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CHAPTER 2 : THE VOTING SYSTEM

Term of reference 2: Whether the existing system of
parfiamentary representation (whereby in respect of each
electoral district the candidate with the highest number of
voles is elected as the member of Parliament for that
district) should continue or whether all or a specified
number or proportion of members of Parliament should be
elected under an alternative system or alternative systems
such as proportional representation or preferential voting.

CRITERIA FOR JUDGING VOTING SYSTEMS

2.1 We have adopted 10 criteria against which to test the existing
plurality system and other possible systems. The criteria follow from the
discussion in Chapter 1. No voting system can fully meet the ideal
standards set by the criteria. Nor are the criteria all of equal weight.
Some of them, if carried to their full extent, are mutually incompatible.
Others overlap and none is independent. If a system is designed to
achieve one particular objective, the likelihood of meeting other
cbjectives may thereby be lessened. The best voting system for any
country will not be one which meets any of the criteria completely but
will be one which provides the most satisfactory overall balance
between them, taking account of that country's history and current
circumstances.

{a) Fairness between political parties. When they vote at glections,
voters are primarily choosing between alternative party
Governments. In the interests of fairness and equality, therefore,
the number of seats gained by a political party should be
proportional to the number of voters who support that party.

(b) Effective representation of minority and special interest
groups. The voting system should ensure that parties, candidates
and MPs are responsive to significant groups and interests. To
facilitate this, membership of the House should not only be
proportional to the ievel of party support but should also reflect
other significant characteristics of the electorate, such as gender,
ethnicity, socio-economic class, locality and age.

(c) Effective Maori representation. In view of their particular
historical, Treaty and socio-economic status, Maori and the Maori
point of view should be fairly and effectively represented in
Parliament.

{d) Political integration. While the electoral system should ensure
that the opinions of diverse groups and interests are represented
it should at the same time encourage all groups to respect other
points of view and to take into account the good of the community
as a whole.

{e) Effective representation of constituents. An important function
of individual MPs is to act on behalf of constituents who need help
in their dealings with the Government or its agencies. The voting
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system should therefore encourage close links and accountability
between individual MPs and their constituents.

(f) Effective voter participation. If individual citizens are to play a
full and active part in the electoral process, the voting system
should provide them with mechanisms and procedures which they
can readily understand. At the same time, the power to make and
unmake governments should be in the hands of the people at an
election and the votes of all electors should be of equal weight in
influencing election results.

(g) Effective government. The electoral system should allow
Governments in New Zealand to meet their responsibilities.
Governments should have the ability to act decisively when that is
appropriate and there should be reasonable continuity and
stability both within and between Governments.

{h) Effective Parliament. As well as providing a Government,
members of the House have a number of other important
parliamentary functions. These include providing a forum for the
promotion of alternative Governments and policies, enacting
legislation, authorising the raising of taxes and the expenditure of
public money, scrutinising the actions and policies of the
executive, and supplying a focus for individual and group
aspirations and grievances. The voting system should provide a
House which is capable of exercising these functions as
effectively as possible.

(i) Effective parties. The voting system should recognise and
facilitate the essential role political parties play in modern
representative democracies in, for example, formulating and
articulating policies and providing representatives for the people.

() Legitimacy. Members of the community should be able to
endorse the voting system and its procedures as fair and
reasonable and to accept its decisions, even when they
themselves prefer other alternatives.

2.2 The criteria we have outlined fall into a number of related but
distinct categories. Criteria (a) to (d) concern the requirements of
groups and interests in the community with respect to the voling
system. Criteria (e) and (f) are about balance between the needs and
interests of individual voters. Criteria (g}, {(h} and (i) concern the impact
of voting systems on our political institutions, while the last criterion,
legitimacy, addresses more generally whether the requirements of the
preceding 9 have been adequately fulfilled.

2.3 This chapter uses these criteria to

() assess our present plurality system (paras. 2.4 to 2.57);

(i) discuss possible alternatives to it and eliminate those we consider
not to require further examination (paras. 2.58 to 2.100); and

(i) describe and evaluate those systems which appear to be possible
improvements to plurality and contrast them with each other and
with plurality {paras. 2.101 to 2.186).
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In the light of that discussion, we recommend the introduction of a
proportional system which retains constituency representation. This
chapter ends with a discussion of the details of that system (paras.
2187 to 2.209).

AN ASSESSMENT OF PLURALITY IN SINGLE-MEMBER
CONSTITUENCIES

Fairness between political parties

2.4 OQur present system of plurality voting usually fails to achieve
results which give parties seats in Parliament proportional to the votes
of their supporters.. That is well known. The extent of the
disproportionality is not, however, so well appreciated. The plurality
syslem was not designed to achieve proportionality between political
parties. Indeed, political parties did not exist when plurality was
introduced. Under plurality, voting is within distinct geographical areas
or constituencies, each containing more or less the same number of
people and each returning 1 member to represent that area. The
existence of political parties is theoretically irrelevant to this process.
The total number of votes cast for each party on a nationwide basis is
not used to determine the overall allocation of seats and there is no
fixed relationship between the votes a party receives and the seats it
wins,

2.5 The extent to which the plurality system produces proportionality
between political parties depends entirely on the distribution of party
support in relation to the boundaries of the individual electorates. If each
party’s votes were uniformly spread throughout the country, the party
with the greatest overall support would win every seat in a plurality
system. At the other extreme, if alf the supporters of each party lived in
constituencies that did not contain any supporters of other parties, a
plurality system would produce a Parliament in which the seats each
party gained were approximately proportional to the votes each party
received. In New Zealand, the distribution of party support lies
somewhere between the two extremes and has differed both between
parties and between elections. Consequently the disproportionality of
the plurality system affects different parties in different ways at different
elections. Some common patterns can, however, be identified. Although
we refer only o New Zealand in the following discussion, similar effects
are evident in other countries which use the plurality system.

2.6 Disproportionality between major parties. Because the
distribution of party support comes somewhere between one extreme
which would produce total dominance for the largest party, and another
which would produce proportionality, it can be expected that when the
largest party has a reasonable lead in votes it will receive mare seats
than its proportional entitlement but will not win all seats. New Zealand
elections do, in fact, commonly produce resulis of this type. Table 2.1
shows the relationship between seats and votes in every New Zealand
election since 1935. A small difference in votes between major parties
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often translates to a significantly larger difference in seats. (This has
been described as the “cube effect” because the number of seats
larger parties win in an election is often approximately proportional to
the cubes of their votes.) This was particularly evident in New Zealand
elections in 1860, 1972, 1975 and 1984.

27 While a major party which gains more votes than its chief
competitor usually benefits from the disproportionality of plurality, this is
not necessarily so when the votes for major parties are close. A party
may then receive a greater number of votes than a competitor while
failing to win as many seats. Thus Labour failed to win Government
while winning more votes than National in the 1978 and 1981 elections.
This occurred because Labour supporters were more concentrated in
particular areas than were their National counterparts.

28 Untairness to minor parties. While plurality creates
disproportionality between all parties, it particularly disadvantages the
supporters of parties with a lesser share of the vote. Minor or new
parties are heavily penalised unless they gain a very significant share of
the vote throughout the constituencies (probably around 30%, at which
stage their allocation of seats begins to increase rapidly) or have their
support concentrated in particular parts of the country and win seats
there. As a result, the system often denies a party with a sizable share
of the vote commensurate representation in Parliament. In 1881, 20.7%
of voters supported Social Credit candidates but Social Credit gained
only 2.2% of the seats. In effect it took an average of 186,000 votes to
elect each Social Credit MP whereas National won 1 seat on average for
every 14,900 votes received and Labour 1 seat for every 16,300 votes. In
1984 an average of 73,600 Social Credit votes were required while
National needed 18,700 and Labour needed 14,800. A party with
substantial but evenly based electoral support may do particularly
badly, as evidenced by the 1984 election in which some 236,000 New
Zealand Party voters, 12.3% of the electorate, did not succeed in
electing a single MP.

2.9 One of the consequences of the disproportionately low number of
seats won by minor parties in New Zealand is that since 1954 al
Governments have been elected with the support of fewer than half the
voters. All Governments in that period have been majority Governments
formed from a single party, with the highest percentage vote for the
party winning Government being 48.4% and the lowest 38.8%.

2.10 If fairness is judged in terms of the relationship between the
percentage vote each party attracts and the percentage of seats it
receives, there is overwhelming evidence that plurality voting is grossly
unfair to supporters of minor parties. It should, however, be kept in mind
that some of the support for minor parties results from so-called
“protest” voting. Some voters use the system to indicate disapproval of
major parties by voting for alternative minor parties rather than, for



H.3

15

Januad g4 0) INOUIN] SSBAIOUI PINOM UONIDRJS SIY) J0) Pasn fod auy wo suoneddng Suinowas eyl sa1ewnsa {98z “d) VOSIM o
Alue S8J0A UBIIAID &
Japuadapu| | ¢
pasoddoun uom sjess 2,
sjuspuadapy| 25
Juapuadapu| p ‘Aleg Ajuno)) 2 'eueley 2 .
2oURYE WIORY-PAIUN »
(lo2 UC 5:0}03f3 J0 Jaquinu jo abiejuacsad se S3J0A PIA JO JSGWINN ¢
pajoA oum 9s0y) e Jo abejuensad se saloA |BWID| ,
sjuspysdapu) Buipnjou|, :ssjon

‘G861 ‘UDIBUIIBM ‘PBGL-0rG! DiosY Aieluawenied puereaz may ‘oS QT 63 B CEH HHIY [S80mag

L'E6 vo 0 0 1l 0 0 £es ] 0 4 ¥4 H 94 686 I 6% 6B 95 0Lk 56 vl
t'I6 g0 0 0 vl - - - 0 0 44 e H 02 vIs & 8BE L9 EF  O6E 26 1861
oab'BI 90 0 0 [ - - - 0 0 ¥2 [N 1 18l ¥Se 18 geE Stk Or  vOb I I 861
528 S0 0 0 20 - - - 0 0 A 4] 0 vi. 289 85 9y 898 2 96E Vi Si63
168 90 4] 0 gl - - - 0 0 02 ¢ 0 9 998 2 Sl Z¢3 S5 vev 8 2L6t
688 60 ¢ 0 gl - - - - - - 0 0 16 9gs Sk 2Sr  ¥Or BE 2V mo 6361
0es 90 i ¢ ¥o - - - - - - S 1 Svl 0SS v 9Cr 9Bk SE Plb 08 9961
968 90 0 a 1 - - - - - - 0 0 6L £95 St \'iy  BEr SE LEF 08 £961
968 90 0 0 v0 - - - - - - 0 0 98 SIS 9% 9l G2 e VEF [61: I 0361
626 50 0 0 £0 - - - - - - 0 0 4] ggr 66 ¥ LIS v £8F [1:: 2661
£16 iy 0 0 50 - - - - - - 0 0 0yl £95 S 6EF BEr SE QEF 0 - ¥561
168 ¥Q 0 0 20 - - - - - - - - - 629 05 OPS GiE OF  gS¥ 08 1564
Geh £0 0 0 ol - - - - - - - - - G5 9 G5 SeF ¥ 2ir 08 (52463
GEs 80 0 0 £C - - - - - - - - - Gl B vAF G2S gr IS 08 9v6l
828 [N} gL el ] - - - - - - - - - G2k Y& 8% £95 S Olp 8 EF6lL
626 £0 §2 2 6% - - - - - - - - - g G  f0r £99 £5  BSS o8 BE6L
806 80 0oL 8 0sg - - - - - - - - - 8€e 61 2 E£99 ES 19y 03 SE61
% % S]ESS 5|85  @)0A  S)BAS §]BAS 90 5]EAS 51BAS  SJ0A  S]EAS SIBAS  9JOA  S1EAS  S|BAS  HI0A 51895 S|ESS  Aj0A  SiEaS
cinourt) g JeuIoH) o ‘0U pI[RA o U prea % U pieaA % ou  pleA o U pieA 9% ‘0 piea ‘ou
% % % % - % % [e10]
| SIBYI0 pueRaz ManN sanep 1BRIY) JBII0G 1BLONEN JnogeT

P8G61-SE6L ‘SNSSI UONIAID pueleaZ MBN :L'Z 3|qBL



H.3 16

example, by abstaining. Voters of this type do not expect the party for
which they vote to become the Government or even to win any seats
and do not necessarily feel dissatisfied if that party fails to gain a
proportionate share of the seats. There is no reliable evidence to
indicate how much of minor-party support is of this type or to what
degree voting patterns would change under a different system of
voting. ‘

2.11 Finally, it should be noted that proportionality between votes
and seats is not necessarily the same as proportionality between votes
and power. Systems which enhance the prospects for small parties are
sometimes said to give a minor party disproportionate power 1o
influence policy as the coalition partner of a larger party or as the party
which allows a minority Government to stay in office. This is a point to
which we return in para. 2.126 and later.

212 Boundary setting. In New Zealand, no formal account is taken
of the distribution of likely voter support for each party when
constituency boundaries are drawn. As already indicated, however,
decisions as to where boundaries are drawn may have a profound effect
on the proportionality of election results. In an extreme case, boundary
changes could in themselves cause a change of Government even
without a shift in the voting behaviour of the electorate. in any case,
boundary changes are often disruptive to parties and candidates and,
indeed, particular parties may be consistently, albeit unintentionally,
disadvantaged by the boundary setting process. It would be possible to
offset plurality's tendency towards disproportionality if those
responsible for setting the electorate boundaries were required to take
into account the distribution of each party's supporters. However, for
reasons which we discuss in para. 2.77, we consider there are serious
problems with such a change and we do not recommend its adoption.

213 In summary, the plurality system as operated in New Zealand
fails to achieve fairness between the supporters of political parties. The
system's tendency towards disproportionality generally tfavours the
largest as against all other parties, and is particularly severe on the
electoral prospects of small parties. While plurality usually
disproportionately favours the party with greatest popular support,
variations between parties in the distribution of their support and the
positioning of constituency boundaries mean that the party with the
largest vote can fail to win the largest share of seats in the House. In
view of the fact that elections are primarily decisions between
alternative party Governments, we see the disproportional results
produced by plurality as a major deficiency in our present system.

Effective representation of minority and special interest groups

214 Under the plurality system a successful candidate in a
constituency has to be widely acceplable within that constituency.
Depending on the composition of the electorate and the relative
strength of the parties, candidates may also need to be responsive to
the views and wishes of significant minority and special interest groups.
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Under plurality, however, these groups will not necessarily be able to
achieve representation in their own right. The evidence known to us
strongly indicates that plurality systems everywhere have a poor record
in terms of the election of women, ethnic and other minerities, and those
from certain occupational and socio-economic groups. Because of its
particular importance and unique character, we discuss Maori
representation under a separate criterion.

2.15 Although the under-representation of minority and special
interest groups does not entirely result from plurality, that system does
contribute to it. The very fact that each candidate must be widely
acceptable within the electorate may deter the political parties from
selecting candidates belonging to minority communities and special
interest groups. Table 2.2 shows the number of women elected to the
legislatures in different countries as a percentage of the total number of
representatives in those legislatures and suggests that, when the
influence of other social factors is discarded, the plurality system does
tend to contribute to the under-representation of women. While the
percentage of women in New Zealand's currenl Parliament compares
favourably with many other nations, this is a recent development and all
members of the Commission share the concerns expressed in a number
of submissions about the continued under-representation of women in
our political system. We address this issue, so far as it relates to women
candidates and candidates from minority ethnic groups, in Chapter 9 at
paras. 9.26 and 9.27.

Table 2.2: Women representatives in ditferent Iegnslaturea/
omen
Representatives
Type of Electoral System as % of Total
Plurality
Britain {1983}
USA (Senate and House of Represemahves) (1983)
Canada (1980}
New Zealand {1986)
Alternative Vote
Australia (Lower House) (1986)
Single Transferable Vote
Malta (1981) ..
Ireland {Nov. 1982}
Australia (Senate) (1985)
Party List
Israel (1981)
Belgium (1978}
Portugal {1981}
Maly (1977)
Austria (1981}
Switzeriand (1981)
Netherlands (1977}
Norway (1977)
Denmark (1981)
Sweden (1283/84)
Finland (1983)
Mixed Member
Federal Repubiic of Germany (1983) .. . 9.8

{Source; adapted from Vernon Bogdanor, What is Proportional Represemanon?(Oxford 1984) p.114,
updated.]
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216 In terms of age, occupation and ethnicity, New Zealand's
Parliament is a poor reflection of the community from which it is drawn.
The average age of MPs on their election in 1984 was around 46 years,
relatively young for New Zealand Parliaments but nevertheless
considerably older than the average age of the wvoting population.
Farming, legal, teaching and other professional groups are over-
represented while other occupational groups are under-represented.
The vast majority of the current Parliament are of European origin, while
6 are New Zealand Macori. There are no MPs of Pacific Island origin nor
any belonging to other non-European ethnic groups. Moreover, because
plurality requires MPs to be widely acceptable within their local
constituencies, minority representatives once elected have little
opportunity to represent effectively the interests of the particular group
to which they belong.

2.17 In conclusion, the lack of significant representation in the House
by ethnic minorities and other distinct groups may be acceptable to
those groups if they perceive their interests to be largely coincident with
and adequately represented by those who are elected. We consider,
however, that some groups in the community are strongly of the opinion
that they are nat adequately represented in our Parliament.

Effective Maori representation

2.18 We discuss all aspects of Maori representation in Chapter 3.
Maori representation under plurality is considered in paras 3.33 to 3.63,
and we here record our major conclusions.

2.19 New Zealand's Parliament currently consists of 4 Maori and 91
General seats. At the next election there will be 4 Maori and 93 General
seats. This element of separate Maori representation is significant.
Although we are convinced of the general advantages of having all
voters, Maori and non-Maori, on a single or common roll, we consider
that because of the inherent limitations of plurality in respect of minority
representation, the use of a common roll under plurality would not
provide an acceptable form of Maori representation until either the Maori
population increases, or there is some further protection for Maori rights
and interests.

2.20 Qur present system of separate Maori representation under
plurality does have some valuable features. The 4 seats have become
an important symbal to Maori people of their special status as the
indigenous people of New Zealand. They guaranteg that the Maori
people will have representatives in Parliament who are elected by, and
are accountable to, Maori voters, who can serve their constituents in a
Maori way, and who can use their standing as MPs to promote and
protect Maori rights and Maori inlerests within  Parliament, the
Government, and the wider community. All Maori people can now
choose whether to vote on the Maori roll or on the General roll. All the
major political parties nominate candidates for the Maori seats, and that
can have some effect in bringing Maori concerns into the mainstream of
New Zealand politics.
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2.21 In our view, however, the present form of Maori representation
carries with it important disadvantages. Some might be overcome by
changes within the present system, but others will persist for as long as
the plurality system operates, and still others stem directly from the fact
of separate representation. It is obvious that the Labour Party's hold on
the seats is so secure that there is little electoral incentive for it or the
other parties to compete for the Maori vote or to commit resources to
contesting elections for the Maori seats. Maori candidates and MPs in
General seats have to pay most attention to the views of non-Maori
voters. The plurality system makes it difficult for a Maori party to
succeed even in the separate Maori seats. The 4 Maori seats are so
large that even the most diligent MP finds it impossible to service them
adequately. Separate representation gives the majority culture a licence
to ignore the political interests of the Maori people. Finally, there are
various problems associated with the existence of a separate roll and
the Maori option, with voting arrangements and special votes, and with
the fact that the number of Maori seats is fixed regardless of the number
opting for the Maori roll. Many of these problems are deeply felt by the
Maori people themselves.

2.22 Qverall, we consider New Zealand's system of separate Maori
representation with plurality to be seriously deficient in providing for the
effective representation of the Maori people. Moreover, as we point out
in Chapter 3, separate representation works against the development of
mutual understanding between the races, a factor which is also relevant
to the next criterion.

Potlitical integration

223 As far as possible, any system of voting and representation
should foster national harmony without stifling separate interests. An
assessment of the degree to which plurality systems encourage political
integration depends largely on attitudes to the issues raised in paras.
2.14 to 2.22. The consequences can be disastrous if gach group within
the nation pursues its own objectives oblivious of the needs and desires
of other groups or of the community as a whole. By encouraging parties
and candidates to appeal to a broad cross-section of the electorate, by
providing a single member who is expected to look after all his or her
constituents regardless of party or other affiliations, and by providing
disincentives to the development of parties representing a single group
or issue, plurality systems may be seen as promoting political and social
harmony.

2.24 Nevertheless, plurality frequently fails to reflect the diversity in
society. Particularly where divisions of interest and experience are
pronounced, political integration may be impaired rather than promoted
if those divisions are not reflected in Parfiament. Groups denied a voice
become alienated from the political system and may resort to extreme
and undemocratic measures. New Zealand society is steadily
developing in a more diverse way and is no longer as homogeneous as
it once was. The growth of new groups and interests has also been
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accompanied by increased demands from already existing groups for a
greater say in their own affairs. As we have already said, we consider
that the plurality system has a weakness in that the requirement for
candidates to have broad appeal tends fo submerge legitimate minority
views. Indeed, in their competition for the middle ground, major parties
may be tempted for political reasons to counter moves by their
opponents to cater for minerity groups.

225 In summary, we consider the present plurality system
encourages parties and individual candidates to seek broad support
from the community and to eschew extreme or selfish positions. While
we consider this to be generally integrative, we see the plurality
system's relative inability to provide for effective minority and special
interest representation as a threat to political integration.

Etfective representation of constituents

2.26 In view of New Zealand’s centralised system of government and
public administration and the large powers Governments exercise, it is
highly desirable for our electoral system to provide a streng link
between MPs and constituents. The plurality system, with its single-
member constituencies provides such a link. In New Zealand each MP is
responsible for, and accountable to, more or less the same number of
people. Furthermore, the MP who provides the constituency service
represents the entire electorate, not merely those who choose to vote
for him or her. The question of which MP is obliged to serve which
constituents is clear, This serves to moderate the divisive effects of
party affiliation and is distinct from work in the legislative chamber
where party lines are much more rigid.

2.27 The ability of constituents to take up their concerns through an
MP with specific responsibilities to the local community is a healthy
feature of our system which protects the rights of citizens and enhances
the historic role of Parliament in attending to grievances. The system
also appears to work well whether the MP is in Government or in
Opposition. There may be room for debate as to whether all the
constituency work is necessary or whether some could better be carried
out by other governmental and community organisations. Nevertheless,
under our system of administrative Government, as distinct from scme
European countries which have separate and decentralised
administrative systems, the MP performs an important local role.
Constituency work is alsc, as MPs stressed to us, a valuable way for the
MP to keep in touch with the views and opinions of electors.

2.28 Despite its advantages, constituency representation under
plurality has some weaknesses. While we are confident that most MPs
attend to constituents’ concerns irrespective of the personal
characteristics or views of the individual concerned, on certain
occasions or issues some constituents may feel uncomfortable
approaching their particular MP. Indeed, no one person could ever be an
acceptable constituency representative for every resident of an
electorate. Perhaps the most likely reason for a constituent to be



21 H. 3

deterred from approaching an MP is when the MP is of a different
political persuasion. Under the plurality system it is inevitable that some
voters in every constituency will be denied a representative of their
preferred party. However the extent of this non-representation is not
always appreciated. In a large number of constituencies {for example,
53 out of 95 in 1984, and 64 out of 92 in 1981) the votes for losing
candidates exceed the number given to the winner. Indeed, in some
instances a candidate may win with less than 40% of the vote, e.g., in
1984 Pakuranga where 35% was sufficient, Ohariu-38% and Bay of
Islands-39%. Again in 1984, only 50.2% of all voters were represented by
an MP of the party for which they voted, a point to which we return in
para. 2.38. Rather than consulting an MP of a party they do not support,
some electors prefer to take their concerns to an MP of their own
political persuasion in a neighbouring electorate. This is not always
possible, however, as the plurality system often produces results
whereby whole regions in which a party has a substantial share of the
vote do not produce any MPs belonging to that party. In 1981 National
won all 6 seats in the Waikato region with less than 50% of the vote, and
Labour voters who made up 26% of the electorate had no Labour MPs
elected. In 1984 Labour won all 10 seats in the Wellington area with just
over 50% of the vote, while National won no seats despite having the
support of 29% of the region's voters. While it cannot be inferred from
these statistics that ali voters denied an MP of their own political
persuasion are necessarily denied effective  constituency
representation, the high proportion of voters who are represented by
MPs of a party for which they did not vote is a significant deficiency of
the plurality system.

2.29 There are also reasons other than those of party affiliation which
might in certain circumstances make some constituents reluctant to
approach their MP. Many electors may feel uncomfortable consulting an
MP of a different gender, ethnic origin, age, or value system from their
own, and a system based on single-member constituencies cannot
cater for this either. It cannot even be assumed that the candidate
elected will necessarily be the candidate a plurality of electors consider
to be the best constituency representative. When electors decide for
whom to vote they may take the personal qualities and characteristics
of the candidates into account but are likely to give greater weight to
the overall policies and leadership of each candidate’s party. Each party
nominates only 1 candidate in each constituency, and party supporters
can express their disapproval of that candidate only by abstaining or by
voting for another party.

2.30 A final problem concerning constituency representation under
plurality relates to the setting of electoral boundaries. Because under
our plurality system each constituency is required to comprise more or
less the same number of people, shifts in population often make it
necessary to make adjustments to the boundaries. Such adjustments
may cause considerable difficulties for the MPs affected. Moreover while
endeavours are made to draw boundaries in a manner consistent with
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the retention of communities of interest, this is not always possible and
boundaries frequently cut across recognised communities.

2.31 In summary, there is in our view little doubt that under plurality
the local constituency role is generally appreciated by electors and
adds to the way in which MPs and the system as a whole are viewed.
However, successful candidates are frequently not voted for by a
majority of voters in their constituency, and the supporters of a
particular party in regions where that party is relatively weak may have
no MPs of their political persuasion to whom they can turn. With or
without justification, some constituents are likely to feel uncomfortable
approaching an MP of different background or parsonal characteristics
from their own and the single-member system does not adequately take
account of this problem. Finally, the fact that electoral boundaries may
change every few years and may dissect communities of interest
interferes with the close links which an MP may have established with a
particular district. We consider that plurality’s benefits under the
criterion of effective representation of constituents should not be
overstated.

Effective voter partif:ipation

2.32 If a voting system is to encourage effective voter participation, it
must be simple for voters to operate and understand. There is no doubt
that plurality scores highly in terms of casting a valid vote. Because
each party puts forward only 1 candidate in each electorate, plurality
does not require voters to familiarise themselves with a large number of
competing candidates. The simplicity of the system is reflected in both
the low incidence of informal voting {0.4% in 1984), and the high turnout
at elections. Whether measured in relation to the census population or
the roll population, New Zealand elections commonly produce high
turnouts, particularly bearing in mind that voting is not compulsory. Thus
in 1984 the turnout was approximately 94% (84% for voters on the Maori
roll) and in 1981 approximately 91% (83% for voters on the Maori roll}.

2.33 Turnout is also used as an indication of voters' satisfaction with
the system, and New Zealand's high rates are used to justify continued
use of plurality voting. While, however, it is unlikely New Zealand's high
turnout figures could co-exist with widespread voter alienation, they are
not in themselves evidence that voters would not consider their vote to
be more effective under some other voting system.

2.34 Effective voter participation also requires voters to be able to
use their votes to choose both Governments and individual
representatives. It is often contended that because under plurality 1
party frequently gains a clear majority of seats, voters choose the
Government directly rather than leave this choice to negotiations
between prospective coalition parties following an election. It is also
suggested that under plurality the winning party is clearly accountable
in that it alone makes the decisions during its term of office and then is
either endorsed or rejected by the electorate.
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235 Under plurality, moreover, a relatively small swing in voting
support can result in a relatively large number of seals changing hands.
This is sometimes cited as a major advantage of the system in that it
gives voters greater ability to change the Government and individual
representatives. Although some Governments and many MPs have
been re-elected for relatively lengthy periods under plurality, it is argued
that the sensitivity of the plurality system increases the possibility of
voter-initiated change.

236 it is our view, however, that the enhanced participation of voters
under plurality is largely illusory. First, the undoubted simplicity of
casting a valid vote under plurality disguises an inherent weakness in
the system in that voters are required to make 2 distinct choices with
the same vote. As discussed in Chapter 1, the principal choice voters
see themselves as making is which political party or parties will be in
Government. Despite this, the plurality system of voting in single-
member constituencies is designed only to enable the now secondary
choice of a local representative. While voters’ preferences for party and
candidate often coincide, this is not always the case and voter
participation is clearly diminished when they do not.

237 Second, the relative ease with which Governments are changed
and the enhanced accountability produced by single-party Government
depend entirely on the tendency towards disproportionality inherent in
the plurality system. 1t is precisely because a minority of voters may
elect a Government that the system appears to provide a considerable
degree of voter control.

2.38 Third, by operating on the basis of majorities produced
constituency by constituency, plurality tends to produce major
discrepancies between the effectiveness of individual votes. This
happens in 2 distinct ways. First, those voters who vote for losing
candidates make no direct contribution to the election of any candidate
or party in the House. Their votes are, in this respect, less effective than
are those cast for winning candidates. As we indicated in para. 2.28,
over half of all electors at the 1984 election fell into that category. The
second discrepancy concerns the effectiveness of individual votes in
“marginal” as against “'safe” constituencies. In some seats the margin
between candidates may be so large as to make individual votes
virtually irrelevant to the result, and voters might reasonably consider
their votes ineffective whether or not their desired candidate or party
was elected. These ‘“safe” seats are, moreover, usually known in
advance of an election. However, in other constituencies a few votes
may determine which candidate is elected and, in a close election, may
be a decisive influence on who is to govern. An analysis of the marginal
seats in 1978 and 1981 shows that in 1978 in 7 marginal seats (with a
total of 135,129 voters) only 722 voters would have had to change their
vote from National to Labour to result in all 7 seats passing 1o Labour
and that party becoming the Government. Similarly, in 1981 a change of
Government would have occurred if 154 voters in 3 marginal electorates
with 56,871 voters had voted for Labour instead of National. Thus, while














































































































































































