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Abstract 

Electoral systems have significant influences on levels of representation won by political parties and also on turnout levels, with the first-past-the-post electoral system used in the UK particularly acting to the advantage of the Labour Party in the May 2005 elections, and also was viewed as resulting in low turnout levels in 'safe-seat' constituencies. Mindful of this and the recent campaign by The Independent to challenge the extant electoral system, this paper will consider the effect that a different electoral system, the proportional representation-single transferable vote (PR-STV) system used in Irish general elections, might have had on the result. It will also consider how the relationship between electoral systems and election results may be complicated by election boundary configurations and changes to these.
The Problem – The 2005 UK General Election

The 2005 General Election in the United Kingdom resulted in victory for the Labour Party, amounting to a historic third term in office for that party. Labour won 355 seats out of 645, amounting to 55.0% of the total seats, the Conservative Party won 198 seats (30.7%), and the Liberal Democrats won 62 seats (9.6%), while Independent candidates and smaller nationalist parties won 30 seats (4.7%).  The number of seats won by Labour was well in excess of their share of the vote (35.3%), while for the Conservatives (32.4%) and especially the Liberal Democrats (22.1%) the proportion of the total number of seats that they won fell well short of their shares of the total number of votes cast. Indeed, had representation levels accurately reflected the national share of the votes cast in the 2005 General Election, the number of Labour seats would have fallen dramatically to approximately 234 seats, the number of Conservative seats would have increased marginally to approximately 212, and the number of Liberal Democrats seats would have more than doubled, leaving the party with approximately 141 seats. In England, the Conservatives actually won approximately 50,000 more votes than Labour did, but ended up with 92 fewer seats (Woolf, 2005a). Thus, it is evident that in this election, as is characteristic of the British ‘first-past-the post’ electoral system, that the results were characterised by high levels of disproportionality, although the system did, as it tends to, ensure a stable single party government. Sinnott (2005: 106) and others have criticised this electoral system for bringing about “egregiously unfair outcomes at a national level” due to the ‘winner takes all’ nature of this system.  The bias in the first past the post electoral system varies over time, favouring Labour in certain periods, as in the present data, or the Conservative Party at other times, and is accounted for by O’Grady as follows:

“Sometimes the British electoral system pretty much by accident finds itself skewed against the Conservatives: the Tories now have to lead Labour by between 8 and 10 per cent to get an overall majority. At other times, it has been biased against Labour. It is a factor of how "efficiently" a party's vote is spread. That is partly a matter of geography, partly tactical voting and partly a function of how much effort party workers expend on their best prospects, the marginals.” (O’Grady, 2005)
The UK overall average turnout of 61.3% represented a marginal increase on the 59.4% turnout rate in 2001, and indeed there have only been two lower turnouts at UK Parliamentary general elections since 1857 (1918 and 2001). According to MORI estimates, there were considerable age differentials in participation rates, as turnout was estimated to be 37% among 18-24 year olds (down from 39% in 2001) and 75% among those aged 55+ (compared to about 70% in 2001). There were considerable variations in turnout between constituencies also, with constituency marginality having a significant bearing here as the least marginal, or the safest, constituencies tend to have the lowest turnout levels by far, particularly the ‘safe Labour’ seats in the more urban areas. For instance, as will be shown later, turnout levels were, on average, approximately 10% higher in marginal constituencies in Wales for the 2005 General Election than they were in the ‘safe-seat’ constituencies. Thus, another aspect of the first-past-the-post, or plurality, electoral system – the fact that electoral contests in some constituencies are largely foregone conclusions – is acting to demobilise voters in ‘safe-seat’ constituencies, who feel that casting a vote would be a waste of their time. Another related aspect of this system that undoubtedly also plays a role in demobilising voters is the large numbers of ‘wasted’ votes associated with this system. In the first-past-the-post system, any vote that is not cast for the winning candidate in a constituency is effectively a wasted vote. Thus, voters in this system are less likely to feel that they have a bearing on representation levels and the subsequent devising of policy in the national parliament than they would in a more proportional electoral system, such as the Irish PR-STV system or the German List system, which are associated with smaller proportions of ‘wasted’ votes. 

The ability of the Blair Government to maintain a strong working majority with just over 36% of the vote, and with the support of just over one-fifth of the electorate, was a source of considerable concern and debate in the weeks after the election, as was evidenced in the launch of The Independent’s ‘Campaign for Democracy’. In launching the campaign, articles in The Independent likened the general election to a “travesty of democracy” and the “electoral version of a military coup”, and the first past the post system to a “blunt instrument that produced bizarre results” and “the most unsophisticated system in the world” (Woolf, 2005a and 2005c). Liberal Democrat peer, Lord Lester, in turn, argued that the system allowed one party to wield absolute power, without attaining a clear majority of the votes cast. In light of these concerns, The Independent ‘Campaign for Democracy’ was launched:

“The election campaign has been notable for a persistent unease, widely expressed by voters of all parties, about British democracy. Areas of concern have included: marginalisation of Parliament, ballot fraud, voter alienation, the Prime Minister's presidential style, the erosion of civil liberties such as habeas corpus and jury trial, compulsory ID cards, the absence of a written constitution, and an electoral system that deprives millions of voters of a meaningful say in the composition of their government. Some would say our democracy is in crisis; few would dispute it is in urgent need of a health check. Over the coming weeks, The Independent will consider some of these issues. And we will particularly welcome input from you, our readers.” (Woolf, 2005a)

A particular concern of this campaign was focused on the likelihood that the particular anomalies of the first past the post system was having a significant bearing on the continual decline in British turnout rates, with the main concern here having to do with safe seat constituencies where fewer than half the registered voters were turning out to vote in many cases. 

 “Closer examination of the voting figures shows, however, that although turnout in safe seats often fell below 50 per cent, wherever the result was in doubt, people did exercise their right to vote. The clear implication is that British voters have not given up on democracy; they take part when they consider that it works.” (The Independent, 2005)

The Independent and other observers argue that the cure to the particular ills associated with its plurality system resides in Britain opting to switch to a proportional system instead. 

“It is urgent that the discussion of a proportional representation system for British general elections be revived. Yes, PR has disadvantages. It has a habit of producing coalitions, rather than a single-party government, which risks political stagnation. It can weaken the accountability of MPs to individual constituencies - though this defect can, and should, be avoided. But the pluses far outweigh the minuses. A modern system of PR allows many more votes to count than in our present system and makes the result a more accurate reflection of votes cast. It could give small parties, such as the Greens, a voice in Parliament and encourage minority parties - even those with distasteful views, such as the BNP - to function with the grain of the system rather than against it. It is easy to understand why a governing party with a sound working majority has been less than enthusiastic about PR. But successive governments have got away with postponing reform for too long. Why is a system deemed good enough for regional assemblies in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland and for electing Britain's MEPs not thought good enough for the country as a whole?” (The Independent, 2005)     

By the start of July 2005, just under 40,000 people had signed the ‘Campaign for Democracy’ petition  (Woolf, 2005f). The Independent’s campaign has also been strongly supported by a number of politicians, many of whom naturally are Liberal Democrat party members, including the party leader, Charles Kennedy, and Liberal Democrat peer, Lord Oakeshott, who argued that the election result was “a disgrace to democracy and the most unrepresentative poll in political history” (Woolf, 2005b). The principal speaker of the Green Party, Keith Taylor, likewise argued for the need for a more proportional system, which would allow for the voices of supporters of the Greens and other small parties to be heard, and would help overcome the current sense of disenchantment with the British political system. However, a number of senior Labour MPs have also voiced their support for a more proportional electoral system, arguing that this would allow for the building up of a “progressive consensus” of parties such as Labour, the Greens and the Liberal Democrats, which could then act to keep the Conservatives out of power on a permanent basis. It reflects the fear of Labour party members that a split in the progressive vote between these parties may ultimately allow the Conservatives back into power, and in the wake of the election it was estimated that almost one hundred Labour MPs supported a more proportional system, including some cabinet members, although some were later warned by the party whips who felt they were calling the Labour Government’s legitimacy into question (Woolf, 2005d). Labour MP, John Grogan, argued:

“Fairness has to be at the root of any electoral system. We have to face the fact we only got 36 per cent of the vote and the system favoured us. But that is a temporary thing and it could just as easily favour a hard-right Tory party getting the same percentage. I believe there is a progressive majority in this country which is likely to be there for some time and we have nothing at all to fear from electoral reform.” (Woolf, 2005b)
Former Labour cabinet member, the late Mo Mowlam, also argued:

“The one thing clear from the election is that our first-past-the-post system is producing unfair results that do not reflect the will of the people. The ratio of the number of seats for every 1 per cent of the votes cast of 10.1 for Labour, 6.1 for the Conservatives and 2.8 for the Liberal Democrats is disgraceful - but short of a hung parliament, where the junior party is the Liberal Democrats, we have very little chance of seeing the present system changed.” (Woolf, 2005b)

Former Labour Minister for Foreign Affairs, the late Robin Cook, strongly supported the campaign also, and argued; “the Independent's campaign on electoral reform is every bit as courageous as the long campaign it has run against the war on Iraq” (Cook, 2005).  Indeed, he maintained that the first past the post system was crucial for ensuring that Britain continued to support the war in Iraq. While he admitted that it was “tricky to advocate an argument that suggests there are too many Labour MPs”, he argued that Labour supporters would be in uproar if it had been the Conservatives who had instead won an absolute majority with so small a share of the vote. 

“In those circumstances, would we be troubled by articles in The Independent by Jack Straw espousing the case for the present electoral system because it had the great benefit of giving a clear result and a strong government in the House of Commons? I think not. We would have been furious, livid. We would be in uproar, demanding a change to the electoral system that produced such a travesty of an outcome.” (Cook, 2005a)    

Cook also argued against the first past the post system on two other bases, its negative impact on turnout rates and also on the development of progressive politics in Britain. On the turnout issue, Cook (2005a) argued:

“Most voters in Britain did not vote for the Member of Parliament who represents them. At the same time, most MPs do not even represent a majority of those who bothered to vote in their constituency. Is it any surprise that in that kind of situation we have a major problem of trust in the political process?”
In turn, on the first past the post system’s ability to prevent the development of progressive politics in Britain, Cook (2005a) was to argue:

“There are some in my party who lament the lack of ambition of the Government on progressive politics, and I have a lot of sympathy for that perspective. But the lack of ambition for progressive politics is itself a function of our electoral system. Every detail of (the Labour) programme is carefully honed to appeal to the 2 or 3 per cent of the electorate that are in the centre ground in the first place. The present electoral system obliges us to court the swing voters who stand in the centre ground, and to ignore everybody else.”
In response to The Independent campaign and the arguments supporting this, advocates of the plurality, or first-past-the-post system, have argued that this electoral system ensures strong, one-party, governments, and avoids the dangers of unstable governments that would be associated with more proportional electoral systems. However, supporters of proportional representation systems point to the relative stability of governments in such as Ireland, which use proportional representation systems. Another argument made by supporters of the first-past-the-post electoral system is that proportional representation systems can allow smaller, third parties, disproportionate influence on government decision-making. The current UK Minister for Foreign Affairs, Jack Straw (2005), in a response to The Independent campaign pointed to the example of the Free Democrats in Germany who, despite winning, on average, less than 9 per cent of the popular vote during this period, were part of all the German governments formed between 1969 and 1998, firstly as part of a coalition government with the Social Democrats, and then as part of a coalition with the Christian Democrats between 1982 and 1998. Straw (2005) argues:

“The label "proportional representation" emphatically does not provide any extra level of fairness over first-past-the-post. PR systems can, and often do, give disproportionate power to small minority parties. This is inherently less fair than first-past-the-post, which tends to favour the party with the largest share of the vote, even if it is in a minority.” 

Straw further elaborates to argue that first-past-the-post systems ensure that it is the electorate who decide the shape of the government on election day, but in proportional representation systems the shaping of the government often does not take place until some weeks after the contest. This means that it is not the election manifestoes set before the public that are to ultimately guide such governments, but rather the “coalition programme agreed behind closed doors after the election. So what voters see is not necessarily what they are going to get” (Straw, 2005). This makes, he argues, for a “consensual approach” to politics that reflects the status quo and a lowest common denominator approach to decision-making rather than the real differences that exist in society. 

The Irish (PR-STV) electoral system

The proportional representation by single transferable vote, or PR-STV, system, as used in Ireland, “allows for the expression of a complex range of voter preferences” (Sinnott, 1995: 14). For O’Grady (2005), this system differs significantly from the first past the post electoral system in that “it's seen as a generally accurate correlation between votes cast and seats won and provides an enjoyable spectacle for onlookers during the lengthy counts, as nervous politicians' fate is decided”.  Perhaps one of the most significant ways in which the Irish system differs from first past the post systems relates to the use of multi-member constituencies. Between three and five candidates are elected per general election constituency and between three and seven candidates are elected per local election constituency This means, as noted by Sinnott (1995: 114), that Irish general elections, in effect, do not amount to one single contest but rather to forty-two separate elections, each with their own peculiar circumstances and being influenced by national and constituency factors to varying degrees. This has resulted in high degrees of localism in Irish electoral contests, as well as a strong degree of marginality, as measured by the narrow margins that usually determine who wins the final seats in constituencies, which means that all Irish elections are competitive. There was an especially high level of marginality in the 2002 General Election, with less than a hundred votes separating the final two candidates in seven constituencies. These included Limerick West (1 vote), Cork South Central (6), Cork South West (35), Cork North West (47), Wicklow (47), Longford-Roscommon (54), Dublin Central (74), Wexford (78), Cavan-Monaghan (121 votes), Kildare North (135), Kildare South (187), Kerry South (203) and Cork East (207).

The PR-STV electoral system requires a candidate to attain a threshold proportion of the valid votes cast, termed a quota, if they are to be elected. The formula for calculating the quota in a multi-seat constituency is presented as follows: 

Quota = 
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All the candidates whose first preference votes exceed the quota are elected on the first count. Their surplus – the amount by which their first preference vote exceeds the quota – is then distributed between those candidates who have failed to reach the quota, based on the second preferences of those who voted for them. If no candidate exceeds the quota on a count, the lowest placed candidate in that count is eliminated and their votes are distributed amongst the other, remaining, candidates, based on the next highest preferences expressed by those who had voted for the eliminated candidate. This process is repeated in a number of subsequent counts until the requisite number of candidates has reached the quota, or until all the other candidates have been eliminated.

The Irish electoral system allows voters a range of preferences that is limited only by the number of candidates contesting an election, with voters also being allowed to switch votes between different parties and candidates. This allows for the particularly localised style of voting that marks Irish elections, as the system allows the voter to express high preferences for local candidates without the fear that these votes being ‘wasted’, as such a vote can be transferred to other party members if their first choice candidate is eliminated in an election count. 

Two centrist parties, Fine Gael and especially Fianna Fáil, largely dominate the party system in Ireland. Their combined support levels have tended to fall between two thirds and three quarters of all first preference votes cast in Irish general elections. Fianna Fáil has proven to be the particularly dominant party, winning between 40% and 50% in most elections held since the foundation of the state and having dominated most Irish governments during this period. Fine Gael has formed the main opposition to Fianna Fáil during this period, with the differences between the parties being rooted in the divisions that emerged from the Irish Civil War in the early 1920s. The main left wing party, the Irish Labour Party, has remained a largely peripheral political force, relative to the two main parties, and its support levels have generally averaged around the 10% level. Its main impact politically has come when forming the junior partner in coalitions led by Fine Gael, or by Fianna Fáil between 1992 and 1994. Other small parties have emerged and declined throughout the history of the states, such as the Farmer’s Part, Clann na Poblachta and the Workers’ Party. Presently, the support levels of three small parties stand around the 5% level, with these being the Green Party, Sinn Féin and the junior partner in the current coalition government, the Progressive Democrats. 

The proportional nature of the electoral system ensures that representation levels more accurately reflect the shares of the vote won by the different political parties. Smaller parties, such as the Green Party, Sinn Féin, the Progressive Democrats and the Socialist Party succeeded in winning seats in the 2002 General Election, although these smaller parties tended to win these seats on the basis of a concentration of party support in specific parts of Ireland, with this support being usually centred on specific party candidates. There is generally a bias towards Fianna Fail and Fine Gael in terms of the ratio between vote share and the percentage of seats won, and against the smaller parties. However, in the 2002 General Election Fine Gael actually won a smaller percentage of the seats (31 seats, or 18.7% of the seats) than their share of the vote (22.5%), in stark contrast to the previous general election where the party had won 54 seats, or 32.5% of the seats with just 28.0% of the vote. Fianna Fail did win a significantly higher percentage of the seats (81 seats, or 48.8%) than the share of the vote that they won (41.5%), while the percentage of seats won by Labour (21 seats, or 12.7%) and the Progressive Democrats (8 seats, or 4.8%) were also higher than the percentage of votes won by these parties (10.8% for Labour, 4.0% for Progressive Democrats). On the other hand, the percentage of seats won by Sinn Fein (5 seats, or 3.0%) was lower than the percentage of the national vote won by that party (6.5%). The percentage of seats won by the Green Party (6 seats, or 3.6%) was also marginally lower than the share of the vote won by that party (3.8%) (Marsh, 2003: 21). Thus, while Irish election results show the PR-STV system to be more proportional than the British first-past-the-post electoral system, there are seat bonuses for specific parties, and most notably for Fianna Fail who generally gets significant seat bonuses relative to their share of the vote – these seat bonuses in 1997 and 2002 amounted to 12 seats in both elections.  

The multi-seat nature of Irish election constituencies, added to the high level of marginality associated with the PR-STV electoral system, means that Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael often run two or more candidates in the one constituency, as do Labour in some of their stronger constituencies. Fianna Fáil ran two or more candidates in every constituency in the 2002 General Election, while Fine Gael did so in 34 of the 42 constituencies (although they just won two seats in the Mayo and Meath constituencies). Labour ran two candidates in Carlow-Kilkenny, Cork East, Dublin South Central, Dublin South West, Dun Laoghaire and Wicklow. In each of these, bar Carlow-Kilkenny, this policy was a direct result of the amalgamation of Labour with the Democratic Left party in 1999 – to ease this process the party ran both “Old” Labour and former Democratic Left personnel in these constituencies. Irish political parties often run more candidates than the number of seats that they realistically expect to win so as to pull out as much as the party vote as possible on Election Day in different parts of a constituency, especially in areas where they are weaker, in the hope that a significant proportion of the votes of an eliminated party candidate will go in transfers to their stronger party colleagues. In cases where parties are running multiple candidates, vote management strategies will be put in place so as to ensure a sufficient spread of the party vote in order to maximise the number of candidates elected, with candidates being allocated portions of their constituencies, including the local political base, or bailiwick. Should a situate arise where one candidate is running well ahead of their “running mates”, the party runs the risk that some of these votes may be ‘wasted’ and lost to the party, as the running mates may be too far behind to benefit from transfers from their stronger compatriot’s surplus. Thus vote management strategies are used that divide up constituencies, spatially, between a party’s candidates to ensure an even a spread of votes between candidates as possible, with such strategies being easiest to implement in constituencies that are composed of two counties, such as the Laois-Offaly, Cavan-Monaghan and Carlow-Kilkenny constituencies. 

The PR-STV electoral system, in addition to other aspects of Irish political culture, lends a highly localised and person-centred tinge to Irish politics, especially in relation to other political systems, such as the UK. As Marsh (2004: 247-8) argues:

“The institutional setting encourages candidate-centred voting, and hence, perhaps, local considerations, and this is reinforced by the small size of constituencies, the nature of the party system and the political culture.”

The nature of the PR-STV system means that Irish politicians will often be forced to compete with fellow party members, as well as with candidates from rival political parties, and the manner in which they do so often involves them placing a greater stress on local concerns in their election campaigns so as to drawn out as large as possible of a personal vote from their own locality, or bailiwick.  The highly localistic nature of Irish politics, as imbued by the PR-STV electoral system, means that local concerns tend to be stressed more by Irish politicians than their British colleagues, with Irish politicians also engaged in higher levels of constituency work. This is reflected in the different canvassing styles of Irish and British politicians; Irish politicians, who generally run in the constituencies they live in (or for areas that they have strong, usually family, links with), focus largely on local concerns in their campaigns, but the campaign literature of a significant proportion of British election candidates often lacks a local content (Fisher, 2005) and campaigns tend to be “centrally directed and centrally controlled” as in other political systems (Marsh, 2004: 245). The high degree of localism, associated with the Irish system, may also have a bearing on the devising of policy at the national level, and the implementation of this, as politicians will be loathe to support measures that will impact negatively on their own areas, even if in the national interests, as they know that their local support base would be significantly eroded if they were seen to support such measures. Such trends have been particularly evident in the opposition of Irish politicians to the construction of incinerators in their constituencies, and their support for locally based anti-incinerator opposition groups. As Coleman (2004) has argued: 

“To the two great certainties in life – death and taxes – can now be added a third: politicians will always and everywhere oppose the building of incinerators.”

Hyland (2005), in a comparison of the views of Irish and British parliamentary members, has pointed to this high level of NIMBYism amongst Irish politicians, including Government Ministers such as Michael McDowell, Micheal Martin and Dick Roche, and argued that the peculiarities of the Irish PR-STV electoral system, to some degree, may underpin such attitudes.  This is an argument that may be used by advocates of plurality systems to suggest that their favoured electoral system is the more likely to encourage politicians to act on the basis of the national interest, rather than overtly focusing on the concerns of their own specific localities.

The Impact of a PR-STV system

Should Britain change from its first-past-the-post electoral system to a proportional electoral system, for instance the Irish PR-STV electoral system, the share of seats won by political parties would be more likely to reflect the share of the vote won by those parties. With a PR-STV system, there would still be some differences between the percentage of votes and seats won, with these generally tending to favour the larger parties. This, based on the 2005 General Election figures, would have resulted in a significantly lower haul of seats for the Labour Party and a dramatic increase, approximate to a doubling, in the number of Liberal Democrat seats. One can only, however, speculate as to the degree to which a change to a PR-STV electoral system would change representation levels in British elections. 

One can speculate that this would mean a loss of Labour seats and an increase in Liberal Democrat seats. A change to this system would also mean parliamentary seats for some of the smaller political parties, such as the UK Independence Party, the Green Party and the British National Party, in those parts of Britain where their support levels are relatively high. These small parties, as well as locally popular independents would win the occasional seat, but they would still remain under-represented, as Curtice (2005) has argued. The nature of the change would be shaped by a number of factors, such as the size of constituencies, the shape of the new election constituency boundaries and the pattern of vote transfers between the competing candidates. Focusing on the transfers aspect, Curtice (2005) has argued that this aspect of the PR-STV system could disadvantage the Conservatives relative to the other major parties, given “the willingness of Labour and Liberal Democrat voters to support each other’s candidates”. In relation to constituency size, political parties may be disproportionally favoured should they be contesting a three-seat, four-seat or five-seat constituency, given the different quotas associated with different constituency sizes. For instance, three-seat constituencies, where the quota is equivalent to 25% of the total poll, would be the most politically efficient outcome for parties that win roughly 25% or 50% of the vote, as they can win one or two seats, respectively, without incurring ‘wasted’ votes. Four seat constituencies, where the quota is equivalent to 20% of the first preference vote, would favour parties that win about 20% of the vote, and especially those that win 40% of the vote, as they can attain half of the seats with this level of support. Five seat constituencies, where the quota is equivalent to 16.6% of the total vote, tend to favour smaller parties, as they have the best chance of winning seats in these, given the much smaller percentage of support needed to reach the quota. 

Had the vote shares of the main parties for the 2005 contest been replicated in all the different constituencies in a PR-STV system, then differences in the numbers of seats per constituency would have favoured different parties. The Liberal Democrats would have been most favoured by a 3-seat constituency arrangement, as Labour and the Conservatives would have had enough votes to elect one candidate per constituency, but would have been well off the amount needed to elect a second candidate. The Liberal Democrats, by contrast, would have been just short of reaching the quota, but undoubtedly would take the third seat on the basis of transfers from the other parties. Thus, with a three-seat arrangement, all the parties would each have one a third of the seats. In a four-seat constituency arrangement, all the parties have enough of the vote to elect one candidate, but Labour, the closest party to the two quota level (of 40%) and likely to take transfers from the Liberal Democrats also, would be highly likely to win the final seat here. Thus in this arrangement, Labour wins half the seats (two per constituency), while both the Liberal Democrats and the Conservatives win a quarter of the seats. Finally, in this scenario, five-seat constituencies would best suit the Conservatives, assuming an even spread of votes across Britain. Labour has enough votes to elect two candidates, but have no chance of a third seat, while the Liberal Democrats can easily elect one candidate, but are well off the level of support needed to elect a second candidate. The Conservative are just barely off the level of support needed to elect two candidates on the first count, and would undoubtedly take two seats in this scenario, with transfers from other parties. Thus in the five-seat scenario, Labour and the Conservatives both take 40% of the seats, while the Liberal Democrats would take 20%. In reality, the highly uneven spread of support for the different parties across Britain means that different constituency-size arrangements in different parts of Britain would suit the different parties – for instance, 3-seat and 5-seat constituencies would suit Labour best in their strong areas, where they take about 50% of the vote, whereas 4-seat constituencies would suit them better in weaker areas, where their percentage support would be in the high thirties. 

A change to a PR-STV system would also make for more competitive electoral contests in the different constituencies and also, given the association between lower turnout and safe, or less marginal seats, make for increased electoral participation levels. This reflects the research of Pippa Norris and others, which contends that more proportional electoral systems are associated with higher turnout levels in comparison with plurality systems. 

“A comparison of elections during the 1990s in 164 nations found that turnout was 70 per cent under all PR systems, 10 per cent higher than in countries using majoritarian systems like ours. The most plausible explanation emphasises the "wasted vote" syndrome. In majoritarian systems, supporters of minor and fringe parties, such as the Greens, the BNP or Respect, have good reason to feel that their votes will make no difference to who wins in their constituency, still less to the overall composition of government and the policy agenda. This argument is strongest in safe seats where the incumbent is unlikely to be defeated.” (Norris, 2005)

It is also likely that a switch to PR-STV would make for more localised and candidate-centred politics in Britain, although not to the same degree as in Ireland as the impact of such a change would be offset somewhat by the larger constituency sizes in the UK. The ability of the electorate to choose between different candidates from the same party would that candidates would need to stress their local agendas and concerns to a greater extent than in the first past the post system, so as to maximise their support in their own local area, or bailiwick. Voters would also be able to decide between different factions in the same party, such as the pro- and anti-Blair factions in Labour, and the pro- and anti-European factions in the Conservative Party. 

Case Study – General Election 2005 Results in Wales

For the purposes of this paper, an analysis was engaged in to detect how different the results would have been for Wales and its forty constituencies, had a PR-STV electoral system been used instead of the first past the port electoral system. Wales was chosen a the case study area, as it contains a significant, yet manageable, number of constituencies, and is an area of significant differences in socio-economic and demographic terms, as well as the differences that exist between the larger urban centres of Cardiff, Newport, Swansea and Carmarthen in the south and the more rural northern parts of the country. Six different models were devised, using two different permutations of three-seat, four-seat and five-seat constituencies. These different permutations involved the amalgamation of constituencies on a north-south basis largely, in the first instance, and on an east-west basis in the other instance. The only requirement in amalgamating the different constituencies forming part of a larger three-seat, four-seat or five-seat constituency was that these would be contiguous units. 

In the 2002 General Election, 2,230,487 people were registered to vote in Wales, and of these 1,394,434 cast valid votes for the different party or independent candidates, making for an average turnout rate of 62.5% for Wales, as well as an average electorate of 55,762 per constituency. Turnout in Wales was above average compared with the UK overall average of 61.3%. The size of the electorate in the different constituencies varied significantly, with the numbers registered in the different constituencies ranging from 33,443 for Meirionnydd Nant Conwy to 68,657 for Vale of Glamorgan, and turnout levels ranged from a high of 72.4% for Monmouth to a low of 52.8% for Swansea East. Figure 1 shows these turnout patterns, and a contrast between this map and Figure 2 shows that the low turnout areas often tended to be ‘safe’ Labour seats (as shaded in purple or dark red in Figure 2) in the north west and south of Wales.
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Figure 1: Vote turnout for 2005 General Election, by constituency, in Wales.

As Table 1 and Figure 2 show, Labour were the strongest party in the region, winning more votes than the combined votes of the next two strongest parties, the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats. These parties and Plaid Cymru were the only parties to win more than 10% of the total vote and also the only parties to win seats, although an Independent candidate, Peter Law, succeeded in winning the seat in the Blaenau Gwent constituency. Labour won almost three-quarter of the seats in Wales (mainly in the north-west and south, as shown by Figure 2), even though the party won just slightly more than 40% of the vote, while the levels of representation won by the other political parties were significantly lower than their vote shares, but particularly in the case of the Conservatives. Had the amount of seats won been proportional to the share of the vote, then Labour would have won 17 seats, the Conservatives would have won 9 seats, the Liberal Democrats would have won 7 seats, Plaid Cymru would have won 5 seats, and Independents and the UK Independence Party would have won a seat each. 

	
	Votes
	Const. Avg
	% Votes
	Seats
	% Seats

	Labour Party
	594,821
	14,871
	42.7
	29
	72.5

	Conservative Party
	297,830
	7,446
	21.4
	3
	7.5

	Liberal Democrats
	256,249
	6,406
	18.4
	4
	10.0

	Plaid Cymru
	174,838
	4,371
	12.5
	3
	7.5

	UK Independence Party
	21,479
	671
	1.5
	-
	-

	Green Party
	7,144
	649
	0.5
	-
	-

	Forward Wales
	3,461
	577
	0.2
	-
	-

	Socialist Labour Party
	1,799
	300
	0.1
	-
	-

	Legalise Cannabis Now
	1,772
	253
	0.1
	-
	-

	British National Party
	1,689
	845
	0.1
	-
	-

	Independents
	28,954
	2,413
	2.1
	1
	2.5


Table 1: Support and representation levels for different political parties in Wales, based on 2005 General Election results. 

The average number of votes won by the successful candidate in the different Welsh constituencies was 16,638, and the number of votes won by the successful candidates ranged from the 10,597 votes won by successful Plaid Cymru candidate, Elfyn Llwyd, in Meirionnydd Nant Conwy, to the 22,190 votes won by Labour’s successful candidate in Caerphilly, Wayne David. In Cardiff North (held by Labour), Catherine Taylor-Dawson of Vote for Yourself Rainbow Dream Ticket won just one vote - although she also stood in the three other Cardiff seats where she had more success (37 in Central, 79 in South, and 167 in West). On average, successful candidates won 47.7% of the total valid votes in their constituencies, which thus meant that over half of the votes cast in Welsh constituencies (52.3%) were effectively ‘wasted’ votes – 728,906 votes in all. Given that there are four strong parties within the Welsh party system, it is somewhat surprising that the level of wasted votes is not higher, suggesting that supporters of ‘losing’ parties in some constituencies may be opting to vote tactically and to switch their vote to the successful party, or else were opting not to vote at all, thus depressing the turnout level. The highest levels of wasted votes were associated with the Ynys Môn (65.4% of the total valid votes were ‘wasted’), Clwyd West (63.8%), Ceredigion (63.5%), Preseli Pembrokeshire (63.4%), Carmarthen West (63.1%), Conwy (62.9%) and Cardiff North (61.0%) constituencies. There was a strong link between the marginality of constituencies and the turnout rate. The average turnout was 58.8% for the ten least marginal Welsh constituencies and 68.1% for the ten most marginal constituencies. Similarly the average turnout in the ten constituencies with the greatest shares of the vote won by the successful party was 59.2%, while it was 65.8% for the ten constituencies with the lowest vote shares for the successful party.

The large numbers of ‘wasted votes’ and the significantly lower turnout levels in the less marginal constituencies suggests that a more proportional electoral system, such as PR-STV, would help to ensure a fairer result, especially given the degree to which Labour’s level of representation in Wales exceeded their share of the vote in the principality. For the purposes of this paper, the degree to which a different electoral system would have resulted in different election results in Wales will be tested, by amalgamating the single-seat constituencies of the UK first-past-the-post electoral system into multi-seat constituencies, as associated with the Irish PR-STV system. 
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Figure 2: Destination of seats in Wales in 2005 General Election – Labour shaded red/purple, Conservatives shaded blue, Liberal Democrats shaded yellow and Plaid Cymru shaded green – Independents shaded black. The lighter the shading, the more marginal the seat.

As the number of seats per constituency ranges between three and five for Irish general elections, the different seat permutations used in the different Welsh models also were based on three-seat, four-seat or five-seat constituencies. Separate models were run, based on three different scenarios in which Wales was divided into (mainly) three-seat constituencies, or four-seat constituencies, or five-seat constituencies. To determine whether the manner in which boundaries were drawn would have had an influence, two different models were run for each of the different scenarios, using different boundary configurations, one in which constituencies were drawn up mainly on a north-south axis, and the other where they were mainly drawn up in an east-west direction. The destination of the seats in these new constituencies was then decided, based on the percentage votes won by the different parties in the ‘new’, amalgamated, constituencies.   

3 Seat Constituency Scenarios: 

The first of the different scenarios is concerned with the amalgamation of constituencies largely on a north-south basis, as illustrated by Figure 1 (a). As the forty constituencies cannot be divided equally into three-seat constituencies, one of the new amalgamations would have to be a four-seat constituency, and the four Cardiff City constituencies were chosen for the purpose in this scenario. The destination of the different seats in these amalgams were then decided on, based on the support levels of the different parties. By and large, largely arising out of time considerations, these seats were predicted by the author, solely based on how close the parties concerned were to a quota (or number of quotas) in that amalgamated constituency.  

The most rigorous manner for predicting the outcome of seats would have been to import the first preference votes for the different parties into the Electoral Database program, which can be used to predict the results of elections in PR-STV contests, once the first preference results and the transfer system is input. This method was used to predict results in one of these amalgamated constituencies – Caernarfon/Conwy/Ynys Môn – in which a total of 97,118 people voted out of an electorate of 152,892, making for a turnout of 63.5% and a quota of 24,281. In this amalgam, the Labour vote would have been 32,295 (33.3%), with the Conservatives on 16,796 (17.3%), Liberal Democrats on 12,649 (13.0%), Plaid Cymru on 27,513 (28.3%), UK Independence Party on 1,388 (1.4%), Green Party on 512, Legalise Cannabis Now on 425, Socialist Labour Party on 324, and Independents on 5,216 (5.4%). In the actual electoral contests, Labour had recorded narrow victories in Conwy and Ynys Môn, while Plaid Cymru won Caernarfon, thus taking two-thirds of the seats with just one-third of the votes. The transfers between parties was ‘guestimated’ – for instance, Liberal Democrat voters were predicted to be slightly more likely to favour Labour over the Conservatives.  Each party was expected to run one more candidate than the number of seats they would expect to win based on the share of the vote – both Plaid Cymru and Labour were expected to run two candidates, given that both these parties had well in excess of a quota, based on their share of the vote, while all the other parties were expected to run just one candidate each, as none of these parties had enough combined votes to make the quota of 24,281, or close to it, on the first count. Plaid Cymru and Labour would have been certain to win one seat each in this amalgamated entity, and Labour especially would have hopes of winning a second, given that the party had roughly 1.6 quotas in the area. 

	
	1st Count
	2nd Count
	3rd Count
	4th Count
	5th Count

	Bebb CON
	16,796
	18,387
	20,551
	22,395
	22,711

	Evans LCN
	425
	Elim 
	-
	-
	-

	Killock GRN
	512
	Elim 
	-
	-
	-

	Llyod Jones SLP
	324
	Elim 
	-
	-
	-

	Owen LAB
	16,047
	17,023
	19,171
	21,225
	21,577

	Roberts LBDM
	12,649
	13,815
	Elim 
	-
	-

	Rogers IND
	5,216
	Elim 
	-
	-
	-

	Williams B LAB
	16,248
	17,122
	19,235
	21,251
	21,597

	Williams H PC
	14,612
	15,569
	18,080
	25,297
	Elec

	Williams E UKIP
	1,388
	Elim 
	-
	-
	-

	Wyn PC
	12,901
	13,960
	16,502
	Elim 
	


Table 2: Simulated election count, under rules of PR_STV electoral system, for amalgamated Caernarfon/Conwy/Ynys Môn constituency, based on the actual 2005 vote shares for these constituencies.
For the purpose of this model, it was assumed that a party candidate, or candidates in the case of Labour and Plaid Cymru, would win exactly the same number of votes won by all the party’s candidates in the actual general election contests. In reality, the decision to run fewer candidates would result in a drop in the party’s vote, as the party would lose out on local and personal votes in decided not to run certain candidates from specific areas. However, parties realise the danger of vote slippage in transfers if they decide to run too many candidates – indeed, when this model was run with three Labour candidates instead of two, Labour did worse. It was also assumed that the candidate (or candidates) who won the most votes in the actual general election would be the one(s) selected to contest the PR-STV contest. For Labour and Plaid Cymru, where two candidates were selected to run, the votes of the third, weakest, candidate was shared out equally between the other candidates. Thus the share of the vote won by parties in the simulated model was exactly the same as in the original electoral contests. 

As Table 2 shows, the Independent and candidates belonging to the smaller parties were eliminated at the end of the first count as their combined number of votes were lower than those of their next lowest candidate, Roberts of the Liberal Democrats, who was in turn eliminated at the end of the following count. Wyn, the weaker of the two Plaid Cymru candidates, was the lowest ranked candidate in the third count, following the transfer of Roberts’ votes, and his transfers were sufficient to push his running mate, H. Williams, over the quota in the following count, thus ensuring his election. Following the transfer of Williams’ surplus of 1,017 in the fifth count, Bebb of the Conservatives was ranked second, B. Williams of Labour ranked third, and Owen of Labour ranked fourth, just twenty votes behind his fellow party member. With no other candidate exceeding the quota at this point, the weakest candidate, Owen, would have been eliminated and Bebb and B. Williams declared elected, thus ensuring one seat each for Plaid Cymru, the Conservatives and Labour in this amalgamated constituency, with the simulated model representing a gain for the Conservatives over Labour relative to the actual results. What is interesting in this model is the fact that the battle for the final seat is between two Labour party colleagues, thus reflecting the contention of many that the key conflicts in electoral contests in Irish constituencies are often between candidates from the same political party. The low margin of victory, 20 votes, dividing B. Williams and Owen, also is in stark contrast to the average winning margin of 3,177 in the actual election contests in the three constituencies concerns under the first past the post electoral system. The model was also run with three Labour candidates, and the size of the Conservative victory margin over the unsuccessful Labour candidate, Owen, increased from 1,114 to 1,984 in this instance. (In reality, the Labour vote would have been higher with three candidates than with two, given that each candidate would draw on a sizeable personal vote from their local areas, or bailiwicks, but a significant proportion of this increased vote would have subsequently been lost to the party due to non-transferable votes and transfers to other, non-Labour, candidates.)

Overall, based on the vote shares of the parties in the different constituency amalgams in this particular model, It is predicted that Labour would have won 21 seats (down eight on the actual result), the Conservatives would have won 10 seats (up seven), the Liberal Democrats would have won 4 (no change), Plaid Cymru would have won 4 seats (up one) and Independents would have won one seat (no change).       

The second of the three seat constituency simulations was based on a boundary configuration that was very much orientated along an east-west axis, as illustrated by Figure 3 (b). In this scenario, the area forming the constituency with the added seat was the amalgamated Caernarfon/Meirionnydd/Clwyd South/Wrexham constituency in the north of Wales. With this particular model, Labour was predicted to win 20 seats (down nine on the actual results), the Conservatives to win 9 seats (up six), the Liberal Democrats to win 8 seats (up four) Plaid Cymru to win 2 seats (down one) and Independents to win one seat (no change). The noticeable trends to emerge here are that Labour loses a significant number of its seats, no matter what boundary configuration is used, while the Conservative would make significant gains. The Liberal Democrats, however, do significantly better in the East-West model, where they gain a further four seats, as opposed to the North-South model, where the party makes no gains. Plaid Cymru would do better if boundaries were drawn along a north-south dimension, where they would gain one seat, rather than an east-west trend in which they would actually lose one of their three seats.  

4 Seat and 5 Seat Constituency Scenarios:

Four seat constituency scenarios involved the amalgamation of Wales’ forty constituencies into ten larger four-seat constituencies, with one scenario involving the constituencies being amalgamated largely following a north-south trend (Figure 4 (a)) and the other involving the constituencies being amalgamated based largely on an east-west trend (Figure 4 (b)). The North-South model (Figure 4 (a)) envisages that Labour would have won 20 seats (down nine on the actual results) in a PR-STV electoral contest in such four seat constituencies, the Conservatives would have won 8 seats (up six), the Liberal Democrats would have won 8 seats (up four) Plaid Cymru would have won 3 seats (no change) and Independents would have won one seat (no change). The alternative four-seat constituency model, in which boundaries are largely drawn up on an east-west dimension (Figure 4 (b)), predicts that Labour would have won 19 seats (down ten on the actual results), the Conservatives would have won 7 seats (up four), the Liberal Democrats would have won 9 seats (up five) Plaid Cymru would have won 4 seats (up one) and Independents would have won one seat (no change).

The final set of scenarios involved the amalgamation of Wales’ forty constituencies into eight five-seat constituencies. Again, one scenario involving the constituencies being amalgamated largely following a north-south trend (Figure 5 (a)) and the other involving the constituencies being amalgamated based largely on an east-west trend (Figure 5 (b)). The North-South model (Figure 5 (a)) envisages that Labour would have won 19 seats (down ten on the actual results), the Conservatives would have won 8 seats (up five), the Liberal Democrats would have won 9 seats (up five) Plaid Cymru would have won 3 seats (no change) and Independents would have won one seat (no change). The alternative four-seat constituency model, in which boundaries are largely drawn up on an east-west dimension (Figure 5 (b)), predicts that Labour would have won 19 seats (down eleven on the actual results) in a PR-STV electoral contest in such four seat constituencies, the Conservatives would have won 7 seats (up four), the Liberal Democrats would have won 8 seats (up four) Plaid Cymru would have won 5 seats (up two) and Independents would have won one seat (no change).

In terms of the overall trends involved here, it is obvious that Labour would lose a considerable number of its seats in Wales if Britain decided to switch to a PR-STV electoral system, featuring multi-seat constituencies, along the lines of the current Irish system, although the party still gets a seat bonus of some percentage points. In the six models outlined here, Labour would win between 19 and 21 seats, down from the 29 seats the party won in the actual electoral contest. While the Liberal Democrats would be expected to be the main benefactors of a change to a PR-STV system on a national basis, within the context of the Welsh region it is the Conservatives who would make the most gains from such a change. The Conservatives are predicted to win between 7 and 10 seats in the different models, marking a significant gain on the 3 seats they won in Wales in the actual general election, with the most significant gains by far being associated with the 3-seat constituency models. By and large the Conservatives are strong enough to win one seat in the different multi-seat constituencies arising from the model, but are not strong enough to win more than the one seat in any of these. The Liberal Democrats, with 4 seats won in the actual contest, particularly in the central parts of Wales, do not make as significant a set of gains as the Conservatives do, and indeed fail to make any gains in one of the three-seat constituency scenarios, although they double their number of seats in the other. With the exception of the north-south boundary configuration three-seat model, the Liberal Democrats win either 8 or 9 seats in these simulations, more than doubling their number of seats. Plaid Cymru, as with other nationalist parties in Scotland and Northern Ireland, do not suffer from the first past the post system to the same degree as other smaller parties, because of their ability to concentrate their support levels in specific areas, as opposed to parties such as the UK Independence Party, whose support patterns are more dispersed. Thus a change to a PR-STV system would not entail significant gains for this party, with the party generally expected to hold their set levels or just make one or two gains, and indeed in one of the models they are predicted to lose a seat. The Blaenau based Independent, Law, manages to win the seat he took in the general election in all the different scenarios. A key factor emerging from this analysis is to highlight the impact that election boundary configurations may have in terms of determining the location of seats in the PR-STV system, as is also the case for the first past the post system of course, and this is most noticeable in the example of the radically different levels of success of the Liberal Democrats in the two different three-seat constituency models.

It is worth noting that this particular case study is focused on a region, where Labour is traditionally very strong, and this accounts for the predicted loss of Labour seats in this model. Were this model to be replicated for particular Conservative strongholds, such as the East and South West, or Liberal Democrat strongholds, such as the South West, then the models would be likely to predict some Labour gains in those areas. In all, at the national level the loss of Labour seats observed for these Wales-based models would be likely to be replicated, but, by and large, not to the same degree as for a Labour stronghold such as this particular region. It is also worth noting that, in dealing with models, very limited approximations of what would occur under PR-STV electoral rules are offered here, as it is assumed that turnout levels and patterns of party support would remain the same. However, we would expect higher turnout levels, which could result in even higher Labour support in their South Wales strongholds, for instance, which would mean that the amount of Labour seats could be underestimated in this model. The model also fails to take cognisance of the impacts that a more personalised and localistic politics, as would be associated with the PR-STV electoral system, would have on the final election results. It also fails to take account of the types of tactical voting that would be associated with this system, as opposed to the tactical voting that is peculiar to the first past the post electoral system. In PR-STV, such tactical voting, as direct by the electoral strategies of the political parties, would be directed at encouraging voters to vote for their local candidate, and then to transfer their votes to their running mates, so as to ensure a health spread of votes between different party candidates. This, in turn, could lead to a more localised set of transfers, as voters award their second preferences to locally based candidates, as opposed to others based elsewhere.   

Some concluding remarks

The ‘Campaign for Democracy’, as launched by The Independent newspaper, in addition to the growing discontent amongst the general public and amongst a number of, mainly progressive, British politicians, suggests there is a growing groundswell of support in favour of a move to a more proportional electoral system for the UK. The main problems with the system that have been highlighted are the patently unfair nature of the system (as was highlighted in the ability of Labour to win a working majority in parliament in the recent election with little more than a third of the total poll), the large number of wasted votes, and the lack of competition in ‘safe seat’ areas where turnout is, in turn, depressed as the electorate feels that their votes will not count. The ‘Campaign for Democracy’ argues that a change to a more proportional system would help to remedy some of these ills and make for a healthier British political system, and strong evidence for this argument is offered by the Welsh case study in this paper. This paper does also allow that there are some limitations with the PR-STV system, as in its propensity to lead to coalition governments and the development of consensual politics, but this is not an issue for current British politics, in its intense focus on capturing the voting of the centre ground.  It may, however, also make for a politics that is overtly responsive to the needs of a politicians’ local bailiwicks, at the expense of these politicians acting in the national interest.    
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Figure 3 (a): Boundary Map for Wales 3 Seat (North-South) Model

Figure 3 (b): Boundary Map for Wales 3 Seat (East-West) Model

Figure 4 (a): Boundary Map for Wales 4 Seat (North-South) Model [image: image5.jpg]
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Figure 4 (b): Boundary Map for Wales 4 Seat (East-West) Model
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Figure 5 (a): Boundary Map for Wales 5 Seat (North-South) Model
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Figure 5 (b): Boundary Map for Wales 5 Seat (East-West) Model
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