by Brent Patterson

Fair Vote: The push for
proportional representation
The Council of Canadians has long
supported electoral reform, specifically
proportional representation.

Proportional representation is more
democratic than the current first-pastthe-post electoral system. It ensures a
fairer representation of votes cast and
prevents a governing party from holding total power after gaining only a
small percentage of the popular vote.
The day after the 2011 federal election,
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our ally Fair Vote Canada stated, “The
Conservatives have won 54.22 per cent
of the seats with only 39.62 per cent
of the votes…. If the seats were won in
proportion to the votes that were cast,
the numbers would look like this: Conservatives 122 (45 fewer seats than they
won under our current electoral system
and less than the 155 seats required
for a majority government), NDP 95 (7
fewer seats), Liberals 59 (25 more than
what they now hold), Bloc Québécois
19 (15 more), Greens 13 (12 more).”

The Council of Canadians

Council of Canadians National Chairperson Maude Barlow echoed that
analysis later that year when she said,
“Now Stephen Harper and his Conservatives – the most right wing government we have ever had in this country – have a so-called majority. I say
so-called because if we add the number of people who did not vote for him
and combine it with the number who
did not vote at all, he has the support
of less than one-quarter of Canadians.”
She has also commented, “We have to
find a way, either through proportional representation or an alliance of progressive forces, to form a government
that truly represents the views of the
majority of Canadians.”
Since our current electoral system produces an unfair reflection of the overall vote, many people feel their vote
doesn’t count and opt not to vote. Pundits have speculated that a low voter
turnout will likely mean another Harper majority government.
Elections Canada says there were 23.9
million eligible voters in 2011 and that
14.7 million – or 61.4 per cent – of
them voted in that federal election. The
Harper Conservatives received their
“majority” with just 5.8 million of those
votes, or about 24.2 per cent of all eligible voters. More than 9 million Canadians did not vote at all and 8.8 million
voted for other parties.
Writer and educator Duncan Cameron
has stated, “The 25/60 rule says when
only 60 per cent of Canadian citizens
go out to vote, 25 per cent of the voters
can deliver a majority government. In
2011, the Conservatives received 39 per
cent of the vote, and won 53 per cent
of the seats because only 61 per cent
of Canadians made the effort to vote....
The disengagement from the electoral
process is the key to the success of the
Conservatives in Canada and of rightwing politics elsewhere.”
With the October 19 federal election
just days away it’s instructive to know
where the parties stand on the issue of
proportional representation.
NDP leader Thomas Mulcair has stated,
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“We’ve been clear for a long time on
the importance of bringing in proportional representation in our country – we believe in it. We think that it’s
more fair, and that’s why we are going
to fight hard for it.” In 2014, the New
Democrats tabled a motion in Parliament calling on the House to introduce
a proportional representation system
after the next election.
While Liberal Leader Justin Trudeau
has previously stated, “Too many people don’t understand the polarization
and the micro issues that come through
proportional representation,” this past
June he pledged this election would be
the last held under the first-past-the-

Pundits have speculated
that a low voter turnout will
likely mean another Harper
majority government.
post system and that his government
would convene an all-party parliamentary committee to examine proportional representation and other alternatives,
and then introduce legislation based on
the committee’s recommendations.
And Green Party leader Elizabeth May
has commented, “[Democratic renewal] may mean forging ahead with proportional representation and taking
lessons learned by other countries who
have done the same to come up with an
electoral process that is truly meaningful and engages all Canadian voters.”
Of all the federal leaders, only Stephen
Harper opposes proportional representation.

In Ontario, it is widely believed that
a major factor in the outcome of that
October 2007 referendum was a lack
of adequate information about the proposal itself and the Citizens’ Assembly
that had recommended it. Elections
Ontario didn’t formally launch its public campaign on it until August and
spent about half of what had been recommended by Fair Vote to raise public
awareness. An Environics poll found
that 70 per cent of Ontarians were not
familiar with the proposal.
And in British Columbia, the outcome of
the May 2005 vote was in fact 57.7 per
cent in favour of reform, including a majority of voters in 77 ridings out of 79. It
fell just short of the 60 per cent threshold set for implementing the reform. In
the subsequent May 2009 referendum,
support dropped to just under 40 per
cent. The reasons for that are complex,
but it may be partly attributed to Liberal voters wanting majority governments
under the current system. Otherwise, it
has been argued that the more voters
learned about proportional representation, the more they liked it.
After those referendums, the Council of
Canadians commissioned an Environics
poll in April 2010 which found that 62
per cent of Canadians support “moving
towards a system of proportional representation in Canadian elections.”
The Council of Canadians encourages
its supporters to state their support for
proportional representation when candidates knock on your door for your
vote. As noted in our Voter’s Guide, you
can ask them, “Will you commit to introducing electoral reform to ensure
every vote counts in future elections?”

In June, The Globe and Mail reported,
“The Conservative Party said it would
fight to keep the current system, stating voters have already laid out their
opposition to different forms of proportional representation, including in
referendums in Ontario and British
Columbia.”

We are also supporting Fair Vote Canada’s Declaration of Voters’ Rights. The
Declaration calls on federal parties and
candidates to commit to conducting a
citizen-led consultation process immediately following the next federal election and implementing a suitable form
of proportional representation in time
for the following election.

But it’s not quite as simple as Mr. Harper would have us believe.

Brent Patterson is the Political Director of the Council
of Canadians.
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