
So you think income splitting, daycare and tax credits are
this year’s big election issues? Think again, as there could
be a political earthquake in the offing that will shake up

national politics as never before.
Since Confederation, Canadians have elected governments

using first-past-the-post (FPTP), an electoral system handed
down to the colonies by British imperialists. But that could soon
change, depending on the outcome of the October 19 election.
While FPTP has delivered many majority governments over

the past century and a half, nearly all of those ‘majorities’ were
actually the result of one party winning less than 50% of the
popular vote. The current federal government is a good example,
with the Conservatives currently hold the majority of seats in
Parliament after winning only 39% of all votes cast.
FPTP regularly translates a minority of votes into a majority

of seats, and many people regard that as grossly undemocratic.
Numerous alternatives to FPTP exist, but perhaps the most
discussed is proportional representation (PR) which is currently
used, in some form, by most European nations. PR ensures a
close match between the number of votes cast for any given
party and the number of seats that party receives in Parliament.
Because it is very unusual for any single party to win more

than 50% of the vote, governments elected under PR are usually
coalition governments consisting of two or more parties. Indeed,
majority coalitions are the norm rather than the exception with
PR.
One person who is a strong proponent of electoral reform

and who has written numerous books and papers about the
subject is Dennis Pilon, a professor of political science at York
University. In addition to other roles, he is currently a member
of the National Advisory Board of Fair Vote Canada, a citizens’
group focused on gaining more proportional methods of voting
for Canadian elections. 
I interviewed Professor Pilon in August.

Is electoral reform the big sleeper issue in this
election?

Definitely. Most people have no idea what our election rules
are. But for people who do care about such things, they do have
something to grab hold of here. For others, the problems of
accountability they associate with the Harper Conservatives all
come back to their weak electoral base—roughly, only just over
a third of Canadians support them. Electoral reform is key to
bringing their legislative power down to the level of the real
popular support they enjoy.
Both the NDP and Liberals are promising electoral
reform. What is the difference between their
proposals?
The NDP and Liberals are offering very different things. The

Liberals are saying they will study the issue and they might
consider something like Australia’s Alternative Vote, a system
that produces majorities for single candidates in a riding. They
have said they will look at PR, but frankly they don’t seem
enthused about it, other than Stéphane Dion. The NDP, on the
other hand, are offering the strongest commitment to electoral
reform this country has every seen. They claim they will simply
introduce a proportional voting system, if elected to
government. This is a major breakthrough for electoral reform
in this country, one that could fundamentally alter the way
politics is done at the national level.
What are the potential implications of electoral

reform for each of the four national parties?
For the Tories, electoral reform would prevent them from

ramming through unpopular legislation with their inflated
majority governments. On the plus side, it would allow them to
elect Conservatives from our downtown city centres,
contributing to a broader and more inclusive conservatism. 
For the Liberals, it would stabilize their electoral support and

probably make them a key part of any coalition government
under PR. Of course it would end their strategic dominance of
the centre-left that has had left-wing voters giving them support
as the best of the worst options. 
For the NDP, it would also eclipse their strategy of taking

over from the Liberals as a solo governing party, but it would
allow them to participate more regularly in policy making. The
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fact is, NDP policies are popular but they have difficulty
introducing them even when they are in government at the
provincial level because of the unrelenting media attacks. But
in a coalition situation, the NDP could spread the responsibility
for defending their policies across more parties, making them
stronger. 
For the Greens, PR is a no-brainer, resulting in more seats

in more places and undoubtedly more votes from those who
think a Green vote is wasted under our current voting system.
Stephen Harper was in favour of proportional
representation whilst in Opposition, but is now
strongly opposed. What happened?
Power. Harper said he liked PR when conservatives were

divided between two parties and it didn’t look like they could
stop fighting among themselves. But as soon as they regrouped
under a less progressive Conservative banner, all interest in PR
evaporated from the political right.
You have stated that FPTP evolved to benefit the rich
and powerful. Do you think the elite will give up their
control without a major fight? What can we expect?

Today’s elites are already signaling their opposition to
change, with countless newspaper commentators offering up
bogus arguments against change or trying to thwart the process
by calling for rigged processes that they can dominate.
Why are you such a strong proponent of electoral
reform?
Because PR systems are more democratic, full stop. Some

political scientists try to say that all voting systems are OK, it just
depends on what your values are. Well, the values behind our
current system are not democratic, so it should go. The
arguments we hear supporting our current system—stability,
few parties, phoney majority governments—none pass the smell
test of democracy. Canadians have managed to get some
democracy into our political system but it has come despite, not
because of, our present voting system. The things people say
they want—better representation of our social diversity and our
political choices, more accountable government, an inclusive
policy process—these are things that any proportional voting
system will deliver. We are long overdue for this reform. 0
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