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Reclaiming Democratic Power

A citizens’ perspective in four points:

1. The fundamental case against FPTP 

2. The evidence on PR 

3. The obstacles to change

4. Where to go from here in terms of strategy.  
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How bad is it? Why fix it if it ain’t broke?

▶ Canada’s democracy is actually quite exceptional.
▶ Economist Democracy Index, 2020 has us tied at #5 

with Finland
▶ Being a full democracy is already quite exceptional: 

▶ Only 8.4% of world population lives in “full democracies”

▶ An appreciative look at Canada
▶ Universal suffrage
▶ Free and clean elections 
▶ Multiple political parties
▶ Respect for the rule of law 
▶ Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms

▶ AND YET
▶ This index fails to consider the electoral system itself! 
▶ John Deverell, in Democracy Eh?:  a “phony democracy.”
▶ Elizabeth May: an “elected dictatorship!” 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democracy_Index


What does a good democracy look like? 
▶ Democracy: a way for citizens to organize and solve 

collective problems — Opposite of Might Makes 
Right. 

▶ Truth is in the pudding — democracy works
▶ What does a good democracy look like? 

▶ Not just about majority rule
▶ About consensus, inclusion, dialogue to decide on 

issues of shared interest, collaboration 
▶ Fair representation - Not a game of winners and losers. 
▶ In a representative democracy, electing a team of 

representatives that reflects the views and 
preferences of the voting public.

▶ NOT what happens under first-past-the-post.
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FPTP a fundamentally flawed system
▶ Fails on Representation: 
▶ Seat bonus to the largest party 33% => 46%
▶ False Majorities 40.5% => 61%; 37.4% =>59%
▶ Seat penalty to small parties 24.2% => 8%
▶ Regional distorsions

▶ Concentrates power. That actually the point! 
▶ In one party, one leader
▶ Limited choice: two parties, one candidate each, take 

it or leave it; safe seats

▶ Power is the point but DOESN’T lead to better results.
▶ Affects the nature of politics -- Hyper-partisanship, no 

holds barred mentality
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Few OECD countries still using FPTP
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Democracy facing challenges but not everywhere

▶ Look carefully at trouble spots: 
▶ FPTP: US, India, UK with the Brexit fiasco  
▶ Countries that are not proportional enough: Hungary, 

Turkey, Poland, Mexico

▶ Concentration of power feeds on itself.
▶ PR countries are more resilient in the face 

of democratic challenges.
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A Who’s Who of PR countries

▶ Countries with robust PR systems: Germany, New 
Zealand, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Denmark, 
Ireland, Iceland, Switzerland. 

▶ All recognized as exceptionally well-governed. 
▶ Comparative research bears this out:
▶ Better environmental policy
▶ Sound economic policy
▶ Greater socio-economic equality
▶ More collaborative approaches to policy making
▶ More political stability…

▶ See FVC’s A Look At the Evidence
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https://www.fairvote.ca/a-look-at-the-evidence/


PR delivers across the board.

 

9



So what’s the Problem?!
▶ Vested interests

▶ Governing Parties 
▶ Governing Party caucus
▶ Mainstream media
▶ Corporate lobbyists

▶ Referendums as a tool for resisting change
▶ Voters who have internalized idea of 

politics as a sport
▶ Odds against us! 
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The Historical record
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A Predictable Pattern
▶ Particularly outrageous election results / Calls for reform
▶ Election brings reformist party to power with a false 

majority
▶ Caucus rebels
▶ Party becomes far more lukeward about reform
▶ Trudeau at least had the honesty to kill the reform 

outright
▶ More common: The referendum card

▶ One in Ontario
▶ Three so far in BC
▶ Three so far in PEI
▶ Quebec in the offing

▶ Allows politicians to wash their hands with a move that is 
superficially democratic. 
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Reclaiming Democratic Power

▶ Opportunity
▶ Growing awareness
▶ Changing voting patterns — more minorities
▶ Multiple opportunities federally, provincially, municipally

▶ A fresh message
▶ Not a partisan issue 
▶ Good governance, human rights
▶ Ethical conflict
▶ Citizens’ Assemblies

▶ Convince politicians that they are in an ethical 
conflict of interest and have to recuse themselves

▶ Replace the old strategy of one party winning an 
election and implementing PR with one of building 
consensus based on a citizens’ assembly. 
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