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THE SINGLE TRANSFERABLE VOTE
SYSTEM OF PROPORTIONAL
REPRESENTATION

The origins of the single transferable vote (STV) system of propor-
tional representation (PR) date back to the mid-nineteenth century.
The two people credited most with its ‘invention’ — operating
independently, and apparently without knowledge, of each other — are
Thomas Hare (1806-92; an English lawyer) and Carl George Andrae
(1812-93; a Danish mathematician and politician).! Of the two, it was
Hare who played the larger role. As we saw in chapter 2, Hare’s
Treatise on the Election of Representatives, Parliamentary and
Municipal (1859) — and its subsequent amended editions — provided a
considerable impetus to the debate about suffrage extension and the
electoral system in Britain. Key figures, among them the philosopher,
John Stuart Mill, enthusiastically endorsed Hare’s proposals (Hart,
1992).

From the very beginning, STV has had its supporters. Indeed, if
one were to carry out a head count of the scholars writing about
electoral systems today, it is likely that many would rate STV very
highly. On the face of it, there appear to be good reasons for this, for
here is a system which is both proportional and which facilitates
constituency politicians. In contrast to the list systems of PR, under
the STV system the electors vote for candidates, not parties; electors
stand a better chance of seeing their preferred candidate elected; and,
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unlike first past the post (FPTP) and the majoritarian systems, the
voters have a choice between a number of constituency politicians.

STV appears attractive, and yet one is left with the nagging
question: why is it so infrequently used? Why is it that after a process
of democratization in Spain, Portugal and Greece in the late 1970s
and after an even more dramatic process of democratization across
eastern and central Europe and the former Soviet Union in the late
1980s, with just the one small and temporary exception of Estonia
from 1989-92 (Taagepera, 1990; Wilder, 1993), STV was not the
chosen electoral system? Why is it that, after a long period when few
established democracies changed their electoral systems (France
being possibly the sole exception), that once a flurry of change does
occur — in Italy, Japan and New Zealand — again STV is passed over?
If STV is apparently so popular among the scholars, why is it avoided
by the politicians?

There is a particular British perspective to this question. As we
saw in chapter 2, throughout this century STV has featured repeatedly
as the preferred system of pressure groups clamouring for reform of
the British electoral system. It was very nearly adopted in the UK as
aresult of the 1917 Speaker’s Conference. Ultimately it was used for
some political elections in the UK: between 1918-50 for four of the
seven university seats; in the 1920s and again since 1973 for all
elections other than Westminster elections in Northern Ireland. It is
the preferred system of the Liberal Democrats and is actively pro-
moted by the British Electoral Reform Society. It is used by a
plethora of societies and organizations for their elections. In addition,
it has also been noted by Vernon Bogdanor that: ‘Apart from a brief
experiment in Denmark in the 1850s, STV has been used only in
countries which have at some time been under British rule.” And, he
adds: ‘It is the ‘‘Anglo-Saxon’> method of securing proportional
representation’ (Bogdanor, 1984: 76). Arend Lijphart (1987:100)
goes so far as to suggest that ‘we still have a perfect social science
law without any major exceptions — very rare in the social sciences —
linking political culture with forms of PR. When Anglo-American
countries use PR, they always choose STV, in other countries, the
choice is list PR’. With the exception of New Zealand (the first
Anglo-Saxon country to adopt a form of list PR in 1993) and also the
temporary exception of Estonia (which is not Anglo-Saxon), this
point still applies. STV is currently used by the following countries
for their national elections: Australia (for elections to the Senate, the
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upper house), the Republic of Ireland (for all elections other than
presidential elections) and Malta (for elections to the unicameral
parliament). It is used at a regional level in several states in Australia
(most notably in Tasmania; also by four other states); it is used for
local and European Parliament elections in Northern Ireland, and it is
used for certain local elections in several states in the USA.

These cases all share one thing in common — their small size. Only
Australia, with a population of just over sixteen million, can lay claim
to being a moderately large system. As we shall see below, in part to
facilitate the use of STV in a larger system, Australia has adopted a
particular variant of STV for its Senate elections. The fact is,
however, that Australia’s population is far smaller than Britain’s, and,
in any event, Australia does not use STV for its more important lower
house elections. The only two countries which do — the Irish Republic
(with a three-and-a-half million population) and Malta (with just
343,000) — are arguably far too small to provide adequate examples
of what a larger country might expect if it switched to STV. This is
one of the main problems for STV proponents to contend with; it also
partially answers the question raised above about why STV is not
popular among the politicians — because they see it as Utopian, as
suitable only for smaller countries where constituencies do not have
to be too large.

There are, of course, other reasons why politicians have tended to
reject STV. Some of these were raised in the recent report of the
British Labour Party’s Plant Working Party (Labour Party, 1993).
These are assessed later in the chapter. Given the fact that much of
this chapter focuses on the Irish case, we start, in section 6.1, with a
brief account of how Ireland ended up using STV. Section 6.2 deals
with the operation of STV and is followed, in section 6.3, with a
discussion of its principal characteristics: what distinguishes it from
the other electoral systems; its positive and negative features. The
chapter ends, in section 6.4, with an assessment of whether STV is
appropriate for larger countries such as the UK.

6.1 STV in Ireland

We saw in chapter 2 how in the first part of this century, the pro-
ponents of PR had a tough — and ultimately unsuccessful — battle in
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trying to effect electoral reform in Britain. Ireland, however, pre-
sented a special case. From the moment that Home Rule appeared on
the horizon, repeated references were made in the parliamentary
debates to the need for some form of ‘protection’ for the ‘loyal Irish
minority’ (Hart, 1992: 104, passim). There was some sympathy,
therefore, for the idea that PR — specifically STV — might be
introduced in Ireland (and, for that matter, also in Scotland, Malta and
parts of India — Hart, 1992: 200). With the growing likelihood of
Home Rule, and the belief that this would result in some form of par-
tition of the island, there was a desire to placate the fears of southern
Irish Unionists. In 1911, the president of the PR Society, Lord
Courtney, was invited to Dublin to give a public lecture on STV. This
resulted in the formation of the PR Society of Ireland in the same -
year, including in its membership Arthur Griffith, the founder of the
secessionist party, Sinn Féin. He was on record for his praise of PR
as ensuring ‘that minorities shall be represented in proportion to their
strength. It is the one just system of election under democratic
government’ (cited in O’Leary, 1979: 6).

As Cornelius O’Leary (1979) observes, the original Irish Home
Rule Bill of 1912 did not contain any provisions for PR, but in the
ensuing debates, amendments were carried proposing the adoption of
STV for a proportion of the seats in the proposed Irish House of
Commons. The outbreak of the First World War caused the deferment
of further debate (and any enactment) of Home Rule in Ireland for the
time being. It was not until 1918 that STV appeared once more on the
agenda, as a result of a private member’s bill by an Irish Nationalist
MP, Thomas Scanlon. He proposed the adoption of STV for muni-
cipal elections in his west of Ireland constituency of Sligo, arguing
that this would encourage the Protestant minority to play a more
active role in local politics. His bill was passed, and in December
1918 the first STV election for any part of the UK was held in Sligo,
producing an impressive result for the Protestant minority. This
result, as O’Leary (1979: 8) points out, was ‘hailed as a triumph’. The
(then) pro-Unionist Irish Times referred to STV as ‘the magna charta
of political and municipal minorities’ (quoted in Proportional Repre-
sentation Society, 1919). The local Sligo Champion was gushing in
its praise: ‘The system has justified its adoption. We saw it work; we
saw its simplicity; we saw its unerring honesty to the voter all
through; and we saw the result in the final count; and we join in the
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general expression of those who followed it through with an in-
telligent interest — it is as easy as the old way; it is a big improvement
and it is absolutely fair’ (ibid.).

In the light of this result and its contrast with the dramatic electoral
gains across all of southern Ireland by Sinn Féin in the 1918 general
election (held under FPTP), the Lloyd George government passed an
act proposing STV for all local authorities in Ireland with the
intention of trying to limit some of Sinn Féin’s electoral gains.
Subsequently, in 1920, the first set of all-Ireland local elections with
STV were held. Sinn Féin still managed to make dramatic gains in
southern Ireland, but in northern Ireland the use of STV prevented
Sinn Féin from gaining overall control of a number of councils.

Lloyd George’s 1920 Government of Ireland Act (which ulti-
mately was only ever enacted in northern Ireland) contained a clause
proposing STV for both parts of the partitioned island. (In the mid-
1920s the new Northern Ireland administration replaced STV with
FPTP and this remained in operation until the 1970s.) The subsequent
Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921, establishing the Irish Free State in the
twenty-six counties of southern Ireland, did not contain any explicit
conditions relating to the electoral system for the new state; however,
there was a notion that the rights of the minority Protestant commun-
ity should somehow be protected. To an extent this would be
achieved via the membership of the upper chamber of the new Irish
parliament. It would also be achieved by the adoption of a PR system.
O’Leary (1979: 14) suggests two other reasons why STV was
adopted in the first Irish constitution of 1922: first, it followed a
pattern in all new emergent states around that time, where PR was
being adopted without debate, and second, the work of the PR Society
(including the Irish branch) ensured that PR was high on the
agenda.

A curious feature of the Irish case is that, to an extent, it could be
argued that the particular form of PR — namely STV - which was
introduced may have had more to do with ignorance of other systems,
than to a preference for one form of PR over another. The basic point
of interest is that the 1922 constitution merely stated that the electoral
system shall be ‘PR’. It was not until the new constitution of 1937
that there was an explicit reference to ‘STV’ as the particular form of
PR to be used in Ireland. In his detailed examination of the debates
surrounding the adoption of the 1922 constitution, O’Leary (1979:
15) points out that there was little discussion of the particularities of



THE SINGLE TRANSFERABLE VOTE SYSTEM 15

the proposed electoral system and, if anything, ‘[t]he speeches
revealed a complete ignorance of the List systems’. ,

Having been introduced into Ireland almost by accident, STV’s
retention as Ireland’s electoral system has since been debated on two
occasions in some detail and the decision to retain it has been quite
deliberate. The current constitution of 1937 states that Ireland’s
electoral system is STV. To change this provision requires a refer-
endum. In 1959 and again in 1968 there were attempts by the Fianna
Féil party to replace STV with FPTP. The motivation on each
occasion was to increase the party’s chances of forming a single-
party, majority government for, despite the fact that by 1958 Fianna
Fail had been in power for twenty-one of the previous twenty-seven
years, it had only enjoyed an overall majority on four occasions. The
party’s founder, Eamonn de Valera, was due to retire soon and there -
was a fear that without him the party’s chances of ever achieving an
overall majority of seats would be greatly reduced. A referendum on
electoral reform was called to coincide with the 1959 presidential
election, in which de Valera, retiring as prime minister, was the
Fianna Fiil candidate. This was seen as a cynical move designed to
ensure the easy passage of the referendum bill. In the event, the bill
was narrowly defeated (despite de Valera’s easy victory), with 48 per
cent voting in favour, 52 per cent against. The fact that Fianna F4il’s
proposal was defeated by such a small margin (just 33,667 votes)
encouraged the party to have another go, just nine years later, in 1968
(Sinnott, 1993: 76). This time the proposal was resoundingly de-
feated, with 39 per cent voting in favour of replacing STV, 61 per
cent voting against.

6.2 How STV works

STV differs from the other systems we have dealt with so far in terms
of all three features of electoral systems, i.e. district magnitude, ballot
structure and electoral formula. Being a proportional system, STV
operates with a district magnitude greater than one (thus distinguish-
ing it from FPTP and the majoritarian systems discussed in chapters
2 and 3). In other words, more than one MP is elected per con-
stituency, e.g. in Ireland the range is between three and five MPs; in
some parts of Australia there can be more than twenty MPs in a
constituency. Hare had proposed that the whole of the UK should be
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one vast constituency; that electors should be able to choose between
all candidates for the House of Commons. This proposal was never
adopted as electoral engineers realized that it would be hopelessly
unrealistic to expect voters to choose between thousands of different
candidates. As we shall see below, the fact that, for the most part,
STV tends to operate with relatively small constituencies has im-
portant implications for the question of proportionality.

Another area of variation between STV and other electoral systems
is over the ballot structure which is ordinal. Ordinal voting refers to
the right of electors to vote for as many, or as few, candidates on the
ballot paper as they wish; they can vote across party lines. Voters are
advised to declare as many preferences as possible, so as to maximize
the influence of their vote in the final election result. In Ireland
electors need only mark one preference if they wish. In Australian
elections, in order to have a valid vote, electors must vote a set
minimum number of preferences. The precise number varies in
different parts of Australia (e.g. in Senate elections they must vote for
all candidates).

Figure 6.1 provides an example of a recent Irish ballot paper for
the Dublin North-Central constituency (four seats to be filled). Note
how each of the large parties (Fianna Féil and Fine Gael) have more
than one candidate and how the candidates are listed alphabetically.
Ballot papers vary considerably across the different STV systems: all
the other STV systems list the candidates under their different party
groupings, as shown in Figure 6.2 which is an example of a recent
ballot paper for a general election in Malta.

STV also differs from other electoral systems with regard to
electoral formula. Because STV operates in multi-member con-
stituencies, some method is required to determine which candidates
are elected and which are not. A quota — known as the ‘Droop quota’,
named after its nineteenth-century inventor, the mathematician and
lawyer, H. R. Droop - is calculated which ensures that exactly the
correct number of candidates are elected in each constituency. Ordin-
arily, to be elected, a candidate must have as least as many votes as
set by the quota. The quota is calculated as follows:

[ total valid votes }
‘Droop quota’ =

(total number of seats) + 1

The easiest way to understand how the Droop quota works is to
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Marcdil ord do
ma
10 slos.
Mark order of
prefesence in
spaces below.

Mare Qifigidl ’
Official Mark

BARLOW-COMMUNITY
(Hannah Bartow-Community, of 67, Shantalla, Beaumont,
Dublin. Alderman, Housewife, Midwife.)

BELTON—FINE GAEL
(Paddy Belton, of Ballivor, Howth, Co. Dublin.
Director of Family Business.)

BIRMINGHAM--FINE GAEL
(George Birmingham, of “Denvillc”, 498 Howth Road, Raheny,
- Dublin 5. City Councillor and Barister-at-Law.)

BRADY—FIANNA FAIL
{Vinceat Brady, of 138, Kincora Road, Dublin 3.
Company Director.)

BROWNE—SOCIALIST LABOUR PARTY
{Nocl Browne, of Stepasidé, Church Road, Malahide, Dublin,
Medical Doctor)

BYRNE—FINE GAEL
(Mary Byme, of 177, Seaficld Road, Clontadf, Dublin 3
City Councillor.)

CURLEY—THE COMMUNIST PARTY OF IRELAND
{John Curley, of 44, Greencastle Road, Coolock,
Dublin 5. Storeman.)

DILLON
(Andrew Dillon, of Drumnigh, Portmarnock, Co. Dublin.
Solicitor.)

DOHERTY
(Vincent Doherty, of 76, Pembroke Road, Dublin,
H Blocks Campaigner.)

HAUGHEY—FIANNA FAIL
(Charles J. Haughey, of Abbeville, Kinsealy, Malahide,
Co. Dublin. Taoiseach.)

MARTIN—THE LABOUR PAkTY
(Michael Martin, of 28, Seaficld Road.
Insurance Agent.)

O’HALLORAN—THE LABOUR PARTY
{(Michael O'Halloran, of 141, Ardlea Road, Artane.
Public Represcatative and Trade Union Official.)

TIMMONS—FIANNA FAIL
(Eugene Timmons, of 42, Copeland Avenue, Dublin 3.
Public Representative.)

TRE:

-

ar an bpdipéar.

ORACHA INSTRUCTIONS
Féach chuige 80 bbfuil an marc oifigitil L Sec that the official mark is on the

. paper.
II. Scriobh an figidr 1 le hais sinm an L. Write 1 beside the name of the candi-
chéad iarrthéra is rogha leat, an fgids date of your first choice, 2 beside your
2 le hais do dhasa rogha agus mar sin second choice, and 20 on.
de

UI. Fill an piipéar ionas nach bhfeicfear I Fold the peper to conceal your vote.
do véta. Taispedin cull an phdipéir don Show the back of the paper o the pre-
oifigeach ceannais, agus cuir sa bbosca siding officer and put it in the ballot
balldide &. box.

Figure 6.1 Irish single transferable vote ballot paper
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No. of Members to be elected ............. Division .............
Mark
order of Badge of

preference | Candidate Names of Candldates

PARTIT TAL-FJURI

JONES, (John Jones, of
52 Old Bakery Street, Valletta, Merchant)

MAGRO, (William David Magro, of
10 Tower Road, Sliema (Painter)

MIFSUD, (Joseph Mifsud, of
16 Victoria Avenue, Sliema, Labourer)

MUSCAT, (Francesco Muscat of
1 St, Paul's Str. Zabbar Driver)

VELLA, {(James Vella, of
5 Republic Street, St. Julians Architect

WILLIAMS, (Francis Williams of
85 Genuis Street, Zurrieq Chemist)

B R A R R

PARTIT TAL- GHASFUR

AZZOPARDI, (Spiro Azzopardi, of
13 Marina Street, Zejtun, Printer)

BORG, (Assuero Borg, of 69
Barbara Street, Mellisha, Clerk)

CASSAR, {Lela Cassar, of
"Dolores®, Main Strest, Cospiuca, Housewife)

MIZZI, (Glormu Mizzi, of
70 Two Gates Str. Lija, Lawyer)

ZARB, (Fortunat Zarb, of
15 Strait Street, Luga, Clerk)

212 ZaN Z 4

PARTIT TAS-SIGAR

AZZOPARDI, (Reginald Azzopardi, of
165 St. Domenic Str., Qormi, Clerk)

ZAMMIT, (LawrencaZammit of
~Josdor", 188 Bwieraq Str. Hamrun, Chemist)

31

KANDIDATI INDIPENDENTI

BUHAGIAR, (Louis Buhagiar, of 55
Republic Street, Zabbar, Merchant)

GALEA, (Ninu Galea, of
67 B'Kara Lane, Qrendi, Worker)

Figure 6.2

Malta single transferable vote ballot paper
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imagine a scenario where the total number of valid votes is 100. As
we know, STV works with multi-seat constituencies; this is the
principal characteristic distinguishing STV from the majoritarian
systems dealt with in chapter 3. In fact, the Droop quota can be easily
applied to the alternative vote system used for Australian lower house
elections. Since the alternative vote operates with single-seat con-
stituencies (and hence is not proportional), the Droop quota is as
follows: (100/1+1)+1 = 51 votes. In other words, to be elected under
the alternative vote system, a candidate needs at least fifty-one votes
or 51 per cent of the total vote, a majoritarian result. When there is
more than one seat to be filled in a constituency, the minimum
number of votes required to be elected is reduced. In a three-seat
constituency a candidate requires 26 per cent of the vote; in a four-
seat constituency, 21 per cent; in a five-seat constituency, 17 per cent.
The greater the number of seats to be filled, i.e. the larger the district
magnitude, the lower the number of votes required to be elected. This
fact has important implications for the issue of proportionality, as we
shall see below.

Table 6.1 shows an example of an election count using STV. The
Donegal South-West constituency in the 1992 election was a three-
seat constituency. Nine candidates were fielded: two each by Fianna
Féil, Fine Gael and Sinn Féin; one by Democratic Left; and two
independent candidates. The total number of valid votes (after sub-
tracting the invalid votes) was 29,808, producing a quota of 7,453
votes.

The first count in an STV election involves the sorting of all the
ballot papers according to the first preferences of the voters. If we
were using a version of the FPTP system in multi-seat constituencies
(i.e. the limited vote as used in Britain in the 1870s, see chapter 2),
the first three candidates with the greatest number of votes from the
following list would be elected, with Fine Gael’s Jimmy White just
pipping his running mate, Dinny McGinley, by 241 votes:

Distance
Vote Sfrom quota
1 Pat the Cope Gallagher (Fianna Fail) 7,870 + 417
2 Mary Coughlan (Fianna Fiil) 6,639 - 814
3 Jim White (Fine Gael) 5,745 -1,708
4 Dinny McGinley (Fine Gael) 5,504 -1,949

However, since the electoral system being used here is STV, only
those candidates with at least as many votes as the electoral quota are
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deemed elected. In this case just one candidate, Pat the Cope
Gallagher, met this requirement, and he was duly elected. Two seats
were left to be filled, requiring a second count. The next count, under
STV, involves one of two things. If a candidate is elected, the next
count usually consists of the transfer of all surplus votes, i.e. of the
number of votes by which he or she has exceeded the quota. If no
candidate has been elected (or if the surplus is too small to make any
difference to the candidates left in the race), the next count entails the
‘elimination’ of the candidate with the least votes and the transfer of
his or her votes to the remaining candidates.

In this case, Gallagher has been elected with a surplus of 417
votes, so the next count consisted of the distribution of his surplus
votes among the remaining candidates. The important point here is
that not all of Gallagher’s votes transfer; only that amount which
is surplus to the quota, thus, 7,453 votes must remain in his pile. As
an illustration of how this is done, we can look at how the transfer of
Gallagher’s votes to Fred Coll (independent) was calculated. When
the ballot papers were sorted according to the number two prefer-
ences, a packet of votes was transferable to Coll. After the event, it is
possible to work out that this packet amounted to some 227 votes, or
2.9 per cent of the total. The calculation of exactly how many of these
227 votes to transfer to Coll is as follows:

Number of Number of Number of

Gallagher’s Gallagher’s votes that

votes to be = surplus votes X would transfer

transferred _— to Coll
Number of

Gallagher’s votes

If we apply this formula, we arrive at the following result: (417 +
7,870) X 227 = 12 votes, i.e. 2.9 per cent of Gallagher’s surplus
(417). This process is repeated for each of the remaining candidates,
and the results are shown in the second column of Table 6.1. At this
stage we notice one of the rewards of STV for the political scientist.
As Richard Sinnott (1995: 199) notes, STV is ‘information-rich’. By
studying the way in which votes are transferred between the candi-
dates we can learn a lot about the relationships between candidates,
about the links between parties and about the coalitional tendencies of
voters. We will look at this in more detail in a moment, but to
illustrate the point, it is useful to look at how the Fianna F4il votes (of
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Pat the Cope Gallagher) transferred in this case: 276 votes (66 per
cent of the total) went to his running mate, Mary Coughlan; seventy-
seven votes (19 per cent) transferred to Fine Gael; thirty-eight votes
(9 per cent) went to Democratic Left; while the Sinn Féin candidate
received just nine votes (2 per cent) and the independents between
them seventeen votes (4 per cent).

The transfer of Gallagher’s surplus was not sufficient to place any
of the other candidates over the quota, so the reason for the next
count (count three) was the elimination of the candidate with the least
votes, John McCluskey of Sinn Féin (412 votes). This is a far simpler
exercise than the transfer of a surplus, because in this case the
candidate is being eliminated and all his votes can be transferred.
Once again, this count did not result in the election of a candidate,
and so the process of eliminating the weakest candidates continued,
and did so again through counts four, five and six. The situation
regarding the placement of candidates at the end of count six
remained largely unchanged from that after count one. In other
words, the top four candidates were arranged in the same order, as
follows:

Distance
Vote Jrom quota
1 Pat the Cope Gallagher (Fianna Fiil) ELECTED
2 Mary Coughlan (Fianna Fail) 7,317 - 136
3 Jim White (Fine Gael) 6,009 -1,444
4 Dinny McGinley (Fine Gael) 5,937 -1,516

Fianna F4il was poised to win a second seat; Mary Coughlan required
just 136 votes. The interesting battle was for the third seat. Only
seventy-two votes separated White (6,009) and McGinley (5,937).
The seventh count was once again an elimination, this time of
Séamus Rodgers of Democratic Left (2,201 Votes). The greater
number of his votes (873 votes; 40 per cent) were non-transferable. In
other words, a high proportion of Rodger’s voters were not prepared
to declare any preference for Fianna Fiil or Fine Gael. Of those who
were prepared to declare a preference, more of them did so for
McGinley (651 votes; 30 per cent) than for White (370; 17 per cent);
307 (14 per cent) transferred to Mary Coughlan. The final result was
a second seat for Fianna F4il (Coughlan, with a surplus of 171 votes);
and, in the event, the third seat was won by Dinny McGinley who just
managed to overtake Jim White at the last moment. Note how
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McGinley was deemed elected without having actually reached the
electoral quota — he was 865 votes short. The fact is, however, that
there was no way that White (the only other remaining candidate)
could overtake him. If the returning officer had wished, there could
have been one more count to determine the final placement of Mary
Coughlan’s vote surplus of 171 votes, but since White was 209 votes
behind McGinley, there was no way the 171 vote surplus could have
made a difference, and so to carry out an extra count was un-
necessary.

As this discussion suggests, an STV election count can take a long
time; indeed, taking into account the possibility of recounts, it can
sometimes take days before a final result is known. We have seen
how the fortunes of candidates can change quite dramatically from
one stage in the counting process to the next. There are two points
worth noting about this. First, there is the fact that the STV system as
used in Ireland (and Malta, though, as we shall see, not in Australia)
contains an element of chance. Second, more generally the process of
vote transfers can be crucial — indeed, this point is not lost on the
party strategists seeking to maximize the gains for their parties.

The count in Dublin South-Central in 1992 provides a good
illustration of the significance of the first point. On the final count
(count thirteen) Ben Briscoe of Fianna F4il was the fourth and final
candidate to be elected with 6,526 votes (not reaching the quota of
8,049 votes). He had just five votes more than the candidate he beat,
Eric Byme (Democratic Left). Obviously the basic point is that
Briscoe had more votes and therefore deserved to win. However, the
reality is that Briscoe was possibly helped by an element of chance
which is due to the way in which STV counts in Ireland (for lower
house elections only) are administered. This relates to transfers of
surplus votes. As we have seen, not all the votes are transferred; only
those which are surplus to the quota. Once the returning officer has
calculated which proportions of votes are to transfer to each of the
remaining candidates, the problem then becomes one of determining
which of the actual ballot papers are to be transferred and which are
to remain in the pile. What happens at this stage varies between
Ireland and Australia. In Ireland the returning officer simply picks the
top ballot papers from each of the piles; in Australia the ballot papers
are sorted according to all the remaining preferences and so the
transfer (using fractions) takes adequate account of future vote
transfers. The Irish case, therefore, incorporates an element of chance
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which could be significant whenever there is a close result (Gallagher
and Unwin, 1986).

As Sinnott (1995: 199) notes: ‘transfer patterns have potentially a
lot to tell us about Irish voting behaviour’. The transfer patterns
revealed by STV counts can provide fascinating insights into the
relationships between particular candidates, the degree of faction
fighting within a party and the views of voters towards certain
coalition possibilities. In his seminal research on Irish transfer pat-
terns from the 1920s to the 1970s, Michael Gallagher (1978) found a
higher degree of voter ‘loyalty’ among Fianna Fiil supporters than
among the supporters of the other parties. In other words Fianna Fiil
voters were more likely to vote for all the party’s candidates, rather
than chopping and changing between candidates of other parties. This
has important implications for vote management strategies because a
party needs to maximize the efficiency of its vote. Candidate chances
are threatened whenever the party cannot rely on the consistency of
the transfers between its candidates.

Gallagher (1978) also found that Fianna F4il supporters tend to be
more ‘exclusive’ than the supporters of the other parties, i.e. they are
more likely to plump only for Fianna Fiil candidates, not declaring
any preferences for other candidates. On the one hand, plumping is
potentially damaging for the party involved because its supporters are
not making maximum use of the possibility to influence the election
outcome; the best way for a voter to ‘use’ STV is to declare as many
preferences as possible. On the other hand, as Sinnott (1995: 212)
notes: ‘from a party point of view . . . it is possible to argue that any
losses involved in failing to affect the outcome by not transferring
beyond the party are more than compensated for by encouraging the
party supporters to think exclusively of the party and not to con-
template the possibility of giving even lower order preferences to
another party. The presumed effect of this would be to strengthen the
voters’ loyalty to the party and minimize leakage or defection in
future elections’.

The third set of patterns Gallagher identified in the period he
studied related to transfers between candidates of different parties. In
particular, given the fact that Fine Gael and Labour had formed
coalition governments in the 1950s and again in the 1970s, it was
interesting to examine the relationship between their respective
supporters. In general there was some evidence of voter sympathy for
the link between the two parties in the periods in question; however,
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the inter-party transfers tended to be higher from Fine Gael to Labour
than vice versa.

Gallagher (1993) has also examined the transfer patterns in the
1992 election. He finds that in 1992 there was a marked drop in the
levels of voter ‘loyalty’ or ‘solidarity” among Fianna Fiil supporters,
dropping from 83 per cent in the 1980s to 70 per cent in 1992 - the
party’s worst result since 1927. This reflects the fact that Fianna F4il
had been going through an unusually difficult period of internal
indiscipline and faction fighting. Fine Gael’s solidarity figure was
even lower, just 65 per cent, its lowest since 1944,

The destinations of inter-party transfers in the 1992 election are
shown in Table 6.2, which provides details only of those cases where
specific pairs of parties had one or more candidates available to
receive transfers. There are three distinct patterns worth noting. First,
and most controversially, Labour Supporters were more inclined to
transfer their votes to Fine Gael candidates rather than to Fianna F4il
candidates, yet ultimately the Labour leader agreed to form a coali-
tion government with Fianna Fdil. ‘It would be difficult to argue from
these figures that a coalition with Fianna F4il is what Labour
Supporters were voting for’ (Gallagher, 1993: 68). Ultimately, two
years later, the voters finally did get their way when the coalition
government collapsed and a new coalition government of Fine Gael,
Labour and Democratic Left was formed mid-way. The second
pattern to note in 1992 was how the Progressive Democrat (PD)
Supporters were more inclined to transfer to Fine Gael than to Fianna

Table 6.2 Destinations of inter-party transfers in the Irish 1992 election

Percentage of transfers

Transfers Farties available in each received
from constituency to receive transfers FF G PD DL
Labour Fianna F4il, Fine Gael 24) 19.2 395
Labour Fine Gael, Dem. Left 13) 315 21.0
Labour Fianna Fiil, Prog. Democrat (13) 149 13.8
P. Demo-
crat Fianna Fiil, Fine Gael 8 21.0 485
Pro-Life  Fianna Fdil, Fine Gael (21) 30.8 23.2

Notes: These figures refer to ‘terminal’ transfers, i.e. transfers from party A to party
B when party A has no other candidates left in the race. The figures in parentheses
show the number of cases where these terminal transfers arose.

Source: Gallagher (1993: Table 4.8).
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F4il, reflecting the similarities in the economic policies of both
parties. The proportions of transfer were lower than in 1989, however
(Gallagher, 1990), largely due to the fact that Fianna F4il and the PDs
were in coalition from 1989-92. Finally, the supporters of independ-
ent candidates promoting ‘pro-life’, i.e. anti-abortion, policies were
more likely to transfer to Fianna F4il, reflecting the more conservative
stance of Fianna F4il on this issue.

6.3 The consequences of STV for the political system

As we have seen, STV shares a number of features with the first past
the post system — explaining its popularity among British electoral
reformers. The country is divided into territorial constituencies,
electing constituency politicians. The voters are asked to choose
between candidates not (as in most list systems) parties. On the other
hand, STV differs from FPTP in two significant respects: it is a pro-
portional system, and there is more than one MP per constituency.

There are two themes we need to consider when assessing this (or
other) electoral systems: how proportional it is, and what conse-
quences it has for the political system generally. There has been much
debate in the academic literature over how proportional STV is. This
issue is dealt with in detail in chapter 7. As we shall see, conclusions
vary widely: some argue that STV is one of the most proportional
systems around, while others suggest that it is merely a semi-
proportional system (Blondel, 1969; Gallagher, 1975; Lijphart, 1986;
1994; Taagepera and Shugart, 1989). For the most part, the former
are dealing with theoretical comparisons between STV and list
systems (in particular, ignoring the effects of a tendency for low
district magnitudes in STV systems), the latter with practical compar-
isons. In chapter 7 the various electoral systems are assessed on the
issue of proportionality; this section touches on a few of the themes
of specific relevance to the STV system.

To repeat the exercise of earlier chapters, Table 6.3 lists the
percentages of votes and seats for Irish parties in each election since
1951. As is evident from the columns listing the percentage differ-
ences between votes and seats, the system produces much more
proportional results than is the case in FPTP or majoritarian systems.
The vote-seat differences are never in double figures; they are
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Table 63 Irish general elections, 195]-92: percentage votes and seats
Fianna Fail Fine Gael Labour
Vote Seat Diff. Vote Seat Diff  Vote Seat Diff.
(%) (%) (%) (% (% (% (%) (%) (%)
1951 46.3 469 +0.6 258 272 +14 114 109 -05
1954 434 442 +08 320 3490 +2.0 12.1 129 +08
1957 483 531 +48 266 272 +0.6 91 82 _09
1961 438 486 +4.8 320 326 +0.6 116 11.1 —05
1965 477 500 +23 341 326 -1.5 154 153 -0.1
1969 45.7 521 +64 341 347 +0.6 170 125 45
1973 46.2 479 +1.7 351 375 +24 137 132 -05
1977 506 56.8 +6.2 305 291 -14 116 115 -0.1
1981 453 470 +1.7 365 392 +27 99 90 09
Feb. 1982 473 488 +1.5 380 488 +07 91 99 -0.1
Nov. 1982 452 452 __ 422 452 +30 94 96 +0.2
1987 4.1 488 +47 307 488 +36 64 72 4108
1989 442 464 +22 331 464 +38 95 90 05
1992 391 410 +19 271 410 +2.6 193 199 406
Progressive Workers’ Party/
Democrats Democratic Left Green Party
Vote Seat Diff Vote Seat Diff.  Vote Seat Diff
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)
1973 1.1 00 -1.1
1977 1.7 00 -17
1981 1.7 06 -l1.1
Feb. 1982 22 18 -04
Nov. 1982 33 1.2 21 02 o0 -0.2
1987 118 84 -34 38 24 _j 4 04 00 -04
1989 55 36 -19 50 42 08 15 06 -09
1992 47 60 +13 28 24 04 14 06 -08

Note: Percentages may not add u;

been excluded.
Sources: Mackie and Rose (1991); election results.

consistently smaller than in Tables 2.1, 3.2 or 3.3
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the case of the 1973 election when Fianna Fiil lost seats (and
government) despite having gained votes.

When dealing with the issue of proportionality, the factor of
greatest significance — as indicated in the previous section — is
constituency size (or district magnitude). If Hare’s proposal of having
all of the UK as one great constituency were followed, this would
produce a highly proportional result, but at what cost? Imagine the
unfortunate voter having to decide between thousands of candidates
on a ballot paper which would be several metres long! An illustration
of what this could mean is provided by an American example in the
1930s (Hermens, 1984). For a brief period, New York state adopted
STV for municipal elections. In one case, in Brooklyn, the con-
stituency was so large that 99 candidates put their names forward for
election. The ballot paper was more than four feet long!

In short, there is a trade-off in the use of STV. The constituency
needs to be large enough to produce as proportional a result as
possible (i.e. to give candidates from all parties a fair chance), but it
must not be so large that it makes the voters job of choosing between
candidates impossible. It is generally accepted that the optimal size
for STV constituencies is at least five seats (Taagepera and Shugart,
1989: ch. 11). In practice, in Malta and virtually all Australian STV
elections, this requirement is met; in Ireland, however, a large
proportion of the constituencies are three or four seats (Farrell et al.,
1996).

The Australians have devised one way of getting round the
problem of over-long ballot papers. In Australian Senate elections the
ballot paper is divided in two by a line: above the line all the party
labels are displayed horizontally with a box next to each one; below
the line there are lists of party candidates, each one grouped under the
appropriate party label. This is more akin to the Malta ballot paper
than to the Irish one, though, as we can see in Figure 6.3, what
distinguishes the Australian ballot paper is the fact that the party
labels are grouped horizontally instead of vertically. The voter can
either fill out preferences for all the candidates (remember that in the
case of Australian Senate elections all preferences must be completed
for a vote to be counted as valid) or, alternatively, the voter can opt
to vote ‘above the line’ by making a ‘ticket vote’. In this case the
voter simply places a ‘1’ in the box of his or her preferred party. This
means the voter is (tacitly) accepting the preference ranking of
candidates which has been agreed beforehand among the parties.
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In essence, what this amounts to is STV being treated as a list
system but it does mean that there can be large ballot papers. For
instance, in the 1995 election to the 21-member legislative council of
the Australian state of New South Wales, there were twenty-seven
parties fielding candidates. Like Brooklyn in the 1930s, there were
ninety-nine candidates on the ballot paper which measured
1,000cm X 300cm. Given that turnout in Australian elections is
compulsory, it is not surprising to learn that almost 94 per cent of
voters turned out to vote. Similarly, the numbers of spoilt or invalid
votes, at 6 per cent, was strikingly low because the bulk of voters
opted to vote above the line.

The issue of proportionality — to which we return in chapter 7 —
refers to the short-run or immediate effects of voting systems. Among
the long-term effects which warrant attention are the number of
parties, electoral competition between the parties and representation
by MPs. When considering the issue of electoral reform, it is usual
practice to examine the operation of electoral systems elsewhere to
try to get an impression of the benefits and costs of the different
systems. In the case of STV, Ireland is usually chosen as the case
study, largely reflecting its long-established membership of the club
of liberal democracies, its geographical location and its general
familiarity. (Recent examples of where Ireland featured as the case
study in considerations of electoral reform include the British Labour
Party’s Plant Working Party and the New Zealand Royal Commis-
sion.)

The basic criticisms of STV in Ireland relate to apparent party
system instability and to the clientelist emphasis of the parlia-
mentarians. Let us deal with each in turn. First, the fact that a large
proportion of Irish governments have either been coalition or minor-
ity governments (Farrell, 1988) is seen to raise a question mark over
governmental stability. And recent evidence suggests growing elec-
toral instability. For instance, between 1932 and 1969 there were just
four changes of government (i.e. either Fianna F4il was in power, or
there was a coalition dominated by Fine Gael and Labour). By
contrast, in the period since 1973, the government has changed hands
(or at least had to change partners) in each of the eight elections up
to 1992. Furthermore there was a deeply unsettled period between
1981-2, when three elections were held in just eighteen months. By
the end of the 1980s, the previously unthinkable had happened,
Fianna F4il — which in the past had only ever formed single-party
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governments — crossed the rubicon and (initially with deep reluct-
ance) embraced coalition, first (in 1989), with the Progressive Demo-
crats and then (in 1992), with Labour. Concomitant with the electoral
shifts have been changes in the party system. What was once a
textbook case of a ‘two-and-a-half’ party system (Fianna F4il, Fine
Gael and the small Labour party) had, by the mid-1980s, become a
multi-party system with the entry of the Workers’ Party (later
essentially replaced by the Democratic Left), the Progressive Demo-
crats and the Greens, all gaining D4il (parliament) representation
(Farrell, 1994; 1996).

When dealing with the issue of electoral stability in Ireland, the
first point to be stressed is that while there may have been a large
number of coalition and/or minority governments over the years,
these have for the most part been long lasting (Farrell, 1988). In fact,
on average Irish governments have tended to last for three- to four-
year terms (including two periods when Fianna F4il was in power for
sixteen consecutive years from 193248 and again from 1957-73).
There may have been a phase of governmental instability in 1981-2,
but the fact is that it was a phase. Subsequent elections produced
more decisive results. And, of course, such occurrences are not
unique to Ireland - as evidenced by the two 1974 British elections,
and also in 1979 by the collapse of the minority Labour government
(which had been kept in office by a formal pact with the Liberals and
various other less formal deals with minor parties).

As Table 6.3 shows, there may be more parties in the Irish system
in the 1990s than there were in the 1970s, but the fact is that the three
old parties remain predominant forces, and there is no certainty that
the new parties will have a long-term future. (Ireland has had ‘new’
parties before.) In any event, why should we blame STV for this
move towards multi-partyism? The fragmentation of the party system
is a new feature to Irish politics, not a permanent fixture, yet the
electoral system has remained unchanged since the 1920s. Further-
more, neither of the other countries where STV is used can be
classified as multi-party: Malta has a two-party system (Zanella,
1990), and Australia has a two-bloc party system (Labor vs. the
Liberal-National coalition), though smaller parties (notably the
Democrats and the Greens) have managed to gain limited representa-
tion in the Senate (McAllister, 1992).

The second apparent problem with STV relates to how political
life in Ireland is predominated by a brokerage style of politics.
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Parliamentarians work their ‘parish pumps’, attracting votes by a
heavy emphasis on constituency social work and localist concerns
(for the literature on this, see Carty, 1981). More time seems to be
spent in the Ddil signing letters to constituents and raising con-
stituency matters in question time than with the weightier matters of
national legislation. Surveys of TDs (MPs) reveal a heavy con-
stituency workload (Roche, 1982; Whyte, 1966). Election campaigns
are characterized by a similar emphasis on local issues and by regular
faction fights between candidates of the same party. And there is
good reason for the latter: between 1951 and 1977, for example,
roughly one-third of the incumbent TDs who lost their seats were
displaced by running mates from the same party (Carty, 1981: 114).
In recent years that proportion seems to be rising (Gallagher, 1990;
1993).

The emphasis on localism is also evident among Irish voters.
There is a well-established literature which explores the ‘friends-and-
neighbours’ voting tendencies of the Irish electorate (Bax, 1976;
Carty, 1981; Sacks, 1976). Candidates are found to receive more
votes in that part of the constituency where they live, and there is a
clear localist bias in voting behaviour, affecting the rank-ordering of
candidates by the electorate. In recent years the parties’ headquarters
have sought to exploit this ‘friends-and-neighbours’ tendency with
elaborate vote-management strategies, whereby candidates are picked
from different corners of the constituency and voters in each locale
are actively encouraged to vary the ordering of their preferences so as
to maximize the efficiency of the party vote. The basic idea is that the
more equal the spread of first preferences across the different party
candidates, the greater the chance that more will be elected (see
Farrell, 1994).

In each of these points about Irish localism, STV is usually
credited with a key role: the heavy emphasis on constituency case-
work, faction-fighting between candidates from the same party, a
focus on constituency, localist matters in election campaigns and
parliamentary work, and ‘friends-and-neighbours’ voting are all seen
as resulting — at least in large part — from the candidate-centred,
preference voting of STV (Carty, 1981; Farrell, 1985; Katz, 1980;
Parker, 1983).

To what extent is Irish brokerage politics caused by STV and to
what extent is the apparent relationship coincidental? The fact is that
Irish political culture is personified by a high degree of localism
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(Chubb, 1982; Schmitt, 1973) and it would be disingenuous to
suppose that somehow this would dissipate if the electoral system
were changed. It may be the case that multi-seat constituencies
provoke competition between party candidates, but why should this
take the form of competition over constituency work? As Michael
Gallagher (1987: 32) has noted, there is nothing to prevent ‘candid-
ates of the same party trying fervently to establish reputations not as
active constituency workers but as active parliamentarians’. Once
again the international evidence does not support the linkage between
STV and brokerage politics. A detailed comparison between Ireland
and the Australian island state of Tasmania (the first place to use
STV) finds little to support the claim that brokerage is caused by STV
(O’Connell, 1983). A comparison of attitudes and backgrounds of the
membership of the two Australian houses of parliament finds, if
anything, a higher constituency emphasis among lower house mem-
bers (elected under the alternative vote) than among upper house
members (elected by STV) (Farrell and McAllister, 1995). Finally, a
test of STV on London voters during the 1994 European Parliament
election found little evidence of ‘friends-and-neighbours’ voting by
the voters (Bowler and Farrell, 1994 1996).

There are two more technical matters which warrant attention
when dealing with STV. First, there is the issue of what are known as
‘ballot position effects’, in which it is suggested that a candidate’s
chances of being elected are influenced by where his or her name is
located on the ballot paper. The second point — much stressed in the
British Labour Party’s Plant Report (Labour Party: 1993) — that STV
can produce anomalous results. This latter point refers, in particular,
to the issue of ‘monotonicity’, in which it is argued that, under STV,
it is not necessarily always the case that a candidate’s chances of
being elected are helped by an increase in his or her share of the vote.
We start with the first of these concerns.

Ballot position effects refer to the fact that voters are lazy or
uninterested, that where possible voters may take short-cuts to reduce
the effort involved in voting. Evidently voting can be a non-taxing
exercise in some systems. For instance, in a British election a voter
simply marks an ‘X’ next to the name of one candidate. In a Spanish
election, as we saw in chapter 4, a voter chooses the ballot paper of
his or her preferred party and simply drops it in the box. It is a quite
different matter to require a voter to read through a list of, say, fifteen
candidates and rank-order them. One obvious solution for the voter is
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to vote not in order of preference, but, instead, in order of sequence.
The idea here is that voters read down (or possibly up) the list of
candidate names and place a ‘1’ next to the first name they recognize
(or the first name from the party they support), a ‘2’ next to the
second, and so on. This is said to produce a biased result in favour of
those candidates whose names start with letters at the beginning (or
the end) of the alphabet, and accordingly it is generally referred to as
‘alphabetical’ voting. It has also been given such titles as ‘bullet’, or
‘donkey’, voting.

Politicians have been known to take this issue very seriously. For
instance, in a celebrated case in the Australian Senate elections of
New South Wales in 1937, the Labor party fielded four candidates
whose surnames all happened to begin with ‘A’; all four were elected.
(Since 1940 the placement of Senate candidates has been determined
by lot.) In Ireland, where politicians can quite easily change their
name by deed poll, there were two cases in the 1980s of politicians
who apparently sought to benefit from alphabetical voting, while at
the same time attempting to advertise their particular issue concerns
more widely. One candidate called Seén Loftus had his name altered
to Sedn Alderman Dublin Bay-Rockall Loftus; meanwhile a certain
William Fitzsimon decided to change his name to William Abbey of
the Holy Cross Fitzsimon. Of the two, Loftus was the only one to
achieve any measure of success (briefly in 1981), but whether this
had anything to do with the name change is a moot point.

Politicians are not the only ones to take ballot position effects
seriously. Academics have been researching the issue for some time
and, while there may be doubts over the accuracy of a number of
these studies on the grounds of methodological weaknesses (Darcy
and McAllister, 1990), there is none the less undoubted evidence that
it does play a role in Australian and Irish elections (Kelley and
McAllister, 1984; Robson and Walsh, 1974). However, if this is a
problem (and a very small one at that), it is one with a simple solution
- rotation of candidate names on the ballot paper (Darcy and
Mackerras, 1993). The idea is relatively simple. The ordering of
candidate names is changed at a number of stages during the printing
of the ballot papers to ensure that each candidate has an equal chance
of appearing at the top (and bottom). This has been the practice in
parts of the United States for over forty years; Tasmania adopted it in
1980, and the Australian Capital Territory followed suit in 1994.

Among the criticisms of STV in the formal literature on voting
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Table 64 A hypothetical ordering of voter preferences in a preferential

election
Category of No. of voters in the Preference ranking
voter category of candidates
I 7 Tom, Dick, Harry, Shirley
II 6 Dick, Tom, Harry, Shirley
I 5 Harry, Dick, Tom, Shirley
v 3 Shirley, Harry, Dick, Tom

Note: Eleven votes required to win, i.e. majority.
Source: Based on Brams and Fishburn (1984: 150).

theory, the most common is that it is ‘non-monotonic’, that ‘more
first-place votes can hurt, rather than help, a candidate’ (Brams and
Fishburn, 1984: 151). The point is that in very specific circumstances
STV can potentially produce a paradoxical result where a candidate
can actually be harmed by a higher vote. Table 6.4 provides a
hypothetical example of how a non-monotonic result could occur.
Since the issue of non-monotonicity is shared by all preferential
electoral systems, for the sake of simplicity the example refers to a
single-seat constituency where a candidate requires a majority of
votes in order to win the seat (i.e. the alternative vote system used in
Australia, see chapter 3). In this example there are four candidates,
Tom, Dick, Harry and Shirley, and an electorate of twenty-one voters.
The voters have been grouped into four categories, based on the way
in which they ranked each of the candidates. For example, the seven
voters in category I ranked Tom as their first choice, Dick as their
second, Harry as their third, and Shirley as their fourth.

Since none of the candidates has an overall majority of eleven
votes, the count proceeds to the next stage, by the elimination of the
candidate with the least votes — in this case, Shirley. Shirley’s three
votes all transfer to Harry who’s vote tally now rises to eight. Still
none of the remaining candidates has managed to accumulate a
majority of the votes. It is now Dick’s turn to be eliminated. All of his
six votes transfer to Tom, giving him a grand total of thirteen votes,
and so he is elected.

Before Tom and his supporters can start celebrating, however,
Dick asks for a recount. On re-sorting the ballot papers it is
discovered that the ballot papers of the category IV voters were
incorrectly sorted. In fact, they had all placed Tom as their first
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preference. Instead of ranking the candidates as Shirley, Harry, Dick
and Tom, the category IV voters had ranked them as Tom, Shirley,
Harry and Dick. At first glance, it looked to Tom and his supporters
as if the recount were merely going to confirm his victory, because he
now had a greater number of first preference votes, an increase from
seven to ten — just one short of an overall majority. The effect of the
recount was to increase Tom’s vote. Once the counting proceeded,
however, it quickly became clear that, despite the fact that Tom’s
vote had risen, he was actually destined not to win the seat. Since
Shirley was now found to have received no votes, the candidate with
the least votes after count one was, in fact, Harry, with five votes. On
his elimination, all five of his votes transferred to Dick, raising his
vote tally to eleven, an overall majority. This hypothetical example
shows how the non-monotcnic nature of preferential electoral
systems (including STV) can work against a candidate. In this case,
the increase of Tom’s vote served to lose him the seat.

In its final report, the Plant Working Party placed great emphasis
on the potential for ‘paradoxical results’ as one reason why STV was
not suitable for Britain. A key figure advising the Working Party on
this point was the academic, Michael Dummett, who is on record as
describing STV as ‘the second worst electoral system ever devised’
after the FPTP system (Dummett, 1992). Nobody denies the non-
monotonic nature of STV, or for that matter, of other preferential
systems, but how important is this? There is no evidence to suggest
that it is a common occurrence. Indeed, the Chief Electoral Officer of
Northern Ireland is quite categorical in his view that ‘the experience
of the use of STV in Northern Ireland over the past 22 years,
involving a range of election types and sizes, reveals no evidence to
support in practice the lack of monotonicity’ (Bradley, 1995: 47,
emphasis in the original). A recent statistical test of the issue has
produced the prediction that, were STV to be used in the UK, there
would be ‘less than one incidence every century of monotonicity
failure’ (Allard, 1995: 49).

Furthermore, it has been pointed out that even if non-monotonicity
can on some occasions produce an unfair STV election result, surely,
on the scale of things, the overall election result is always going to be
fairer than under FPTP or the majoritarian ‘supplementary vote’
system which the Plant Working Party has recommended for Britain.
Of course, the other point is that non-monotonicity is a feature of all
preferential systems, including the ‘supplementary vote’; therefore, it
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is somewhat ironic that the Plant Working Party used it as a reason to
reject one preferential system in favour of another!

6.4 Is STV an appropriate system for Britain?

The Labour Party’s Plant Working Party (Labour Party, 1993: ch. 2)
Wwas not enamoured of STV, judging it as technically flawed (i.e. the
issue of monotonicity), politically inappropriate (because it ‘can lead
to’ clientelism) and culturally unsuitable (because it would ‘dilute’
the constituency basis of British politics). It is possible, as we have
seen, to take issue with each of these points; however, ultimately a
theoretical debate on the pros and cons of STV becomes nothing
more than a matter of taste.

In reality the only way to ever know if STV is suitable is to
actually see it in operation. Dunleavy er al. (1992) have simulated an
STV election in Great Britain, providing a useful basis for compar-
ison with the actual 1992 election results. They divided the country
into 123 multi-seat constituencies — for the most part five-seaters —
instead of the actual 634 single-seat constituencies. As Table 6.5
shows, if the 1992 election had been fought using STV, this would
have resulted in no party having an overall majority, requiring the
formation of a coalition government. The Conservative Party would
have lost most (eighty scats) in this election; Labour would have lost
twenty-one seats, and the main beneficiaries would have been the
Liberal Democrats (winning 102 seats).

Table 6.5 Parties’ seats in Britain under STV compared with the 1992 FPTP
election result: the Rowntree/ICM survey

No. of Lib./

seats Con. Lab. Dem. Green SNPIPC
South 260 123 74 57 6 0
North and Midlands 264 106 127 31 0 0
Scotland 72 18 31 7 0 16
Wales 38 9 18 7 0 4
Britain 634 256 250 102 6 20
Actual result in 1992 634 336 271 20 0 7
Net change in seats -80 =21 +82 +6 +13

Source: Derived from Dunleavy et al. (1992: Table 10).
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The Liberal Democrat result is not surprising, since that party can
only gain from any form of PR system. According to Dunleavy et al.,
what is surprising is how well Labour performs, winning almost as
many seats as the Conservatives despite having 8 per cent fewer
votes. There is evidence, they suggest, of an ‘anti-Conservative and
pro-Labour effect’, due to a combination of ‘multiple preferences, the
local constituency arrangement, and the patterns of regional and local
support’ (Dunleavy et al., 1992: 13). The crucial point, in their eyes,
is that STV ‘can deliver significantly distorted seat allocations,
depending on how regional and local voting patterns are structured’.
What they are referring to is the way in which STV results, in the
latter part of the count, can turn on very small numbers of votes — as
we saw in the Irish example above. They conclude, therefore, that
‘STV is only contingently proportional’.

‘Two points can be made in disagreement with the argument of
Dunleavy and his colleagues. First, it is possible that the pro-Labour
bias was a quirk of one particular election. As we saw in Table 6.3,
there are occasions when STV can produce somewhat anomalous
results. However, this occurs far less frequently and far less distinctly
than under FPTP, as Table 2.3 indicates. This relates to the second
point of disagreement with Dunleavy et al. The basic fact is that when
a comparison is drawn between the results of an FPTP election and an
STV election, the STV result is far more proportional. Table 6.6
demonstrates this by comparing the percentage seat—vote differences
under both systems (see the two columns of figures in bold). At no
stage does the STV simulation come even close to having a two-digit
difference between the percentage of votes a party receives and the
percentage of seats it is awarded. In particular STV produces a much
fairer result for the Liberal Democrats. And, crucially, while there is
evidence of a slight bias in favour of Labour (+4.2 per cent), this is
less than the bias Labour actually benefited from in the real election
(+7.5 per cent). In other words the 1992 election under FPTP actually
produced a greater pro-Labour bias than would have been achieved
under STV.

Apart from the question of what electoral result is produced by
STV, it is also interesting to examine how the ballot paper is used by
the voters, assessing such issues as whether voters are more or less
likely to switch from one party to another in later preferences, and
how such tendencies may vary across different types of voters. In
their 1992 study, Dunleavy et al. (1992: 10) found that just over half
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Table 6.6 Vote and seat percentage differences: comparing STV and FPTP in
the British 1992 election

STV simulation 1992 election 1992 election

Seat Diff. Vote Diff. Seat

(%) (%) (%) (%) (%)
Conservative 40.4 -24 428 +10.2 53.0
Labour 394 +4.2 352 +7.5 427
Liberal Democrat 16.1 2.2 18.3 -15.1 32
Green Party 0.9 +0.4 0.5 0.5 0.0
SNP/Plaid Cymru 32 +0.8 24 -1.3 1.1

Note: Not including Northern Ireland.
Source: Dunleavy et al. (1992); election returns.

of the respondents voted for more than one party, i.e. at some stage in
their vote, the respondents declared a preference for a candidate from
a second party. A closer examination reveals that this tended to
happen in the lower preferences and it was more common among
supporters of smaller parties. So while about 90 per cent of Con-
servative and Labour respondents gave their first preference to a
candidate from the same party that they had supported in the 1992
election, the corresponding figure for Liberal Democrat respondents
was just over 70 per cent. The respective proportions dropped in the
case of second preference votes to 65 per cent and 51 per cent, and in
third preferences to 54 per cent and 45 per cent.

The tendency to vote for more than one party was greater among
younger voters (Dunleavy et al., 1993: 184-5). This is consistent with
the fact that younger voters are generally more volatile. There were
also distinct regional differences: multiple choices were most com-
mon in the Highlands, Eastern Scotland and Wales; least common in
East Anglia and the North. Class differences produced no significant
effects in voting patterns.

6.5 Ceonclusion

STV has a lot to recommend it. Of all systems it goes furthest
towards removing the power of the party elites to determine which of
their candidates are elected. Under FPTP a voter can only vote for the
one party candidate nominated. Under fixed list systems, the voter
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cannot even vote for candidates: the rank-ordering is determined by
the party elite who drew up the lists. In contrast, STV gives the voter
great scope ‘to choose between candidates on personal as well as
party grounds, and his choice overrides that of any party organiza-
tion’ (Lakeman, 1970: 140). In this sense it can be judged a highly
democratic system.

In terms of the points usually raised in the British debate about
electoral reform (see chapter 2), STV seems to fit all the necessary
requirements. First, it incorporates a central role for constituency
representation. More than that, in most cases it actually permits the
possibility that voters for the main parties will have one (or two)
constituency representatives they can approach — the problem of
‘safe’ Labour or ‘safe’ Conservative seats should not arise. Second,
there is no evidence to suggest that a move towards STV should
necessarily lead to greater electoral or governmental instability;
certainly it has not tended to be a problem for those countries
currently using STV.

Third, while the counting procedures may be more complex and
long-winded, the actual process of voting should not present any great
difficulties for the average voter. For instance, with one exception,
there is no significant evidence of any greater number of spoiled votes
in STV systems. The exception is Australia which traditionally has
had high numbers of spoiled, or ‘informal’ votes, and with good
reason (McAllister and Makkai, 1993). Australian voters have to
contend with a confusing array of electoral systems for the different
levels of elections, combined with a national tendency for regular
electoral reform (perhaps only France alters its electoral system more
frequently). Furthermore, the voters are expected, by law, to turn out
to vote. And, prior to 1984, they were also forced to fill out every
preference on the Senate ballot paper. The introduction of ‘ticket
voting’ in 1984 — when voters were given the option of simply
marking one preference against their favoured party, letting the rank-
ordering be decided by the party elite — did much to reduce the level
of spoiled votes.

There are two other points in support of the argument that STV is
simple to use. First, in the cases where it has been experimented with
in ‘mock-ballot surveys’ in Britain, the respondents appear to have
had little difficulty in mastering it. Second, it has a popular following
in those countries where it is currently been used. For instance, as we
have seen, on two occasions the Irish voters were asked in a
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referendum whether they would like to replace STV with FPTP. On
both occasions, the answer was ‘No’.

There are a lot of points that can be made in support of STV,
however, it suffers from one major problem: the fact that ‘it has been
used in so few countries [means] that possible problem areas may
remain untested’ (Taagepera and Shugart, 1989: 237). Technical
problems (such as non-monotonicity) could turn out to be serious,
though this is unlikely. There is also the question of constituency size.
It might be argued that what works in Ireland and Malta (and, with
some significant amendments, in Australia), may not necessarily
work so well in, say, Britain, France or Germany. However, is there
really any reason to suppose that population size should matter?
Surely, STV can work just as easily in a system with 130 five-seat
constituencies as it does in one with thirty five-seat constituencies,
and therefore it is hardly very relevant to invoke a size argument as
one reason why not to employ STV in the UK or other heavily
populated system.

Note

' Arguably the origins of STV can be traced back even further, to the
writings of Thomes Wright Hill (1763-1851; a mathematician). However,
the system he proposed lacked many of the features of STV (Hart, 1992:
6-9).



