
Fair Vote Canada (FVC) was formed on August 1, 2000, by three concerned citizens, to provide an organizational foundation to build a nationwide grassroots campaign for voting system reform.  FVC was envisioned as a multi-partisan citizen-based campaign bringing together people from all parts of the country, all walks of life and all points on the political spectrum.

In subsequent months, 12 volunteers from across the country formed an Interim Planning Council.  The interim leadership group had one primary objective:  to organize a national planning event to formally launch the Fair Vote Canada campaign.

On March 30-31, 2001, Fair Vote Canada held its first national conference in the Parliament Buildings.  Participants included a wide range of electoral reform experts, party activists, community leaders and others who shared the vision of launching a national multi-partisan citizens’ campaign.  Speakers included leading academic experts, MPs from most major parties, Jean-Pierre Kingsley, the Chief Electoral Officer, and others.  Participants engaged in discussions on campaign strategy and the structure and purpose of FVC.

Immediately following the conference, the National Council (formerly the Interim Planning Council), adopted the following statement of purpose:

The primary purpose of FVC is to gain broad support for a national process to enable Canadian voters to choose which voting system shall be used to elect their representatives.

FVC believes that Canadians must have an opportunity to learn about and compare today’s  voting systems with those which would better meet such objectives as: 1) broad proportionality, 2) extended voter choice, 3) stable and responsive government, and 4) maintaining a link between representatives and geographic constituencies.

FVC will raise funds, develop a national membership base and institute a series of education and action programs to meet these goals.

8.
FVC Structure
In the months following the March 2001 conference, the National Council took steps to develop a formal organizational structure and launch the Make Every Vote Count campaign.  

Membership

In August 2001, FVC was incorporated as a membership-based, democratically governed non-profit organization.   Individuals may become voting  members by paying annual dues.  Other organizations may show their support of FVC by endorsement of the FVC mission and campaign and/or by providing donations.  (The FVC by-laws are available on the web site.)

Governance

FVC is governed by a 15-person National Council.  The founding Council will serve until national membership exceeds 1,000, at which time elections will be held.  The first election will result in the assignment of five people to three-year terms, five to two-year terms and five to one-year terms.  Each subsequent annual election will then be for five positions, each for three-year terms.

FVC Chapters

Members living in a common geographic area are being encouraged to form FVC chapters.  The location and geographic coverage of chapters will be largely determined by those who organize them, but FVC chapters will require official recognition and certification by the FVC National Council.  Only one chapter will be recognized in a given geographic area.  In major urban centres (e.g., Toronto, Vancouver), members may choose to have one large chapter or several chapters in different parts of the metropolitan area.  In rural areas, a chapter may cover a town, region or portion of a province.  In some cases, a chapter may cover an entire province.

FVC chapters are expected to follow the mission and spirit of the national FVC campaign.  Chapters are expected to actively seek membership and leadership that illustrate the multi-partisan spirit and composition of FVC.  Chapters must also stay focused exclusively on the FVC agenda.  (Chapter guidelines and model by-laws are available on the FVC web site.)

FVC Caucuses

FVC is also organizing non-geographic special interest caucuses of members.  For example, in the future, we may have FVC caucuses such as Students for Fair Voting, Teachers for Fair Voting or Trade Unionists for Fair Voting.  In addition, it is hoped that FVC members with party affiliations will form FVC caucuses within their parties, such as Liberals for Fair Voting, PCs for Fair Voting, etc.  

FVC Funding

FVC will be funded through three sources:  1) membership dues and donations; 2) donations from organizations endorsing the FVC campaign, and 3) contracts to provide research and other services to related groups.  

9.
FVC Strategy

The strategy and specific programs will continue to evolve over the life of the Make Every Vote Count campaign.  The general strategy, however, will maintain a focus on the following four elements.

1) Capture the attention of both the public and media.

Opinion surveys and ongoing media coverage indicate that both the public and media are receptive to the FVC message.  The campaign will therefore incorporate media relations, social marketing and organizing initiatives designed to resonate with frustrated Canadians and convincingly demonstrate to the media that citizens are mobilizing through FVC.

2) Sustain a civic dialogue and an open, objective education process.

FVC will be designed to attract and involve citizens at the grassroots level.  This will require creative use of community organizing and adult education techniques, including but not limited to public forums, debates, seminars, contests, town meetings, study groups, web-based dialogues and deliberative polls.  FVC programs will be designed to ensure participation by all types of Canadians and, whenever possible, work in conjunction with other organized constituencies and media sponsors/partners. 

[Note:  In July 2001, FVC signed a partnership contract with the Law Commission of Canada to assist with their civic education program “Renewing Canadian Democracy: Citizen Engagement in Voting System Reform”.]

3) Create a climate where change is perceived as possible and desirable, and then inevitable.

As Canadians become more aware of their options, FVC will have to convince people that citizen-initiated change can actually happen.  Experience in other nations shows that political elites who benefit from the old system will vigorously oppose meaningful change and direct considerable resources to preserve the status quo.  FVC programs will have to rally Canadians to campaign enthusiastically and vigorously for their right to make these decisions.

4) Conclude with a means for Canadian citizens themselves to decide upon the appropriate reforms.

The FVC strategy must channel its activities and programs toward a culmination point where Canadian citizens can make a decision on the best voting system for Canada.  In New Zealand, citizens were able to vote in two referenda, the first narrowing down the alternatives and the second providing a choice between the status quo and the most popular  alternative.  A national referendum is one clear means of culminating the process initiated by Fair Vote Canada.  

10.
Toward the 2004/2005 Federal Election

The Make Every Vote Count campaign will be using the period leading up to 2004/2005 federal election to build strong public support for voting system reform and to make voting system reform an election issue.  The multi-year campaign will follow this general course.

2001:

FVC organization and campaign development

2002:
membership expansion, public education, network development

2003:
intensified contact with party members and supporters, and more endorsements from organizations, opinion leaders and media

2004/5:
establish issue during pre-election period requiring a response and position from all parties and politicians 

11.
Strategic Plan
Following the course and timeline noted above, the National Council has adopted a strategic plan organized with the following objectives.  The Council has set specific measurable goals for each objective along with a detailed action plan.

1. Operations:  To establish the organizational framework necessary to support a successful national campaign.

2. Membership Development:  To build a cross-country, cross-spectrum, diverse membership base that is actively supporting and engaged in the FVC campaign. 

3. Outreach – General Public:  To develop and implement programs to inform, motivate and mobilize support for the FVC campaign.

4. Outreach – Opinion Leaders & Organizations:    To attract endorsements from a wide range of individual opinion leaders and organizations, reflecting broad support for the voting system reform.

5. Outreach – Political Parties:  To identify and mobilize supporters within each party (party members, local and national leaders, current and former elected representatives) to support the FVC campaign.

6. Outreach - Media:  To establish and sustain voting system reform as the most important democratic reform issue in the coming years, with FVC as the leading voice of Canadian citizens on this issue..

12.
For More Information
This paper is designed to provide an overview of voting system issues and how FVC is organizing a nationwide grassroots citizens campaign.   In grassroots movements and political affairs, events unfold quickly.  We advise those who are interested in these issues to visit our web site and/or contact us for current information and news.


Royal commissions, major newspaper editorials, prominent journalists and commentators have called for voting system reform.





Healthy national democracies are a necessary foundation for a new global democracy.





Proportional representation systems are used in most established democracies.  The resulting parliaments better reflect the will of the voters.





Our current voting system distorts the voices of voters and compromises our democratic values.
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The citizens of New Zealand voted to replace their 100-year old voting system with an alternative based on proportional representation.





Fair Vote Canada is bringing together citizens from all regions, all walks of life and all points of view to reform our voting system and revitalize democracy in Canada.





FVC members will be organizing regional chapters and special interest caucuses to support the national campaign.








Fair Vote Canada





26 Maryland Blvd., Toronto, ON  M4C 5C9





www.fairvotecanada.org 		info@fairvotecanada.org





phone:  416-410-4034		fax:  416-686-4929
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