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Hello my name is Brenda Oslawsky, I am on the National Board of Fair 

Vote Canada but I reside on PEI. Today I am presenting on behalf of the 

local team – Fair Vote PEI. 
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It is also important for the committee to know that Fair Vote PEI is a 

member group of the PEI Coalition for Proportional Representation. This 

is a network of community groups and individuals who are working for 

the implementation of PR on the island.

The Coalition’s aims are to: 

• increase citizen knowledge and understanding of PR; 

• identify community concerns about PR and allay those concerns; 

• advocate for a thorough, transparent, measured process 

for the discussion of electoral reform

• and to ensure that citizens understand which options being 

proposed are proportional and which are not.
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Proportional Representation (PR) is where the percentage of seats that a 

party wins is equal to the percentage of popular vote that party receives. 

So if a party receives 40% of the popular vote, they receive 40% of the 

seats.
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We don’t have a proportional system, we have a Winner-Take-All system 

called First Past the Post. In our system only those people who voted for 

the winning candidate are represented in their riding.
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If you don’t vote for the winning candidate in your riding, your vote elects 

no one. Winner Take All Systems (also called Majoritarian) have a high 

percentage of ineffective or wasted votes. 

In the last provincial election, almost 54% of island voters cast a ballot 

that elected no one – the majority of voters!

The purpose of Majoritarian systems is to produce majority governments 

and not to provide all  voters with representation.



FPTP gives disproportionate results. 

These are the results from the last provincial election in May. 

On the left, you see the share of popular vote that each party received 

but when you look at the chart on the right you can see that parties 

received a disproportionate share of seats relative to their share of the 

popular vote. 

The big winners were the Liberal party who received 40.9% of the popular 

vote but 66.6% of the seats, which allowed them to form a ‘false 

majority’ government. And by that I mean that they received the majority 

of the seats without receiving a majority of the popular vote. 

The PCs, NDPs and Green’s share of seats was significantly smaller than 

their share of popular vote. 
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It is also useful to compare seat allocation under both FPTP and PR.  On 

the left you can see that under FPTP the Liberals received 18 seats, the 

PCs 8 and the Greens only 1 while the NDP were shut out entirely. 

However, if you look to the right side you will see that under PR the 

Liberals would have had 11 seats, the PCs 10 and the NDP and Greens 

would have each had 3 seats. 

In this case, as no one party would have had a majority (14 seats), a 

coalition would have had to form to pass legislation. 
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If we look at the provincial election in 2011, we will see even more 

disproportionate results, where the Liberal party received 81.5% of the 

seats (22) in the legislature despite only receiving 51% of the popular 

vote. The PCs on the other hand received only 5 seats (18.5%) despite 

having received 40% of the popular vote. 

This isn’t even the most extreme, as there have been elections resulting 

in 1 or 2 member oppositions.

So the results in FPTP elections mean that almost all of the time at the 

federal level and many times at the provincial level, parties form 

governments despite the fact that more people voted against them than 

for them. 
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We should be aware that most countries around the world use 

proportional electoral systems. This includes countries like Sweden, 

Germany, Japan, Denmark, New Zealand, Scotland, Norway, and many 

more.  

Belgium was the first country to adopt a PR system in 1900 and now 

almost 90 countries around the world use systems with some level of 

proportionality.

We are one of a dwindling number of countries still using a Winner-Take-

All system.
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As you can see on this chart comparing established western democracies, 

those that use PR are at the top and the countries that use Winner Take 

All Systems are at the bottom. 

When people’s votes matter and they actually help to elect someone with 

their vote, there is more motivation for them to cast a ballot. While voter 

turnout on the island is better than anywhere else in Canada, the general 

trend in turnout, even on PEI, has still been downward.
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Another benefit, more women (as well as other under-represented 

groups) are elected to office. Again as you can see on this chart for 

women elected to government, the PR countries are at the top and the 

Winner-Take-All countries at the bottom. 

And this is true even comparing the two types of electoral systems in one 

country. For example in Australia, the lower house uses a Winner Take All 

System where there are only 27% women elected versus their upper 

house which uses PR and has 38% women elected. 
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It may be that women, and other underrepresented groups, are also more 

attracted to the more cooperative, less adversarial and competitive type 

political culture and thus more willing to consider running for office.
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Countries that use PR tend to have stronger environmental policies and 

regulations.  

Because legislation is brought in by a coalition of parties there is better 

long range policy.  One government can’t just toss out legislation brought 

in by the previous government, because it needs the support of coalition 

partner(s) to do so. 

And environmental performance is just one of those beyond the ballot 

box issues that are affected by PR. 
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PR countries tend to have lower rates of income inequality while 

maintaining strong economic performance. 

Countries at the top of this list also tend to outrank Winner-Take-All 

countries on various other progress indicators such as health, education 

and economic stability. 
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Common complaints are that we’ll become chaotic and unstable! 

Canada is the most unstable of major democracies, having had 22 

elections since WWII compared with 18 in Italy. Because most countries 

in the world use PR, most countries have ‘coalition’ governments and this 

means that parties have to learn to work together (cooperate and 

compromise) to get legislation passed. 

If one coalition falls apart, then another forms in its place and governs 

until the next election date. In a proportional system, it is unlikely that a 

coalition partner will pull the plug to force an election as no one party is 

likely to win a majority.
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All but 3 of the former Soviet Bloc countries and most of central and 

South America have PR systems. This is particularly telling, because 

almost all of those countries are new democracies and so when they had 

to choose an electoral system they didn’t choose FPTP (the easiest 

system), they chose PR (somewhat more complex) but one that delivers 

more democratic results. 

If all of these countries can do it, why can’t we? 
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So we should also be clear that a preferential or ranked ballot is a tool 

(not an electoral system) and it can be used in either a Winner-Take-All 

system or in a proportional system. 

The best place for a preferential ballot is in a PR system. 

And I urge the committee for the sake of clarity to consider renaming the 

‘preferential ballot’ system to what it should more correctly be called –

and that is Alternative Vote or AV. AV refers to single-winner 

ridings or districts, where a ranked or preferential ballot is used to ensure 

that one candidate has 50% of the vote. 
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The 2 Tier Alternative Vote system as proposed in the White Paper, is in 

effect calling for us to keep single-winner ridings and change our ballot. 

Studies of AV systems have shown, that this will change the results very 

little from what we have with FPTP - and may at times make results even 

more disproportionate! 

All of the issues that we have with FPTP – high number of wasted votes, 

adversarial politics, lack of political oversight, low numbers of women 

and minorities elected to office - will remain. 

We need to change our electoral system, not just our ballot.
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STV or Single Tranferable Vote is an example of a proportional system 

with a preferential ballot. STV is one system of PR that could be used on 

PEI. 

The island could be divided into 4 multiple-winner regions with 7 seats 

each. 
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Voters would get to rank the candidates in their region. 
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The candidate with the fewest votes gets eliminated and those ballots go 

to the next candidate listed on each. 
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This repeats until there are only as many candidates left as seats. 

The one thing that you should keep in mind is that voters only have to 

rank as many candidates as they wish. 

Now this is quite different from AV systems, such as the one proposed in 

the White Paper, where voters would be required to rank all candidates 

but one. If they don’t do this, their ballot will be considered spoilt and 

won’t be counted in any way.
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MMP or Mixed Member Proportional is another system that could work 

well for the island. It was proposed for the plebiscite in 2005 but it would 

be worthwhile to look at an Open List version of this system. 

So basically, the province would have 17 district MLAs, elected the way 

we do now.
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And we would have 10 provincial MLAs elected from the top-up party list. 
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A sample MMP ballot has been done up. 

You can see that in the top section you would mark an x by your choice 

for the district MLA. 

In the lower section you mark an x beside the preferred candidate of the 

party of your choice. A vote for a candidate is a vote for the party and this 

vote determines the popular vote. 



Data from the 2015 provincial election has been used to demonstrate how this would work.

The first column on the left shows the popular vote as determined from the voters’ second votes.

The next  column is the number of seats that each party would get based on this popular vote.

In the third column, I’ve estimated the number of seats that each party might have won at the 

district level. 

Those parties that hadn’t won enough seats at the district level would be allocated seats at the 

provincial top up level – as shown in the final column.  

The Liberal party probably would have won enough district seats that they wouldn’t need top up 

seats, while the NDP, PCs and Greens would have required additional provincial top-up seats.

More importantly, open list MMP (or even STV for that matter) would allow us to do something, 

which we cannot do now anywhere in the country  - and that is vet a party’s choice of candidates. 

We currently have, in effect, a closed party list. It might only be a list of one, but it is closed – the 

voter has no say in what candidate runs for the party of their choice in their district. And this is true 

of FPTP, which we have now or the Alternative Vote system proposed by the government.
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So what has changed? 

Recently, media and public interest in electoral reform has increased 

dramatically. 

But interest in PR ,more specifically, has increased seven fold in the last 

10 years and I think that it will explode after the upcoming federal 

election, giving us a unique opportunity to push for a fairer voting system 

not just nationally but for the island as well.

If there was a serious public education campaign to adequately and 

accurately inform citizens, I think it would be inevitable that they would 

choose PR.

We need a modern, fair, multi-party electoral system – we need 

Proportional Representation!
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Can we truly call our democracy a Representative Democracy if the 

majority of voters can’t cast a ballot that counts toward electing a 

representative of their choosing? 

The right of decision belongs to the majority, but the right to 

representation belongs to all.
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To learn more go about Proportional Representation for the island go to:  

www.peipr.ca . 

Or to learn more about PR in general : www.fairvote.ca .

Presented on Wednesday, October 14, 2015 at the Special Committee 

Meeting for Democratic Renewal in Summerside at the Veteran’s 

Convention Centre, Credit Union Place.

32


