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Electoral reform in Quebec: civic engagement, consensus and possible actions

The Mouvement pour une démocratie nouvelle (MDN) was created to promote the institution of a better voting system in Quebec. In our view, such a system should help achieve the following results: electoral outcomes that reflect the popular vote; equal representation of men and women; fair representation of ethnocultural minorities; and full expression of Quebec’s political diversity within a framework that recognizes the importance of the province’s regions.

As a means to increase public awareness of this issue, we have focused on education and on engaging individual citizens and various segments of civil society. Since electoral reform can only be brought about by legislative action, we have consistently pressured the political community, and particularly MNAs from all political parties, to take action on this issue.

In Quebec as in the rest of Canada, we now use a majority-plurality voting system, commonly known as the winner-takes-all or the first-past-the-post system (by analogy with horse racing). Its democratic legitimacy has been questioned wherever it has been implemented. In New Zealand, the first-past-the-post system was dropped in 1996; in Scotland and Wales, it was abandoned in 1999. In 2010, it was employed in only four of all North American or European democracies: the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, and Azerbaijan.
 Moreover, none of the democratic states created since the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 have chosen to use this voting system.

In Canada, several provincial initiatives have addressed the question of electoral reform, either through research and analysis or by means of consultation processes. Such has been the case in British Columbia, Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick, Ontario, Manitoba, and Quebec. Similar processes have also been launched by the federal government. In 2004, the Law Commission of Canada concluded a two-year consultation process by issuing a report which proposed the institution of a compensatory mixed member voting system for federal elections. A parliamentary committee struck in 2005 also recommended electoral reform and establishing a consultation process on this issue. Although all these processes are different, the very fact that they were launched demonstrates that the status quo is no longer acceptable. 

When thought is given to electoral reform, compensatory mixed member voting systems are often considered as an alternative to the first-past-the-post system. When such systems are well engineered, they ensure some form of proportionality between votes received nationally and party representation in the legislature – which, in Quebec, is the National Assembly. In other words, votes translate into seats in proportion to national support as well as support in individual ridings. Constituency seats are therefore preserved, but there is also a mechanism which corrects the skewed results – the distortions – produced by riding-based elections. This is necessary because in our current system of separate riding elections, electoral outcomes never truly reflect the national popular vote. 

1. What you should know about the voting system now used in quebec 
1.1. While it is true that every vote is counted, it is not true that every vote counts
The first-past-the-post system rewards established parties with strong regional support and penalizes smaller or newer parties with dispersed national support, since the geographical concentration of party support is a prerequisite to victory in any given riding. This is done at the expense of effective representation of Quebec’s social and political diversity. If we want our legislators to pass laws that reflect the popular will, we must make sure the National Assembly reflects that diversity. 
1.2. Elections past in numbers 

December 2008 general election

· There were 1,550,000 lost votes. 

· Voter turnout was 57%.
Translation of votes received into seats in the National Assembly, party by party:

· 2% of the vote = 0% of seats (PVQ) 

· 4% of the vote = 1% of seats (QS)

· 16% of the vote = 6% of seats (ADQ) 

· 35% of the vote = 41% of seats (PQ) 

· 42% of the vote = 53% of seats (PLQ)

Our current voting system produces skewed electoral results not only on a national level, but also on a regional level. It generates distortions of the popular vote in all the regions of Quebec, and it does so systematically. 
Even in 2007, when the general election produced fewer national distortions than had been the case in the past, it led to distortions of the popular vote in almost all regions of Quebec. And yet, as in Quebec as a whole, the popular vote in the regions was quite varied, with roughly 33% of electors supporting the PLQ, 31% voting for the PQ, and 28% favouring the ADQ.
Here are some of the regional distortions produced by the last two general elections.

	March 2007 general election
	December 2008 general election

	Five regions were exclusively represented by one political party: 

· Laval and Outaouais (PLQ monopolies).

· Abitibi-Témiscamingue, Côte-Nord–Nord-du-Québec, and Saguenay‑Lac-Saint-Jean (PQ monopolies).
	Four regions are exclusively represented by one political party (that received 47 to 57% of the vote):

· Laval and Outaouais (PLQ monopolies).

· Côte-Nord–Nord-du-Québec and Lanaudière (PQ monopolies).

	Five regions were almost exclusively represented by one party (that won 70% of each region’s ridings while receiving between 34 and 52% of the popular vote):

· Estrie and Île-de-Montréal (virtual PLQ monopolies).

· Mauricie–Centre-du-Québec, Lanaudière, and Chaudière-Appalaches (virtual ADQ monopolies).
	Five regions are almost exclusively represented by one political party (that won 70% of each region’s ridings with 43 to 58% of the vote): 

· Estrie, Gaspésie–Îles-de la Madeleine, Île-de-Montréal (virtual PLQ monopolies).

· Laurentides, Saguenay‑Lac-Saint-Jean (virtual PQ monopolies).

	In two regions, the party that had received the most votes won fewer seats than the party that ranked second in terms of votes received. Citizens witnessed a blatant reversal of the popular will in these regions: 

· Bas-Saint-Laurent and Gaspésie–Îles-de-la-Madeleine. 
	In two regions, the party that received the most votes won fewer seats than the party that ranked second in terms of support. One again, this was a reversal of the popular will. These regions were:

· Abitibi-Témiscamingue and Bas-St-Laurent. 


1.3. Winning the right to vote does not lead to equality of representation

Since the National Assembly’s mandate is to act in the name of the people, one could expect to see a fair likeness between this body and the population. In this respect, however, equality in law does not translate into equality in fact. 

For example, when we examine the 2009 classification of the Inter-Parliamentary Union, which ranks countries according to the percentage of women elected to national parliaments, we see that Quebec would rank 25th, with only 37 of the 125 seats of the National Assembly held by women. Women thus make up 29.6% of the Assembly. This proportion has remained stationary or has dropped in recent years: in 2003, women accounted for 30% of the National Assembly; in 2007, they made up 25% of that body. 

Moreover, no overall strategy has been established to ensure equality of representation. This is left to circumstance; as a result, we have to wait for election results to see whether they give substance to our values of equality. 

It is instructive to examine which voting systems are used by the top-ranking countries in the Inter-Parliamentary Union’s classification. (Note that in only one country – Rwanda – do women account for more than 50% of the deputation [56.3%].) Of the 25 top-ranked countries (a sample which would include Quebec), 20 use a compensatory mixed member voting system or a proportional system, and 16 of these combine such systems with incentives or other measures promoting equal representation. 

1.4. Ethnocultural minorities are dramatically underrepresented
Members of these groups, who make up more that 20% of Quebec’s population, cannot possibly feel adequately represented in the National Assembly. They held only 11 seats in 2007 and 12 seats in 2008, which amounts to less that 9% of the deputation.
 Once again, no overall strategy has been established to address this issue, and, election after election, circumstance dictates whether our values of inclusion are respected or not.

Result: Our current voting system infringes the right of representation and the right to contribute to democratic debate.

2. Situation report – civic and political action 
In Quebec, people have been talking about electoral reform since the 1960s. The issue first came to prominence as a result of the 1966 general election, which saw the Union Nationale come to power with a smaller percentage of the popular vote than the Liberals. This had already happened in 1944. And it would happen again in 1998, although this time it was the PQ that reaped the benefits of the first-past-the-post system. The MDN was created in the wake of this blatant reversal of the popular vote, and other groups were soon formed. In response to mounting public pressure, both the PQ and the Liberals have taken significant, if hesitant steps towards electoral reform since 2002.

First, the PQ government organized the Estates General on the Reform of Democratic Institutions, a travelling board. It also assembled the parliamentary Committee on Institutions, whose mandate lasted from 2002 to 2003. Together, the Committee and the Estates General received close to a 400 briefs. Some 800 people attended the hearings of the Estates General, which were held in 2003. During both consultations, the public rejected the present voting system. In its final recommendations, the Estates General proposed electoral reform. 

In 2004, the Liberal government tabled a draft bill proposing a mixed system referred to as “compensatory”.
The submission of a draft bill marked a substantial breakthrough, since it was the first time the government committed itself to legislative action. Moreover, it acknowledged:

· All the failings of the current system, particularly the restrictions on political pluralism and the shortcomings with respect to the popular will.

· The possibility of replacing the current electoral system by some form of proportional representation, and the need to do so.

· That underrepresentation of women and of ethnocultural minorities are problems, a measure of responsibility for which is attributable to the voting system, and that it is possible to incorporate action to correct these forms of underrepresentation into electoral reform.

However, the majority-rule purpose and shortcomings of the draft bill were made abundantly clear in 2005 and 2006 by a Special Committee assembled to consider the bill. This body was called the Commission spéciale sur la loi électorale (CSLE).

As we did for the consultations in 2002-2003, the MDN mobilized civil society, encouraged the public to take part in the debate, and produced educational materials to explain the consequences of the draft bill and emphasize what made corrective action necessary.

The CSLE attracted outstanding participation by groups and individuals from a variety of backgrounds: 2,000 submissions, 1,200 of them using the form available on the CSLE Web site. Hearings in 13 cities drew 515 oral and written submissions, including 369 briefs. 

For the third time, the public called for a voting system that would produce proportional results and be consistent with the values of Quebec society: equality, fairness and inclusiveness. In the spring of 2006, the members of the CSLE and the citizens’ committee that had accompanied it submitted their respective reports. Both reports rejected the status quo as well as most aspects of the voting system proposed in the draft bill. 

However, pressure exerted by 300 municipal representatives swept away the reformist consensus expressed during the CSLE hearings. These representatives claimed the regions were opposed to electoral reform, and successfully lobbied MNAs; as a result, the issue made no further progress. 

Despite what was said during the hearings, both the Liberal government and the PQ opposition stated that there was no consensus on reform. Yet 86% of the submissions to the CSLE had rejected the status quo and sought improvements in the draft bill. (Other matters on which consensus was expressed to the CSLE will be mentioned further on.)

Meeting strong political opposition in his own party and in the National Assembly as a whole, Benoît Pelletier, then Minister responsible for the reform of democratic institutions, referred the matter to Quebec’s Chief Electoral Officer, Marcel Blanchet. In particular, Pelletier asked Blanchet to examine various modalities of a possible compensatory mixed member voting system.
In his report,
 Blanchet highlighted the ones most likely to produce fair results. In this respect, the implementation modalities of the 2004 draft bill were shown to be ineffective in terms of fair electoral outcomes. As he had not been given the mandate to do so, the Chief Electoral Officer made no formal recommendations in his report. However, we believe his report provides legislators with clear guidelines for the creation of a fair voting system. 

2.1. The Chief Electoral Officer’s report and further recommendations

With respect to the type of compensation and the distribution of seats, the Electoral Officer completely discards the draft bill’s proposal for 26 districts, noting that it is the one that provides the most distortions for small parties. (The draft bill called for five seats per district, including three riding seats and two compensation seats, which was rejected in 97% of submissions to the CSLE.) He also opposes using Quebec’s present administrative regions as a basis for compensation. He argues that, because these 17 regions are too numerous and too unequal in terms of population, political diversity could only be expressed in very populous regions. He also stresses the importance of having districts with sufficient population to gather the number of seats required for fair compensation. (National compensation was the choice of 82% of submissions to the CSLE.)

It is clear from these analyses that a fair compensatory mixed member voting system requires national compensation with regional redistribution based on nine territories, each made up of administrative regions grouped or subdivided so as to contain roughly the same number of voters. 

In his report, the Chief Electoral Officer also shows that the use of two votes produces more proportional results than the single vote proposed in the draft bill, and states that it promotes political pluralism. He further emphasizes that of the 216 briefs submitted to the CSLE concerning the number of votes, 209 favoured the use of two votes.

He notes that the closed list is used twice as often as the open list in proportional voting systems. He indicates that closed lists allow male-female alternation, as well as the favourable positioning of candidates representing the regions or ethnocultural minorities.

Allowing dual candidacy is presented as the most common approach in compensatory mixed member voting system worldwide, and the Electoral Officer adds that it promotes political pluralism.

Emphasizing that this is a political choice, he presents the impact of calculation methods on the proportionality of results and on political pluralism, pointing to the Hare method as the fairest, in contrast to the D’Hondt method proposed in the draft bill.

The Electoral Officer believes that a high threshold for representation constitutes a major restriction on political pluralism and proportionality, and therefore favours a threshold between 2 and 5%, either implied or stated in the electoral legislation.

He points out that countries more successful than Quebec in terms of the representation of women have had to take special measures to achieve this, since the mere passage of time has not resolved the situation. 

In order to increase the representation of women and of ethnocultural minorities, he chooses the implementation of a single type of financial incentive: an increase in the annual allocation to political parties based on the number of persons elected, rather than the number of candidacies. (The adoption of incentives had been advocated before the CSLE, with 72% support for measures favouring equal representation of men and women, and 65% support for measures promoting fair representation of ethnocultural minorities.)

The Chief Electoral Officer is an impartial institution. Its work was based on statistical simulations or mathematical calculations, and these were done by the Institut de la Statistique du Québec. When the report was submitted, there seemed to be no further reason to deprive Quebec of a truly proportional voting system. Nevertheless, it was promptly shelved.

3. Mdn workshops
It has always been our experience that the desire for change comes from knowledge of the consequences of the current system and its recurrent failings, and information about the possible choices.

This is why, from February to May 2009, we ran an awareness and education program on electoral reform, giving workshops on this issue throughout the province. The project was called “Vers un nouveau mode de scrutin” 
 – Towards a new voting system. 

We also published two workbooks, Vers un nouveau mode de scrutin : s’informer et comprendre
 and Vers un nouveau mode de scrutin : se préparer et agir ensemble
, of which about a thousand copies were handed out during the workshops or forwarded to MNAs. These booklets sketch a short history of electoral reform in Quebec, provide concise information on different voting systems, show how such systems can be appraised, and suggest ways in which reform can be promoted – individually or collectively. A badge was also distributed to give our campaign more visibility.

Despite the program’s modest funding, about 550 people took part in our workshops, which were held in 14 of Quebec’s 17 administrative regions. In all, we did 23 workshops and presentations in 19 towns or cities, thus rallying many individuals and organizations to the cause of reform.

The workshops and workbooks were designed both for people already interested in electoral reform and for those who were contemplating the issue for the first time. However, most of the people who attended the workshops fell into the latter category.

Nevertheless, none of the workshops concluded that the existing system should be retained; scepticism and disappointment with the political process, which were palpable as workshops got under way, gradually yielded to a desire to help change the way we vote. After the workshops, we compiled the feedback given to us by participants. Many of the comments addressed the issues of political diversity, or lack thereof, and the distortion of the popular vote in electoral outcomes.

With respect to those issues, participants thought a fairer voting system could achieve the following objectives: give governments greater legitimacy; help counter disenchantment; encourage people to be politically active and to vote; provide leverage for other democratic improvements; treat every vote equally, regardless of geographical concentration; eliminate injustices due to regional and national distortions, overrepresentation and underrepresentation, allow people to vote on the basis of genuine conviction rather than feel compelled to vote strategically, and so on.

The principles of equal representation for men and women, and respect for ethnocultural diversity, were generally accepted, but resistance could arise when considering practical mechanisms. We often heard doubts expressed about the need to use incentives and the nature of these incentives. However, the doubts often dissipated as discussion proceeded. Once properly understood, lists were seen as tools to provide structure for male-female alternation, and the positioning of candidacies representing ethnocultural diversity and regional differences. Fair representation of ethnocultural minorities was the issue that was least discussed, as had been the case during the CSLE hearings. This certainly suggests that we must raise awareness, so that everyone feels concern for the democratic deficit affecting women and ethnocultural minorities.

As we travelled across Quebec, we realized that people from all regions of the province endorsed some form of electoral reform. This fact clearly dispels the myth of regional opposition (which had been used to block political action after the CSLE), and it will help us pressure the government into acting on the Chief Electoral Officer’s report. 

What is true is that people from scarcely populated regions were worried about losing ridings. However, this concern did not outweigh their desire to see political diversity reflected in the legislature, nor did it dampen their enthusiasm for a voting system in which each vote would count equally. It did mean that they would pay particular attention to the number and size of ridings proposed in any new electoral model.  

Many of these people were surprised to discover that distortions were not just a national, but also a regional reality that affected them directly. And in most cases, the people we met in outlying areas had no idea that the alleged “opposition of the regions” had been used as a pretext to impede effective reform after the CSLE hearings. 

After three months of workshops, a gathering was held on May 30 in Montreal, followed by a celebration of the MDN’s 10th anniversary. The day of discussion was attended by people who had met at the workshops and by some who had been promoting reform for much longer, brought together by the same democratic aspirations. 

The success of our program demonstrated that the issue of electoral reform is far from being dead and buried. Our workshops rekindled the fire of reformists, and helped many of them break out of their isolation.  

4. Our hopes for the future 
During his 2003 and 2007 Throne speeches, Premier Jean Charest restated his party’s commitment to reform. However, he has shown no leadership whatsoever on this issue. Since the 2008 general election, two different ministers have been given the responsibility of reforming Quebec’s democratic institutions: Jacques Dupuis (who tabled the 2004 draft bill), and, since June 2009, Claude Béchard. Neither one has met with the MDN since the elections. 
Although it has yet to table a bill, the government has acknowledged the failings of the current voting system and the need to replace it, and recognized that it cannot ignore the consensuses expressed through several consultation processes. By seeking the opinion of the Chief Electoral Officer of Quebec on the considerations that should guide the choice of procedures, rather than whether or not to replace the voting system, the government was going further in that recognition. The legislative process is definitely under way; pressure must be increased to push it to a conclusion, and to secure a bill that will take into account the criticism levelled against the draft bill.
Furthermore, in February 2009, the Superior Court of Quebec ruled that it was up to the political authorities, and not the courts, to change the voting system. This was in response to legal proceedings initiated by the Association pour la revendication des droits démocratiques (ARDD), who challenged the constitutionality of Quebec’s electoral act before the Court, arguing that it contravened the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms (Sections 3 and 15) as well as the Quebec Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms (Sections 10 and 22). Even though the ARDD’s arguments were rejected by the judge, the case did have the merit of forcing the government to acknowledge, indeed to insist, that electoral reform was its responsibility. 
The government made its case by highlighting the measures it had already implemented to effect reform, such as the draft bill and the CSLE. Moreover, the judge noted that the government’s consultation documents and the CSLE report recommended reform, and nothing in the judgment implies denial by the government of the need to move forward.

5. The current situation – how to engage the public and gather momentum so that a better voting system is used for the next general election
The adoption of a new draft bill is only one of the many steps leading to the use of a new voting system during future elections. In fact, the institution of a system based on proportionality requires that changes be made to the entire electoral framework, and it is the responsibility of the Chief Electoral Officer of Quebec to effect such changes. Getting a commitment to electoral reform is in itself a long process (recall that people have been working to that end for close to 40 years). Implementing such a reform would take three years (that is, the Chief Electoral Officer would need about three years to translate a bill into an effective voting system). Considering these delays, the next elections seem closer than one might think.
In this context, the timing of our actions becomes crucial: we have to determine at what moment our efforts can still have an impact on the next general election, and thus, when that election might be held. Soothsaying is not our forte, but we can make an educated guess about the most likely scenario based on past political patterns. We think a general election will be called in the spring of 2013, and are preparing for this eventuality. 

It will not be easy to put an end to the silence of political parties, but we must do everything possible to secure from them a commitment to electoral reform. 

For our actions to have an impact on the voting system used in the next elections (2013), a draft bill has to be tabled before June 2010 and then passed before the end of December 2010.  
There is nothing unrealistic about the 2010 deadline, since we can already rely on a wealth of studies, reports and briefs to guide us to effective electoral reform in Quebec. By tabling a bill, the members of the National Assembly could show the public that they care more about the common good than about their individual interests. If they fail to do so, disillusionment with the political community will be overwhelming.

5.1. A countdown campaign: the MDN invites social movements to take part in “Urgence démocratique”

From December 2009 to June 2010, the MDN will invite social movements to take part in “Urgence démocratique”, a countdown campaign aimed at making MNAs take a stand on the issue of reform by getting a draft bill tabled before June 2010. We will ask unions as well as community and feminist groups to lobby MNAs on this issue through the media or to contact them directly by e-mail. This campaign will place particular emphasis on the negative effects of the existing voting system, on consensuses achieved in consultation processes on electoral reform, and on new perspectives. Lack of initiative by MNAs will be construed as outright opposition to reform, abandonment of party programs, and reneging on past commitments. 

The 2010 timeline will make it possible to focus effort, and to make electoral reform a current civic, political and media issue. Many people and groups are favourable to reform; to incite them to take action, what is now needed is an initiating event, a precise timeline to guide those actions. In the next year, the MDN will bring more and more pressure to bear on politicians and political bodies so that a new voting system respecting the consensus expressed these last years is used for the next general election. 
We realize full well that community organizations and unions have many priorities, and cannot focus all their energy on electoral reform. When we have asked for their support, we have always taken this into account, and will continue to do so with respect to the countdown campaign. 

As soon as a draft bill is tabled, the MDN will publish its analysis of the proposed legislation. We will also pursue our educational activities and continue giving workshops to groups expressing interest. 

Past the 2010 deadline, we will of course continue fighting for electoral reform; in this case, however, reform could not be implemented before the 2017-2018 general election – which is unacceptable given that this issue has been so thoroughly documented, and that a new voting system is crucial to the improvement of our democracy.

Results must therefore be achieved in the next 12 months, and, to this end, we need the collaboration of social movements. We are only asking for a modest form of encouragement: forwarding a few MDN e-mails to members of social and professional networks, to deputies and to the local media, and officially supporting our campaign. 

It is no use waiting for a political momentum to develop; this will not happen spontaneously and, in any case, such impetus would be beyond our control. What we can do, though, is to create a civic movement that will gain momentum thanks to our common efforts.

	PROPOSAL
To reach our goal – to ensure that during the next general election the voting system reflects the popular will, results in equal representation for women, and secures fair representation of Quebec’s ethnocultural diversity and of its regions, the MDN asks you:
· to support “Urgence démocratique”, its 2009-2010 countdown campaign (this support will be publicized);
· to forward campaign messages to your networks, to members of the National Assembly and to the local media. 


Thank you

Mercédez Roberge

President
Mouvement pour une démocratie nouvelle

Further information (mainly in French):
· “Urgence démocratique” campaign : www.democratie-nouvelle.qc.ca/actions/ 
· Workshops : www.democratie-nouvelle.qc.ca/ateliers/ 

· Mouvement pour une démocratie nouvelle (MDN) : 

· www.democratie-nouvelle.qc.ca 

· info@democratie-nouvelle.qc.ca
	
	


� Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union, PARLINE (online database).� HYPERLINK "http://www.ipu.org/parline-f/parlinesearch.asp" ��http://www.ipu.org/parline-f/parlinesearch.asp�


� Anglophones are not included in the definition of ethnocultural minorities used to produce these statistics. 


� Directeur général des élections du Québec. Characteristics of a compensatory mixed member voting system: Report of the Chief Electoral Officer – Summary, Quebec, December 2007, 18 p. � HYPERLINK "http://www.electionsquebec.gouv.qc.ca/documents/pdf/Resume-va.pdf" ��http://www.electionsquebec.gouv.qc.ca/documents/pdf/Resume-va.pdf�. See also: Les modalités d’un mode de scrutin mixte compensatoire : rapport du Directeur général des élections, Québec, décembre 2007, 395 p. (Internet : � HYPERLINK "http://www.dgeq.qc.ca/fr/pdf/publications/DGE-6360.pdf" ��http://www.dgeq.qc.ca/fr/pdf/publications/DGE-6360.pdf� and � HYPERLINK "http://www.dgeq.qc.ca/fr/pdf/publications/DGE-6360-annexes.pdf" ��http://www.dgeq.qc.ca/fr/pdf/publications/DGE-6360-annexes.pdf�). 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.democratie-nouvelle.qc.ca/ateliers" ��www.democratie-nouvelle.qc.ca/ateliers� 


� Vers un nouveau mode de scrutin : s’informer et comprendre: � HYPERLINK "http://www.democratie-nouvelle.qc.ca/ateliers/materiel_cahier1.php" ��http://www.democratie-nouvelle.qc.ca/ateliers/materiel_cahier1.php� 


� Vers un nouveau mode de scrutin : se préparer et agir ensemble : � HYPERLINK "http://www.democratie-nouvelle.qc.ca/ateliers/materiel_cahier2.php" ��http://www.democratie-nouvelle.qc.ca/ateliers/materiel_cahier2.php� 
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