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I think any version of a single transferable vote is better than

what we have at present—the First-Past-the-Post (FPTP)

system, because it ensures that successful candidates have a

majority of the votes behind them. But the proposed version is

far from simple.

It starts with twenty STV regional electoral areas, each with

a number of MLAs proportional to their population—roughly

one MLA to 50,000 people (see related article, page 6). So

voters in each one will be presented with a ballot listing a large

number of candidates, many of whom may not be familiar to

voters, or who may not themselves be familiar with the local

area. Under STV, voters rank candidates (1,2,3, etc.) on their

ballot. (For samples of ballots, search at:

BCreferendum2009.ca.)

The vote counting system may be suitable for computers.

(See box to the right for the method of counting votes.) Imagine

scrutineering, and checking the calculation in an electoral area

with, say, 7 MLAs to be elected, 28 candidates, and 170,000

votes cast (assuming a 70% turnout of the 245,000 on the

voters list). With up to 3 counts needed to elect 7 MLAs, this

could mean counting, say, 250,000 votes. 

In order to pass scrutiny, the total calculation, from

beginning to end, must be published. (For animated examples,

see the Citizens’ Assembly website

www.citizensassembly.bc.ca.)

Previous STV Systems in BC
Compare this to the vote-counting system in the 1952 and 1953

STV-system elections, which was a lot simpler: all first choice

votes were counted, then the candidate with the least votes was

eliminated, and his next choice votes allocated, and so on until

only one candidate per ballot had over 50% of the vote.

There were some multi-member electoral areas, mainly in

urban areas. (Multi-member electoral areas had separate

ballots for each MLA position.) But electoral areas did not have

to be multi-member, as with the current proposed STV system;

there were also many single member electoral areas.

The 1952-53 Alternative Vote (AV) system had been brought

in by the Liberal/Conservative coalition government of the

time, with the expectation that it would be able to retain power,

as it was being challenged by WAC Bennett’s new Social Credit

Party.

In 1952, without computers, it still took four weeks to decide

who won, and six weeks before the vote was finalized. But the

result was a Social Credit minority government.

Inevitably, another election followed in 1953: the Liberals

and Conservatives split the first-choice votes, but Social Credit

dominated the second-choice votes, and obtained a clear

majority government. Then Bennett, in order to retain his hold

on power, repealed the proportional representation (AV)

system and went back to the FPTP system; but multi-member

electoral areas persisted until 1991.
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STV - The Pros And Cons~ Patrick Brown

The Method of Counting Votes
The BC-STV procedure is designed to ‘make every vote

count’. It is not perfect. It considers the first choices of all

voters.  Depending on the number of candidates and the

vote split, it considers subsequent choices for many of the

voters.

(1) Determine the quota of votes necessary to get elected.

(2) Count everyone’s first preference vote.

(3) Did the leading candidate make the quota? If yes, go 

to (4) If no, go to (5).

(4) He is declared elected. The number of ‘surplus’ votes 

(the number he received in excess of the quota) is 

calculated. All his next choice votes are counted. They 

are multiplied by a fraction (his ‘surplus’ votes

divided by his total votes) and the resulting

number of votes are allocated to the

other candidates. Then go back to (3)

to see whether the next candidate has made the quota.

(5) No candidate (other than those already elected) has 

made the quota. So take the last candidate, remove him 

from consideration, count his next choice votes, and 

allocate them (at full value) to the other candidates.

Then go back to (3) to see whether the next candidate

has made the quota.

Continue until enough candidates have been declared

elected. 

This box is from an Island Tides February 24, 2005 article on BC-STV. Find it

online at www.islandtides.com in our ‘Back Issues’ or in our ‘Reprints’ (click

on ‘BC Politics,’ click on ‘Redesigning BC Democracy’ in left column.) There

are several more articles on BC-STV in this archive.

http://www.islandtides.com
http://www.islandtides.com


Homogeneous Electoral Areas
According to the Citizens’ Assembly  report, the current

requirement that all electoral areas be multi-member has the

objective that the existing electoral areas which are combined

into the proposed STV electoral areas (EAs) be homogeneous. 

For example, the Mid-Island STV Electoral Area is not

densely developed, even in Nanaimo, and its electors might be

expected to have similar interests and issues. The North

Island/South Coast STV electoral area is similar.

Southern Gulf Islands Mismatched
But the inclusion of the Southern Gulf Islands, decidedly rural,

with the predominantly urban Capital Region STV electoral

area is a mismatch, and not consistent with the

recommendations of the assembly. The Gulf Islands should

have been included in Mid-Island.

This raises the point of whether unique local areas are well

represented in these multi-member STV Electoral Areas.

Originally it was thought that maybe with STV it would be

easier for the Gulf Islands to have a voice in the Legislature.

Now it doesn’t look so certain, as a Southern Gulf Island

candidate would be just one among 28 (say) on the ballot, and

would likely not be well known outside the Islands. He would

have to get over 20,000 first place votes to be elected, assuming

a 70% turnout. If there was any kind of vote split at all, that

many votes seems unlikely.

Still Voting For A Party
Voters will be tempted to vote the straight party ‘ticket’ rather

than for the individual, particularly since all the candidates for

one party will be grouped together on the ballot. Campaigning

thus becomes party-driven rather than candidate-centered,

because the parties will not want their candidates running

against each other. It seems unlikely that many voters will split

their votes between parties.

The government would be formed by the party that

manages to take the most STV EAs. This probably does result

in a greater chance of a majority government, but less chance of

a variety of viewpoints being represented either in the

government or in the legislature.

STV Preferred: Fine Tuning Required
Compared to the previous 1952/53 STV system, the vote

counting system is too complicated to be easily understood,

though we do have computers now (and, I would expect, voting

machines).

However the proposed STV system may be slightly fairer, in

that very few votes are wasted, either through being discarded

or unneeded to elect a front-runner.

The multi-member electoral area combinations favour

regional blocs rather than local representation, and would

definitely have an effect on campaigning strategy.

Is this version of STV better than the present FPTP system,

with single-member electoral areas? Yes, but forcing all the

existing electoral areas into large multi-member electoral areas

may not be such a great idea. It’s two big changes at once, and

maybe some fine tuning will be required. 0
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