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Scottish Parliament

Local Government Committee
Tuesday 5 October 1999
(Afternoon)

[THE CONVENER opened the meeting at 14:02]

Electoral Reform Society

The Convener (Trish Godman): | will begin by
introducing the representatives from the Electoral
Reform Society: Ken Ritchie, the chief executive,
James Gilmour and Peter Facey. They will give a
presentation, after which there will be an
opportunity for questions.

Ken Ritchie (Electoral Reform Society):
Thank you for that welcome and the invitation. We
have circulated copies of some of the
transparencies | am going to use. We have been
asked to talk about electoral systems and we will
focus on the three that have been suggested by
the MclIntosh commission as worth attention: AMS,
the additional member system, AV-plus, the
alternative vote plus and STV, single transferable
vote. Research for the commission pointed out
that a number of systems could be devised for
local government in Scotland. If you would like us
to comment on other systems, we are happy to do
Sso.

The Mcintosh report pointed out that choice of
an electoral system depends on how you want it to
perform, not in terms of how people will vote and
outcomes, but according to what are seen as the
important criteria. | propose that we briefly run
through the criteria that were identified as
important by McIntosh. We can then move onto a
consideration of the systems. If members feel that
there are certain things that they would like us to
focus on, they should let us know and we will
adapt accordingly.

The criteria are proportionality, the councillor-
ward link, a fair provision for independents to
ensure that any system does not discriminate
against independents, the allowance for
geographic diversity, and the close fit between
council wards—what we have called “natural
communities”. | shall return to those criteria in
more detail.

Most needs to be said about the first one,
proportionality. We are talking about proportional
representation. Electoral reform is not just about
proportional representation, and some people
might argue the converse. Clearly, we want
fairness for all parties. In many areas, parties get a
significant  number of wvotes but little

representation. Most wters vote according to
party affiliation and if we do not have fairness for
parties we do not have fairness for voters.

Not all woters wote simply by party. Mcintosh
makes the point that we should also seek
proportional representation to bring in other
community interests. People might select the
candidates whom they want to support by gender,
age, ethnicity, or particular policies that lie outside
the normal party debate. All sorts of factors might
enter into their choice. Some electoral systems
aim to provide fairness and proportional
representation simply by party, but others try to go
further, to allow, to some extent, representation by
the criteria that the voters think are important.

An important aspect of proportionality is that, in
a proportional system, many more votes are going
to count. In far too many wards, voters can vote
one way or another futilely, as those wards are
always won by the same party. That is a huge
disincentive for the voter, as voting does not make
much sense. There is no great incentive for parties
to campaign in those areas, and party organisation
tends to become moribund. We do not claim that
proportional representation will solve all those
problems, but we want all voters to have an
interest in voting. Their votes will contribute to a
larger total that will determine how seats are
allocated, and there will be a better chance of
breathing new life into local democracy where
there are appallingly low turnouts.

The retention of the councillor-ward link is
clearly important. We feel that the elected
representative should be accountable to the woters
so that if the wters are not satisfied they can
remove and change their representative at a future
election. The link must be seen as two-sided. On
the one hand the councillor must be linked to an
identified ward; on the other, voters are entitled to
feel that somebody has the job of representing
their interests.

Slide 4 on the retention of the councillor-ward
link says:

“All wards should have (a) councillor(s) responsible for
raising w ard issues”.

I put councillor or councillors, because one cannot
have a proportional system without having more
than one representative for an area. With single-
member wards, the person who has an absolute
majority—or a majority over the other parties—is
the representative; voters for other parties cannot
be represented.

Proportionality can be achieved in different
ways. As members know, the Scottish Parliament
has a system whereby a number of members are
identified with constituencies, while others are
elected through top-up lists. That model, with two
categories of representation, is one option. The
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other option is to have multi-member wards in
which all councillors are elected on the same
basis. | will return to that point when | talk about
systems, as there is a fairly important difference
between the two.

It has been argued that there ought to be fair
provision for independents in local government.
We accept that independents are often
disadvantaged because they do not have a party
machine to campaign on their behalf. However,
certain types of system, which focus on
proportionality by party, tend to view independents
as one-person parties or may put pressure on
independents to combine into a type of pseudo-
party, which many independents do not want to
do. As a result, independents can be discriminated
against.

The Mcintosh commission pointed to the great
diversity that exists in our country: there are areas
in the Highlands and Islands where wards are
geographically large and areas in cities with high
concentrations of population. Mclntosh was keen
to consider how we can achieve a system that
copes with both extremes. Linked to that was the
fit between council wards and natural
communities—we all know of ward boundaries
that run through the middle of a street or divide
areas that clearly have the same problems and
characteristics. Some systems allow boundaries to
be drawn more flexibly than others—with multi-
member wards, for example, there can be
flexibility on size—and so get round such
problems.

Those are the five criteria proposed by MclIntosh
for choosing a voting system. | do not suggest for
one moment that all five are as important as each
other. There may be other factors that the
committee or the working group on renewing local
democracy will want to take into consideration.

I move on now to discuss the three systems that
were recommended. Members will be familiar with
the additional member system, as it was used for
elections to the Scottish Parliament. The additional
member system has been used since the war in
Germany and was recently introduced in New
Zealand. However, we have no knowledge of its
being used at local government level. In Germany,
the system is used for elections in the Lander, but
those tend to be much larger units. The system
tends to be used in situations where people are
being elected as legislators, rather than as ward
representatives. A move towards the additional
member system would, therefore, be a bit of a first
at local government level.

14:15

The role of top-up councillors—the people who
are elected from the lists as distinct from those

who are elected from wards—under the additional
member system would have to be considered. |
know that the two categories of elected
representative in the Parliament are a point of
discussion and that it may be some time before
the roles are properly developed. What would
happen in local government under the additional
member system is perhaps a separate issue. |
know from discussions on modernising local
government that there are new models involving
elected provosts and cabinet structures within
councils, so it could be argued that there will be
two categories of member anyway—those who
deal more with the ward duties and those who
deal with more strategic policies.

The additional member system does not provide
those two categories. The largest party would tend
to get most of the ward seats and the smaller
parties would tend to win their seats through the
top-up lists. If one compares the make-up of the
Scottish Parliament with what might happen in a
council, it can be seen that most of the Labour
members might end up with ward case work, while
other parties could be exclusively concerned with
political strategy—that would clearly make a
nonsense of local government.

The ratio of ward to top-up councillors is what
determines the level of proportionality. It also
depends partly on the absolute number of seats as
it would be possible, as slide 9 shows, to have a
top-up list for an entire council or to split the top-up
seats by area. The Scottish Parliament does not
have a single top-up list for the whole of Scotland,
but has parcels of roughly 12 seats of which seven
are constituency seats and five are top-up seats.
The more top-up members there are, the more
proportional the system can be. Of course, the
downside is that the more top-up seats there are,
the more councillors there are who do not have a
strong link with the electorate. They will be people
who owe their seats more to their positions in the
party, perhaps, than to direct election. There are
implications for boundaries, to which | will return in
a moment.

If the top-up ratio is small, most councillors will
have good links, but proportionality will not be that
great. As | have said on slide 10, there is the
increased risk of tactical voting. When one party is
expected to win so many of the ward seats that it
does not mean much to vote for that party in the
top-up lists, there is a danger that voters will vote
for another party in the top-up lists.

Large top-up ratios will have good
proportionality. As the slide shows, councillors
without a ward link are much more numerous and
ward sizes are larger. If there is no increase in the
number of councillors, the number of ward
councillors has to be reduced to make space for
top-up councillors; the number of wards has to be
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reduced and the size of wards increased.

Unless there is a full-scale redrawing of
boundaries, which would be a massive exercise,
the options for change are more limited. Possible
options include combining every four wards into
three down to combining pairs of wards. In each
case there are implications for the ratio and
number of ward councillors. Combining pairs of
wards need not mean as many councillors from
the top-up list as | have suggested; you could
have 30 and 20 and reduce the overall number.

To summarise, the additional member system
gives proportionality but by party because
calculating top-up seats is by party. For that
reason AMS discriminates against independents.
They may have a fair chance in the wards but not
in top-up seats. A downside is that it creates two
categories of councillor, with the top-up group of
councillors having only weak links to the
electorate.

The second system that the Mcintosh
commission suggested was worth looking at is
alternative vote plus. The terminology is new and
comes from the Jenkins commission, which
recommended AV-plus for Westminster elections.
It has not yet been used but that is not a
downside, as we should manufacture the system
that meets our particular needs. AV-plus is a form
of additional member system but improves on it by
the use of the alternative vote in electing ward
representatives, and when it comes to the top-up
lists it gives people a choice not just of parties but
of the candidates within the party.

Some of you will be familiar with the alternative
vote as many parties use it internally in the form of
an eliminating ballot where it means going through
a process until one candidate has not only a
majority over the others but more than 50 per cent
of the vote. On slide 14 there is an example of
how it would work with four candidates: Forsyth
may start as the front runner with 73 votes, but out
of 200 that is well under half, although in a first-
past-the-post election Forsyth would win.
Thompson, with only 42 votes, is the first to be
eliminated.

Members: No he is not—Campbell is.

Ken Ritchie: | beg your pardon, Campbell with
18 votes is. We then redistribute the second
preferences on the ballot papers for Campbell. Still
no one passes the 100 mark so Thompson is
eliminated and in the end Munro wins. Many
political parties use it and | hope it is fairly easy to
understand. The advantage of this system is that
whoever wins a ward seat has the positive support
of more than half of the voters—not necessarily as
their first choice but at least their support. That
means that at least half the voters will feel
satisfaction in the result and have a councillor in

whom they can have some confidence.

In addition, there is no need for the tactical
voting that mars so many of our elections. People
do not have to think, “Should | vote for my first
choice of party, because it may not do very well? |
am more intent on beating another party. Let me
use my wote for the party that | think can defeat
the one that | most want to be defeated.” With the
alternative wte plus system, people can vote for
the candidates who they really want to win.

A woter may want the Natural Law party to win,
but if it is eliminated, the vote has not
disappeared—it simply moves on to the woter's
second choice, and so on until there are only two
candidates left. The system asks voters, “If the
choice is between those two candidates, who
would you choose?” The system increases the
choice open to voters and means that voters do
not need to go through a guessing game. It means
that parties can campaign honestly for positive
support rather than the usual round-the-streets
campaigning of, “l know you support them but they
don’t stand a chance, so why not support us?” The
alternative vote plus system can lead to a much
more positive approach to an election campaign.

In giving voters a choice of who they vote for in
the top-up lists, we are moving from what are
called closed lists, which were used for the
European elections where the choice of candidate
was closed to the voter, to lists where that choice
is open to the voter. A ballot paper might look
something like the one shown on slide 15, so that
a woter wanting to support party A could choose
which candidate to support. The votes for the
parties count in exactly the same way as before—
the seats are allocated. However, even if party A’s
favoured candidate was Anderson, if McLeod
received more votes than Anderson and there was
only one seat available, the seat would go to
McLeod. The voters determine the order of the list,
which means that there is that extra accountability
to the electorate from those who are elected.

To sum up the alternative vote plus system,
there is more choice for the voters, tactical voting
is eliminated and there are better prospects for
independents. In many cases, people may vote for
a party and if they are to be given a second
choice, they may not wish to move to another
party, preferring to recognise a strong independent
candidate who might be worth supporting. There
are indications that, under this sort of system,
independents do not lose out. The open lists
increase accountability and, even if there were
additional members or top-up members, at least
they have more democratic legitimacy than might
be the case otherwise.

I now move to the third system—the single
transferable vote, which is quite different from the
other two systems. It has been used in Northern
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Ireland for both local government and European
elections and has been used for all elections in the
Republic of Ireland since the 1920s. In Scotland, it
was used until 1928 for separate elections for
education  authorities.  There are  many
professional organisations, such as trade unions
and the National Trust that also make use of it.

Slide 18 refers to the main features of the
system. In the additional member system, there
are two ballot papers—one for the constituency
and one for the party. In the single transferable
vote system, there is only one ballot paper, which
would look the same as the alternative vote paper
used for ward elections using alternative vote plus.
All members are elected on the same basis. There
would be a group—typically four to six members,
although there may be fewer in rural areas—each
member of which has equal legitimacy. It is
broadly proportional by party, but it allows the
voter as much choice as possible, so that if voters
decided that they wanted to vote on, say, fox
hunting, or Europe as their major concern, they
would be able to do that. The result would be
broadly proportional by these other criteria.

All the people are elected individually, which
preserves the element of accountability.
Candidates may be elected on the basis of their
party affiliations, but the electoral system treats
them as individuals. That does not discriminate
against independents.

A final point to consider is that significant
boundary changes would not be needed. We are
talking about multi-member wards in which there
can be flexibility in the number of seats in each
ward—a flexibility that can be extended even in a
local authority ward. By a process of
amalgamating wards, we could form new multi-
member wards without needing to enter into a
drastic exercise of changing existing boundaries.

14:30

| propose to give members a simplified account
of STV, to give an impression of how it produces
particular results. Please tell me if this is old hat or
unnecessary. For simplicity, | have assumed that
there are eight candidates contesting four seats.
Two parties have each put up two candidates, and
there are a couple of independents.

There are 500 votes in total. The first thing to do
is to calculate a quota that is the number of votes
that a candidate must receive to be elected. With
500 votes, the quota s, in this case, 100 votes for
a seat. If four candidates receive at least 100
votes each—we will assume that five candidates
would not receive exactly the same number of
votes—a fifth cannot receive 100, which is the
target. According to the voting figures shown on
the slide, Fraser, who has received 150 votes,

would be elected straight away.

In a first-past-the-post election, if a candidate
wins a huge majority, there are many wasted
votes; moreover, that candidate would be elected
even if the majority was only one vote. With a
single transferable vote, votes are not wasted in
the same way. If somebody has a surplus of votes,
that surplus can be transferred. In this case,
Fraser has 150 votes although he needed only
100. One third of those—50 votes—must be
transferred, which gives us this result: Fraser is
elected, but let us assume that even with the
transferred wtes nobody else has reached the
100 quota.

Let us also assume that most of Fraser's 150
votes would be transferred to candidates of party
B. As would happen under the alternative vote
system, the person who has the smallest number
of votes is eliminated. In the case illustrated on the
slide, that would now be Evans in party A. If he is
eliminated, his 35 votes would generally be
transferred to the other candidates within his or
her party—Allan and Campbell.

The quota is 100 votes, so no more candidates
have been elected. We therefore continue to
eliminate candidates, in this case Robertson,
although not as many of his votes will go back to
his party, as there has already been a fairly big
transfer. Nevertheless, with 105 votes, MclLeod
has more than the 100 mark and we continue with
the process. If there is a surplus, it is transferred,
as it may help somebody at the bottom of the list.
If a candidate cannot be saved by a transfer, the
person at the bottom is eliminated.

Johann Lamont (Glasgow Pollok) (Lab): | am
a bit lost, so this may be an extremely stupid
guestion. Which 50 votes are transferred?

Ken Ritchie: We do not transfer 50 individual
votes. We split up the votes and transfer a third of
them. So, if a person votes for Fraser on the first
preference vote and for McLeod on the second
preference, two thirds of each single vote would
be given to Fraser and one third to McLeod.

Dr Sylvia Jackson (Stirling) (Lab): | want to
understand this properly. The votes are allocated
in proportion to the second preference votes. That
is the key. If everyone voted for one person on the
second preference, a third of the 150 votes—50
votes—would go to that person. The allocation is
in proportion. That is why the second slide adds
up to 150 votes—it shows the proportion of
Fraser's wotes given to each candidate.

Ken Ritchie: My apologies. | see that a column
has been left off the slide, showing the process for
splitting up Fraser's 150 votes, of which we want
to transfer only 50. The danger if we simply had a
lucky dip into the voting papers would be that we
could pull out a sample of votes in favour of one
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party or another. What we do instead is to look at
all the votes that have generated the surplus and
transfer the corrected proportion of the votes to
the other candidates—a fraction of the votes is
carried forward to each.

The example that | have used shows how the
process might carry on until there is a close
contest at the bottom of the list between two
independent candidates, Smith and Williamson,
and between two people from party A, Allan and
Campbell. An independent, Williamson, loses out.
Many people might prefer to transfer their votes to
the other independent candidate, so that Smith is
elected, but some help to elect Allan at the top.

What are the messages? If we take the three
candidates from party B together, party B has
more than 200 votes in total, which is enough to
get two candidates elected. However, all the votes
were stacked up on one candidate—Fraser, with
150 votes. The party does not lose out, however,
because if people’s second votes are transferred
to other candidates of the same party—most
people vote with some party loyalty—the party can
use that surplus to ensure that two of its people
are elected. In party A, which had the three names
at the top, there was a fairly close contest between
Allan and Campbell, which, in the end, was
resolved by wotes from outside the party.

Although people will mainly vote by party, STV
also favours candidates who have a broad base of
support and can attract second and subsequent
preferences. For that reason, the system is useful
for independents, as they will often pick up second
and subsequent preferences from other parties. In
the Irish Republic, about 10 per cent of councillors
are independents, which more or less matches the
number of first preference votes that they
received. It is also possible for small parties to do
well. The Green party has succeeded in getting
members elected to the Irish Parliament even
though it had a small number of first preference
votes, because the party has been given
subsequent preference votes and have won
through in that way. The system gives a broadly
proportional outcome allowing representation of
different opinions, including smaller parties.

As | said, the system provides some flexibility in
implementation. We recommend that four to six
seats per ward would normally be ideal to give a
good level of proportionality. In a rural area, a six-
member ward could be geographically rather
large. There is a trade-off between the geographic
size of the constituency and the desired level of
proportionality. In a rural area, a ward of either
three or four seats might be preferable, and in
extreme examples there might be a two or even a
single-member seat. | am thinking of an island that
constitutes one ward or of areas in the Highlands
where multi-member wards can be so big that

councillors would find it difficult to get round the
entire ward.

| have summarised our comparison of the
systems. The additional member system clearly
gives proportionality by party, as does AV -plus.
STV is the only system that gives broader
proportionality, if wters use other significant
criteria to decide how to vote. Under STV,
everybody is elected on the same basis and has
the same sort of link with their ward. Under AMS
and AV-plus, some are ward councillors with a
strong link, although perhaps not as strong as the
current link because wards will be larger. The
downside is that the additional members do not
have as strong a link. AMS is disadvantageous to
independents; the transferable voting in AV-plus or
STV gives them a better chance.

As | said, under STV there can be flexibility in
how constituencies are put together. Unless the
option of pairing wards—with half the number of
ward councillors—is chosen, ward boundaries
would to some extent have to be redrawn in order
to implement either AMS or AV-plus.

As the committee will can see from these
criteria, the Electoral Reform Society comes down
in favour of STV. In saying that, we welcome the
lead that Scotland has taken in going for a
proportional system and we believe that any of the
systems that we have looked at have a lot more to
offer than the existing first-past-the-post system.
We will be happy to discuss other systems, or to
help in any further way that you feel appropriate.

14:45

The Convener: Thank you, Ken. That was
interesting. This is a complex issue—the more one
hears about it, the more complex it seems to
become. Does anyone have any questions?

Mr Michael McMahon (Hamilton North and
Bellshill) (Lab): In the elections for the Scottish
Parliament and for the European Parliament—the
two elections in Scotland that have had an
element of proportionality—the turnouts were
lower than at the general election and at the
previous European election. | am dubious about
the link between proportionality and encouraging
the electorate to come out and vote. | am also
concerned about the obsession with lists. The
alternative vote system can be applied in many
ways. Why do we have to have AV-plus?

Peter Facey (Electoral Reform Society):
Turnout for local government elections in England
and Wales was about 29 per cent. A month later, it
fell to about 23 or 24 per cent. There is an
indication that turnout has something to do with
how people rank institutions—the importance with
which the institutions are regarded. Westminster is
still regarded as the most important institution, with



145 5 OCTOBER 1999 146

the Scottish Parliament next and the Welsh
Assembly after that and so on.

Turnout can also be affected by the work that
political activists do on the ground. Some systems
encourage activists to work in marginal wards. In
local government, for example, wards that are
marginal tend to have higher turnouts than safe
wards, simply because of the amount of political
activity that has gone into that ward—the amount
of canvassing and the number of bits of paper that
have gone through people’s doors. If more wards
become marginal, political activity is spread and
that may have some effect on turnout. The
problem with closed-list systems is that they do
not increase activity among political activists. The
experience of the European election was that
political activists did not know for whom they were
campaigning, so there was no increase in
campaigning and therefore no increase in turnout.

The alternative vote system on its own can be
less proportional than first past the post and can
produce greater disproportionality. For example,
the Labour party would probably have had a much
larger majority in the House of Commons if the
general election had been held under AVS.
Whatever the complaints at the moment, they are
not that the Government has too small a majority;
many people believe that it has too large a
majority. The question is whether you believe that
that is a good thing.

Dr Jackson: | would like a little more
information about the systems that are operated in
other countries. First, you mentioned various
countries that use STV at the local level. What is
the turnout in those countries? Secondly, there
has not been much mention of Europe. What
systems operate in European countries?

Peter Facey: | cannot give you an exact answer
on the continental question—the necessary
academic work does not exist. In most places,
variations of list systems are used—usually across
the whole of a council area. One thing to be borne
in mind is that council areas in Europe seem to be
much smaller than they are in Britain, Ireland or
the United States. The difference tends to be
whether open or closed lists are used.

There is a complete range of turnouts under
STV. Some countries have compulsory voting, so
turnouts there are not particularly relevant.
Australia has compulsory voting and has turnouts
of more than 90 per cent. Malta has a turnout of
96 per cent, which is the highest in the world for a
country in which voting is not compulsory. One
could argue that Malta is a special case because
the country has a population of roughly 300,000
people. It has the highest turnout of any free
democratic state. Only a country such as North
Korea beats Malta on turnout.

Ireland has turnouts of about 60 per cent for
local government elections. The turnouts in Ireland
are about 60 per cent for all elections—parish
elections, European elections and Dail elections.
Turnouts in Northern Ireland are also quite static—
around the 55 to 65 per cent mark.

Until recently, turnouts in Britain for local
government elections were increasing. From a
very low base there was a small, gradual increase.
We used to say that the average turnout in Britain
was about 40 per cent but, in the most recent local
elections, there seems to have been a downward
trend. It is too early to say whether that is a long-
term phenomenon. Some academics argue that,
because of the change in central Government,
there are fewer protest votes. It is certainly true
that turnout in local government elections in the
UK is below continental norms.

Bristow Muldoon (Livingston) (Lab): If we had
a series of different systems for the different
elections, do you think that that would affect the
turnout? We already have four different systems:
European, Scottish Parliament, Westminster and
local government.

Secondly, must AMS have two separate votes?
Some people misunderstand the system and
consider the second vote to be a second-choice
vote. There is confusion surrounding that second
vote.

My third question is practical and does not relate
to the electoral mechanics. As you will be aware,
tensions exist between constituency MSPs and list
MSPs about work load—turf wars. Would that be
more exaggerated at local government level if
there were to be two different classes of
councillor?

Ken Ritchie: | will try to answer a couple of
those questions, although my colleagues might
also want to come in.

We sometimes make the mistake of thinking that
our electors are not as bright as they are. The
experience of the Scottish and Welsh elections
showed not only that people understood how to
vote, but that many of them understood how to
make the best use of their vote within the voting
system. A few people may not have fully
understood the significance of the second vote,
but people did not need to know the full details of
the d’Hondt system to know what to do with the
party vote.

In Northern Ireland, people have been using first
past the post for Westminster elections and STV
for local government and European elections—
there have even been list systems for the elections
to some bodies. People have coped with the range
of electoral systems without any bother. | am not
arguing that using a range of different systems is
desirable, but that should not constrain us too
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much in choosing which system is the best for the
job that has to be done.

It would be possible to construct an additional
member system in which each elector had only
one vote—a vote for the Labour party in the
constituency contest would be assumed to be a
list vote for the Labour party. That system has
been discussed for many years, but it significantly
reduces the choices that are open to the voter.

The difficulty with such an additional member
system is that it maintains a first-past-the-post
system in the constituency. A voter might want to
support, say, a Green party candidate, but he or
she would know that, in the constituency election,
the contest will be between, say, Labour and the
SNP and that a vote for anyone other than Labour
or the SNP would be ineffective.

With an additional member system, it might be
possible for a voter to split his or her vote. The
evidence shows that many people did that in the
elections to the Scottish Parliament. People
seemed to be intelligent enough to make the best
use of the system. If we adopted an additional
member system that used only one wote, we would
restrict the choice.

There are tales of political turf wars, both in
Scotland and in Wales. MSPs’ decisions and
legislative scrutiny affect the whole of Scotland,
but elected representatives in local government
deal with local problems and my guess is that the
problem of turf wars would become more acute if a
number of councillors had no clear ward
responsibility.

Bristow Muldoon: One of the things that
concerned me about the Scottish Parliament
elections was the length of the second ballot
paper: the Lothians one was about 18 in long and
featured 16 or 17 choices, some of which made a
mockery of the democratic process. How would
that tendency be controlled? | am not talking only
about the joke candidates: in Lothians, 10,000
votes went to the Socialist Labour party, which has
no strong base in the country. | believe that many
who voted for that party were trying to vote for the
Scottish Labour party. A few years ago, somebody
stood as a Literal Democrat and took a large
number of votes from the Liberal Democrats.

Ken Ritchie: The problem with the Literal
Democrat situation has been resolved now that we
have registration of parties. People will no longer
be able to use that name.

Bristow Muldoon makes a more general point
about the number of candidates. Even in first-past-
the-post by-elections, there is a huge number of
candidates. That problem cannot be tackled by the
choice of electoral system. Many people want to
stand as candidates to draw attention to
themselves, to their cause or to their business,

rather than to seek election. Citizens have a right
to stand, but there may have to be, for example, a
much tougher test in terms of the number of
people who are required to propose and second a
candidate.

Any proportional system will result in the election
of more candidates at a time and will require a
larger ballot paper. The ballot papers that were
used in many areas for the European elections
were long but the process was simple. As far as |
am aware, there is no evidence to suggest that
people were put off voting by the length of the
ballot paper. It is unlikely that they would have
been, as they had not seen the ballot paper until
they went to cast their vote.

We do not want voter choice extended so far
that there is no longer a meaningful choice, but the
problem is not as great as some make out. | know
that James has views on this matter.

15:00

James Gilmour (Electoral Reform Society):
There is a difference with systems that include a
party list element. Our experience with AMS—
which crosses over into AV-plus and the closed
lists for the European Parliament—is that the party
list element implicitly encourages parties to
nominate as many candidates as there are
potential vacancies. For example, in the Scottish
Parliament elections, each party could nominate
up to 12 candidates for the regional list. However,
the many parties that did so had no prospect of
winning all 12 seats.

We can contrast that experience with the
experience of countries that have used STV. As
Ken has indicated, under that system parties give
their supporters a wide choice. However, parties
hoping to win three seats in a six-member ward
would put up only four or five candidates. Very
rarely would parties put up six candidates. If one
party did so, all the other parties that were
contesting the ward would not do the same. There
is a practical realism in STV. The system offers a
realistic choice to party supporters, and business
managers do not waste effort putting in extra
nominations to make up a full list. That is a
difference between the two types of system.

Mr Kenneth Gibson (Glasgow) (SNP): | have
always thought that a way round having all these
dafties on the list is by stipulating that a candidate
cannot ride on the back of the list if his or her party
does not pay a deposit and has a candidate
standing for the first-past-the-post seat. However,
that was not going to be my suggestion. Parties
are eternal optimists. The SNP put 12 candidates
on the Glasgow list. We also had 10 candidates
running for first-past-the-post seats, so | suppose
we were trying to hedge our bets.
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Mclintosh did us a favour by recommending only
three electoral systems to choose from. | have a
list of the electoral systems used in each
European Union country. Each country uses some
form of proportional representation in local
government, all of which seem to be completely
different. | will not bore the committee by reading
out the details of those systems, but if members
want to see the list, | can hand copies around.
How closely has the Electoral Reform Society
examined other European systems, and is the
organisation convinced that the three
recommended systems are the best systems to
consider in detail for Scotland?

Peter Facey: The fundamental difference with
local government and politics in Britain and Ireland
is that we have a culture of ward-based politics. In
most other electoral systems, candidates are
elected to represent a whole geographic area.
Sometimes that is broken down, but the idea of
the ward, as we mean it, is quite Anglo-Saxon—or
Anglo-Saxon/Celtic, at least.

Colin Campbell (West of Scotland) (SNP):
You saved yourself there.

Dr Sylvia Jackson: Yes, you just about saved
yourself,

Peter Facey: | made a quick revision.

Mr Gil Paterson (Central Scotland) (SNP):
You were right the first time.

Peter Facey: | think that McIntosh went for the
three systems because of the element of a ward-
based link that they include.

The committee could certainly examine the
possibility of list systems operating in smaller
areas, but that would produce its own problems.
The most realistic options are in front of the
committee, and they are the ones that are most
acceptable to politicians and to the electorate in
Scotland.

| would not like to try to sell you a list system for
the whole of Glasgow or, even worse, for the
whole of the Highlands and Islands. That would
not get very far.

Mr Gibson: So, in other words, you think that
those are the three best options.

Peter Facey: | think that they are the most
realistic options for Scottish politics.

Johann Lamont: One of the issues that you
have highlighted is that there is a problem in the
way that people participate in the democratic
process of the first-past-the-post system. You
mentioned that there were wards in which it is
pointless to wte because an overwhelming
number of people will vote for one candidate. In
certain geographical areas they wte for a
candidate because of historical links.

That is not an inflexible situation. If people
participate actively in the democratic process, that
can change. It is not an inevitable part of the first-
past-the-post system. People are not always blind
to the possibility of changing their party loyalties.
There have been by-elections in which the shift
has been quite dramatic. We must be careful that
we do not associate problems with a system that
are not the result of that system but of something
historical. There is a base vote for a number of
political parties and that creates problems in
attempting to achieve proportionality.

It is interesting to me that McIntosh identifies a
series of criteria, which, as they are broken down,
result in STV appearing to be the most effective
system. Are there any other criteria that you would
include, and which do you think are the most
important? Is there a case to be made for
including accountability?

| made a point about a base vote that can be
shifted. That is the easiest way to remove
someone who is not doing his or her job. Local
people can identify such a representative and put
pressure on them; it is simple to vote them out of
office. Do the other systems that you have
identified allow for that? What are the difficulties
with that, and do you think that it is important?

Ken Ritchie: We must distinguish between how
voters wote and how they would like to vote under
a particular system. In the first-past-the-post-
system we know that there are wards where
people joke that if a certain party put a donkey up
for election, it would be elected. It is not a criticism
of the party to say that that party dominates the
ward. That party might be in the fortunate position
of being in an area in which it enjoys very strong
support. Other parties do not, therefore, have a
chance of removing a candidate from that party.
That reduces accountability.

Under any proportional system, people who are
not supporters of that dominant party still have a
reason to vote. In the additional member system,
some parties might have no hope of winning the
constituency contest, but votes for them will
contribute to the top-up list calculation, which will
determine how well the other parties might do on a
wider basis. There are people who might feel that
the contest in their ward is effectively between two
parties and, therefore, they might as well go out
and vote for one of those two parties. Their
decision will be essentially tactical, but their
underlying support might be for something quite
different.

When it comes to the ability to remove a
representative, there is more criticism of the
closed list system, as the electorate did not vote
for the individual but for the party. In other
systems, particularly the single transferable vote
system where candidates stand as individuals, if



151 5 OCTOBER 1999 152

they do not perform as the electorate would wish
them to, they will not receive the same number of
votes next time. While one cannot make automatic
comparisons with the different political culture in
Ireland, it is interesting to note that, since the watr,
there have been two referendums in the Republic
of Ireland as politicians tried to move away from
the STV system, which they felt had created too
strong a link of accountability. Those referendums
resulted in the retention of the system.

Johann Lamont asked whether there were other
criteria. After proportionality, | would go for voter
choice, which is implicit in some of the Mcintosh
recommendations. If the right of the woter to
choose their representatives is stressed, that also
respects the right of the voter to choose when they
want to change that representative. | see voter
choice as being just on the other side of
accountability.

Johann Lamont: | do not think that you can
have it both ways. You cannot say that, on the one
hand, the problem with the first-past-the-post
system is that people are stupid and that they are
blinded by party loyalty and that, on the other
hand, they are bright enough to deal with the
sophistication of whatever political system we
might present.

You identified that one of the problems with the
first-past-the-post system is that people’s loyalty
and the donkey wote distort the political process.
Do you agree that, when choosing from electoral
systems, the choice is not one of a perfect system
against inadequate systems? In a sense, one is
choosing the least bad system. On one level,
voters are able to make a pure choice for their first
preference for their party and to have that marked
in some way. However, one’s vote may not
necessarily have the same weight in terms of the
hard choice about who will make the decisions in
local government.

The SNP has experienced that in this
Parliament. There is a significant body of SNP
members in the Parliament that is not part of the
ruling coalition. When the system is more
proportional, it does not necessarily mean that the
pure vote is reflected in influence, in terms of what
happens after the election.

Ken Ritchie: We have not tried today to
address the arguments for a change away from
the first-past-the-post system to a more
proportional system. | have been more concerned
to deal with the arguments about which
proportional system might be appropriate. | agree
that no system will achieve absolutely everything. |
hope that it does not become a choice of the least
bad system, as it should be a choice of the most
good—if members will excuse the grammar.

| do not think that there is any question of saying

that woters are stupid under the first-past-the-post
system: they are not stupid, as they know how to
use their vote tactically. They see that, by woting
for certain candidates, they can make a protest
gesture and many will decide to make that
gesture. However, if they want to influence the
result, they know that there are many wards in
Scotland that are very strong Labour wards and
there are others that are equally strongly held by
other parties and voters cast their votes
accordingly. We want a system that liberates the
voters so that they can vote on the basis of what
they believe—we want a system that will take
account of that.

The Convener: | will let Kenny in as he wishes
to say something on this point. | will then call
Jamie to speak.

15:15

Mr Gibson: Sometimes the first-past-the-post
system offers no choice. In Alex Salmond's
constituency, there were five wards in which there
was only an SNP candidate. That would not
happen under the STV system. It cannot be that
100 per cent of the voters in those wards would
endorse those five SNP councillors. That takes
away choice and the only question that remains is
who the SNP will select as a candidate in those
wards. There are other cases involving other
political parties where folk are effectively
unopposed because there is no structural
opposition to one particular party.

Johann made the point that if a candidate is
abysmal, they can be put out of office. However,
that depends on whether the number of people
who have contact with that councillor—or who are
even aware of their existence—is sufficient to
overcome traditional loyalties. Under an STV
system, if a party puts up three candidates and
one of them has a poorer reputation than the
others, those with traditional loyalties will post their
votes for the two and perhaps use their third
choice for someone from a completely different
party. That way they can get rid of people who are
not performing well at the same time as being able
to exercise choice. People can be loyal to a party
without having to vote for someone who they think
is useless.

Johann Lamont: The issues about seats being
uncontested and weak party structures are about
more than the electoral system and people’s
understanding of it. | agree with many of the points
that have been made. | do not see the first-past-
the-post system as being perfect. There are other
problems, but we are not necessarily identifying
the solutions by focusing on electoral systems
alone.
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Mr Jamie Stone (Caithness, Sutherland and
Easter Ross) (LD): | want to pursue Kenny’s point
about the fact that it is hard to get rid of a clown
under the present system. If a seat is contested at
local council or Westminster elections, it is
technically possible to get rid of a bad candidate. |
want to explore how much research the Electoral
Reform Society has done following on from the
Scottish elections. Under AMS, the list is ranked
according to the system used by individual parties.
With all due respect to list members here, it is
possible that a clown could be No 1 on the list,
simply because the party was not particularly in
touch. | am sure that the Liberal Democrats would
insist that Donald is a good example. [Laughter.]

Colin Campbell: That is the kind of loyalty that
we enjoy. The Liberal Democrats got it right.

Mr Stone: One of the criticisms is that someone
who could not face the electorate on a first-past-
the-post vote could nevertheless get in as first or
second on the list. Has the Electoral Reform
Society examined the results of the Scottish
election to find out whether, when voters went into
the booth and looked at the list of names, they
considered who were No 1 and No 2 for Labour,
Liberal Democrat and SNP? | think that that is
important when we weigh up the advantages of
the additional member system.

Ken Ritchie: | am shuddering about the idea
that we might have to decide which of the people
at the top of the lists would have been unelectable
under another system.

Mr Stone: | am giving an extreme example. |
want to know what you have done to investigate
whether the public took into account the list
rankings and the names on the lists.

Peter Facey: As far as | am aware, no study
has been undertaken as yet to ascertain that. It
would be very difficult. We would have to grab
voters immediately after they leave a polling
station, put them into a focus group and talk
through those issues. As it is the first election, we
do not know what the Scottish voters think about
the system.

There was some work done in the European
election to discover whether voters would prefer a
closed or open list. About 50 per cent of the voters
gave a strong indication that they would have liked
to have more say about who they could vote for
and where their votes went. We know that voters
are concerned about the compilation of lists, but |
cannot give you an exact answer as to how that
worked out under AMS in the Scottish elections.

James Gilmour: That would be an extremely
difficult study to undertake, because at the time
the voters look at the list, they do not know
whether the people at the top of list are likely to
have already won first-past-the-post constituency

seats. The relevance of the ranking on the lists is
not immediately apparent.

Mr Stone: With respect, it was for the Labour
party. So ranking is important.

James Gilmour: How the lists are ranked is
important to the parties, but you were asking about
analysis of voter reaction.

Mr Stone: It is important to the electorate. For
example, in the Highlands, the electorate knew
that Labour's Peter Peacock was very likely to get
in. Are the names taken into consideration in your
analysis? They made a big difference to the
ranking, especially with the Labour party. With the
SNP, | accept your point; with the Liberals, we
were a mixture.

Johann Lamont: There’s a surprise. [Laughter.]

Peter Facey: If we take into account the
experience in other countries, academics in Britain
will take a number of years to catch up with what
happened—academics usually look backwards
rather than forwards. The names at the top of lists
make a difference. Most countries that operate list
systems hawe what they call wte getters—big
names who are put at the top of the list because
they drag in extra votes. Sometimes though, the
people below them on the list may not be the most
popular individuals. However, it will literally take
years for academics to find out the effect that that
had in Scotland.

Mr McMahon: | would like to go back to the idea
of accountability and responsibility. Using the
example that you gave of the single transferable
vote, | am not convinced that being the fourth
person elected, having received only a fraction of
the votes in the first count, makes that person any
more accountable or responsible than someone
who is elected by the biggest number on the first
count of the ballot. What makes someone who
comes fourth, and has to wait until the fractions
are added up, more accountable or responsible?

Ken Ritchie: It is possible that the person who
is elected by those final fractions is even more
accountable. | see accountability in terms of the
electorate being able to remove a councillor who
they do not feel has been performing as they
would like. The electoral system has to give the
electorate the power to do that.

Mr McMahon: It does.

Ken Ritchie: If you are elected after several
rounds of counting and vote transfers, you are in
what might be called a wlnerable position. You
would want to improve on that before the next
elections.

Mr McMahon: Someone who has been
repeatedly elected under the first-past-the-post
system, albeit by a minority of the people, must be
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doing something right. If people do not come
together to remove that person, but continually re-
elect him or her under the first-past-the-post
system, is that person not accountable and
responsible in the same way as he or she would
be if elected by a small percentage in the fourth
count?

Ken Ritchie: We are not talking about absolute
blacks and whites. If, for example, in a three-way
contest, someone was elected with 40 per cent of
the vote, and 60 per cent of the voters absolutely
detested that candidate—

Mr Gibson: Mrs Thatcher?

Ken Ritchie: | shudder at the thought of
mentioning names or parties, but that 60 per cent
of voters may be prepared to settle for anything
other than the person supported by 40 per cent.
However, because there are two other candidates,
the 60 per cent may well be split between them
and each may get 30 per cent. Under the first-
past-the-post system, it is not only a question of
the person with the most wtes winning the
election, it could be a question of the least popular
person winning. That does not seem a sensible
idea.

Mr McMahon: How does STV change that?

Ken Ritchie: Even under the alternative vote
system, if the vote for the three candidates was
split 40:31:29, the candidate with 29 per cent
would be eliminated, and—if the mood of the
electorate was against the candidate with 40 per
cent, as | have suggested—that 29 would be
added to the 31, giving a result of 40:60, and the
person who originally got 40 per cent would be
defeated.

Mr McMahon: | am still not convinced that that
would lead to increased accountability.

Mr Gibson: But we would not have had the poll
tax.

Mr Paterson: | have a question about
accountability from a slightly different angle. On
the model on the slide, is it correct that, as there
are eight councillors for four wards, there would be
four councillors—perhaps from four different
parties—who would be accountable to the four-
ward area but not to any single ward?

Ken Ritchie: The accountability would be to the
wider ward of four wards put together.

Mr Paterson: In the Highlands and Islands, that
wider ward might be the size of Belgium. Would it
not be better to take STV to its logical conclusion,
and allow votes to transfer within a single ward?
There would be the benefit of the first-past-the-
post system, in that a single person would be
elected, but the result would be based on the most
popular person among all the voters.

Ken Ritchie: If it is used in single wards, the
single transferable wvote boils down to the
alternative wte—as | have described, that is the
system that one might have if there were three
candidates. As Peter has said, the alternative vote
is not proportional, and can be even less
proportional than the first-past-the-post system.
Labour would have done better in 1997 with the
alternative vote because there were many
constituencies in which Labour almost pipped the
Conservatives. If Labour had had transfers of
votes from Liberal Democrats, it is likely that
Labour would have won more seats.

I do not suggest that one should opt for four-
member wards in parts of the Highlands. Wards
could be reduced to three members, or even to
two in places. At lunch, we discussed Tiree, which
might need to be a one-member ward. However,
to have proportionality, there needs to be more
than one member. There has to be a sensible
compromise between proportionality and the
geographic size of wards that councillors have to
COer.

Colin Campbell: This is a supplementary point
to the question that Jamie asked. You said that
one of the problems with the elections in the
spring was that voters who were voting in the first-
past-the-post election did not know whether that
person would be worth voting for on the list
because they did not know the outcome. In certain
areas of the country, electors are sophisticated
enough to know in their marrows—because of
national polls—that the person for whom they
voted in the first-past-the-post election would not
make it. They therefore made a separate judgment
on people on the lists.

As several people have said, the electorate is far
more sophisticated than we think. There are
places where the result is a racing certainty. Alex
Salmond’s area is an example, but there are other
places where it is equally a racing certainty that
the Labour party cracks it. Voters for other parties
probably know that and vote out of loyalty, but
make a choice on the lists that is totally unrelated
to the first-past-the-post election.

James Gilmour: | agree. ICM and The Herald
published figures just before the Scottish
Parliament elections that suggested that, on
average, something like 23 per cent of voters were
going to wote tactically; they were going to vote
differently in the regional lists and the single-
member constituencies. The difficulty is that,
although one might know what will happen in a
single-member constituency, to vote tactically with
complete confidence, one needs to know what will
happen in all the constituencies in that region.

Colin Campbell: Or perhaps just most of them.
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15:30

James Gilmour: At the Scottish Parliament
election, there were two regions of Scotland in
which one party took all the constituency seats.
According to the best of the opinion polls that were
published before the election, that was likely to
happen in five, six or seven of the regions, but it
did not. One needs precise information at a local
level if one is to exploit that peculiarity of the two-
vote proportional representation systems such as
the additional member system and alternative vote
plus. The issue does not arise with the single
transferable vote system, in which there is only
one vote and only one kind of member, and
people vote in a positive way. If people want to
vote against particular candidates, they must
ensure that they put all the other candidates in
front of them.

Johann Lamont: | was involved in some of the
early discussions about electoral systems for the
Scottish Parliament. One of the arguments for the
two-vote system was that, because of tactical
voting, if people had only one vote and the
proportional vote was taken off that, the result
would not be a true reflection of people’s opinions.
| used to tell people that having two votes would
allow people to vote with their heads in the first
ballot and with their hearts in the second. The
second vote should have given a pure
representation of people’s instincts. In fact, it did
not happen like that, because people used their
votes in a perfectly legitimate, but different, way.

You said that in 1997, if the alternative vote
system had been used, there would not have been
a proportional result. However, people voted
tactically in 1997 in greater numbers than at any
time before then. For historical reasons, the
progressive forces—if that is how one wants to
describe them—uwere split, and people all over the
country made hard decisions about how to vote,
based on what they saw in the opinion polls. If the
alternative wote system had been used, would the
results that you have extrapolated have been
different if people had not voted tactically? Is the
AV system flawed, or do the flaws become evident
because we are dealing with figures produced by
a distorted first-past-the-post system in which
people vote tactically?

Ken Ritchie: It is important to remember that
the introduction of a new voting system might
make it necessary to rethink the starting point from
which people vote. The outcome of an election
does not necessarily represent people’s views. It
is true that a lot of people voted tactically in the
previous general election. The result may
therefore not properly reflect the balance of
support for the different parties.

However, many people did not vote tactically.
There are many constituencies in which a lot of

people voted Liberal Democrat and felt loyalty to
that party, despite the fact that, according to the
voting history of that constituency, a Liberal
Democrat vote was likely to get nowhere. There
are places in which Labour people continued to
vote Labour although, historically, Labour was in
third or fourth position, making a Labour vote
purely a vote of party loyalty. Many people stuck to
loyalty to their party, rather than voting in a way
that could be effective. Of course, all parties were
out telling their own people to boost the party vote.

With the alternative vote system, that dilemma
does not arise. People who want to vote Labour,
Conservative, SNP or whatever, can go out and
vote for their preferred party in the knowledge that,
even if, historically, their party does not have any
chance whatever in that area, the vote is not
wasted. Once their party is knocked out, they still
have a chance of saying whom they would prefer
among the candidates who remain.

Johann Lamont: That is why | was asking why
you would roll that out.

Ken Ritchie: On the grounds of proportionality.

Johann Lamont: Are you saying that it is not
proportional on figures that would not give you
proportionality because people are voting
tactically?

Peter Facey: Australia has used that system for
about 60 years and, in terms of proportionality, it
probably does worse than the United Kingdom in
some elections. When Lord Jenkins looked at
different electoral systems, he said that AV on its
own has the effect of quickening the waters of
political change. It tends to speed things up, so
that there can be larger swings against parties. It
has the advantage of giving a majority in a
constituency, but it can produce larger swings in
favour of and against parties, and can have a
more exaggerated impact than even the first-past-
the-post system can hawe.

In terms of the overall result, AV tends not to
reflect how the nation, or the council area in this
case, voted as a whole. It is a more accurate
reflection of individuals’ votes, but it does not
represent the community as a whole. Then again,
it is not supposed to: it is a majoritarian system.

The Convener: Bristow, could you make your
point quickly.

Bristow Muldoon: With regard to the point that
was made about people’s votes counting and
people voting for what they believe in, is not it also
the case that any top-up system has the problem
that people may vote tactically? For example, if
someone in Glasgow believed that it was likely
that the Labour party would not get any top-up
seats, they would say, “I will vote for my second-
choice party in order to get the result that | desire.”
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| am aware of people who strongly support Labour
but who took that view in the elections.

Ken Ritchie: That undoubtedly is a problem
with the system. It only happens in areas in which
one party is very strong. The more top-up seats
that are available, the more likely it is that people
will still be inclined towards supporting their party
at the top-up level, because their party can still win
seats. However, if the top-up is much smaller, a
person may be sure that their party will not gain
from the top-up and therefore may vote for what
they regard as their second-choice party.

The Convener: Thank you, Ken, James and
Peter. | hope that you do not mind that we spent
longer on this issue than we thought we would, but
members wanted to get their teeth into this issue.

Mclntosh’s recommendations are for PR for
local government. It is my view that the committee
should recommend a voting system. We may
recommend the first-past-the-post system: if one
member has anything to do with it, we certainly
will. [Laughter.] However, we are examining all
systems, and | am glad that you were asked
questions about other voting systems. | have
guestions about what Mcintosh meant by the
councillor-ward link, and | will pursue them with
him when we meet him again. Thank you for
coming along and for your presentation.

We shall have a five-minute comfort break and
return at quarter to 4. The clerks told me that they
would put members in alphabetical order. You
moved around, so | am going to separate Bristow
and Kenny. We may put that to the wote when we
come back: the first wte that we have ever had
will be to separate those two.

15:38
Meeting suspended.

15:49
On resuming—

Visits

The Convener: | am going to start, although it
would have been helpful if everyone had been
here for the next item. The committee has been
given a paper detailing which councils each
committee member has been—in inverted
commas—"“allocated”. That allocation has been
made mostly on the basis of where members
showed an interest in \siting. We have tried to
give everyone as much choice as possible;
however, Donald has told me that he is only down
for two visits and that he would like some more. |
am sure that we can sort that out.

If members want to swap visits, that’s fine.

Initially, it would be helpful if members changed
with another committee member from their own
political party so that we can retain a balance.
However, if that is not possible, | am open to
negotiation. If members have anything awful to
say about their allocation, they can do so, but I will
probably not pay much attention to them.

Johann Lamont: Will it be possible to examine
comparative systems abroad?

The Convener: | would need to fight for that.
[Laughter.]

Johann Lamont: Not all parties will be
represented on some groups—that lack of
representation will be a stretch for the one Tory on
the committee—but no Labour members are going
to Aberdeen and two Labour members and one
SNP member are going to East Lothian. How was
the balance of the groups constructed?

The Convener: The balance was based initially
on what interest had been shown in which council.
However, it is not a problem to go back to the list
and change things around.

Mr Gibson: | was going to make the same point,
convener. Each of the visit groups should have a
Labour representative and possibly an SNP
representative as well. The Aberdeen City Council
group stands out in that respect. Furthermore, | do
not understand why some groups have three or
four members and the Clackmannanshire group
has only two.

Johann Lamont: That is because it is a quality
group.

Mr Gibson: If Donald wants more Vvisits,
perhaps he would like to go to Clackmannanshire.

The Convener: We can still change things
around. Some groups have four members to allow
some members to wvsit both urban and rural
councils, which is why the list sometimes looks
packed.

However, Eugene Windsor has just told me that
if we are going to change things around, we
should do so immediately. We will take on board
the fact that no Labour member is \wisiting
Aberdeen and will ensure that Donald gets some
more places to \isit.

Donald Gorrie (Central Scotland) (LD): You
can put me down for Clackmannanshire as a start.

Dr Sylvia Jackson: | see that | am not part of
any \isit groups to city/large town councils. | would
be quite interested in going to Aberdeen.

The Convener: Where are you going, Sylvia?

Dr Jackson: Perth and Kinross, East Lothian
and South Ayrshire.

Mr Gibson: Those are all much of a muchness.
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The Convener: You do not mind going to
Aberdeen, then, Sylvia?

Dr Jackson: That will allow me to compare
different types of council.

The Convener: Okay.

Are members happy with the briefing paper on
the programme of wisits, which sets out issues
such as our choice of councils, methodology for
visits, resources and time scales?

Members indicated agreement.

Council Tax

The Convener: The next piece of business
concerns students and council tax. You will have
received a copy of the letter from the City of
Edinburgh Council about the problems it is having
with students’ council tax. The problems are not
peculiar to Edinburgh; all councils have them. | do
not consider this an emergency—we do not have
to look at it today. We need more information on
this complex matter and | suggest that we ask
SPICe for more information, distribute that to you,
and then bring the matter back to a committee
meeting.

The matter must be addressed and this
committee is the place to do it, but resolving it
might require a change in legislation. To do that
we would need more information.

Donald Gorrie: There is a lot of knowledge on
the subject among city councils. | hope that you
will use that information, rather than reinvent the
wheel.

The Convener: We will get a brief from the
council—

Colin Campbell: Presumably you will get a view
from students’ organisations too?

The Convener: Yes, we will get a wider brief
and then we will put it on the agenda for
discussion.

Eugene is suggesting that we should get the
information from SPICe first, examine that, and
then suggest who else we might consult.

Johann Lamont: If we do get to the stage
where we suggest changes to legislation,
presumably we would want to check whether other
anomalies are thrown up by the system, which we
might address at the same time. If there are
related issues, it would make sense to take them
forward as a package.

The Convener: Yes, that might come up once
we see the SPICe briefing and start to speak to
people. Leave that with us and we will process it
sooner rather than later.

Special Islands Needs Allowance

The Convener: A letter has come to us from the
Rural Affairs Committee about the special islands
needs allowance. Argyll and Bute Council is
proposing that it should receive special islands
needs allowance.

The Executive has answered a question from
Duncan Hamilton, which is reproduced at the foot
of the first page of the letter. Again, | do not think
that this is an emergency, but something must be
done, and by this committee. There are two ways
of progressing. First, we could write to Jack
McConnell, the Minister for Finance, giving him
some of the information that we have from Argyll
and Bute and asking him what his position is on
this matter. Secondly, we could ask him to the
committee and question him. | have a wee
guestion mark against that because we cannot,
every time something comes up, say, “Hey, Jack;
come on—we want to question you for 20
minutes.” Perhaps, in the first instance, | should
write a comprehensive letter on the committee’s
behalf and ask him to comment.

Mr Gibson: That is an excellent idea, convener.
| have just been sent a document called “Islands
on the edge: the case for an interim SINA payment
for Argyll and Bute council”. It has the support of
all the elected members of that council,
representing all four political parties and the
independents. You may want to send it on to Jack
and circulate it to the committee. Unfortunately, it
arrived only this afternoon. Councillors in Argyll
and Bute have approached me and asked if they
can make their case directly to the committee.
Might you consider that?

The Convener: We could consider that once we
have had Jack’s reply. If he says, “Okay, fine, | will
do it” there will be no point in calling the councils.
If not, we might wish to pursue evidence.

Donald Gorrie: Part of the establishment
argument has been that if Argyll and Bute gets
more, other island areas will get less. That seems
an unsound argument. There is no reason why the
island part of the budget could not be slightly
increased, thereby allowing Argyll and Bute to get
extra funding, and not at the expense of other
island areas. This question has been discussed for
many years by the distribution committee, but
always on the basis that other areas will get less if
Argyll and Bute gets more. The distribution
committee always hedges its bets, and that forum
does not work. There must be another group—
such as ourselves—that exercises the judgment of
Solomon and chops various bits of money in half.

The Convener: When Jack came to the
committee | remember him saying that he was
interested in our becoming involved in the
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distribution side of things, so we can certainly pick
this up.

16:00
Bristow Muldoon: The approach that is being
suggested is appropriate. | do not want to

comment either way because | do not have the
knowledge on which to make a judgment at this
stage, but | think that we should resist the
temptation to rush into a sudden decision in favour
of one particular argument. There are other
arguments: Johann has put forward cases in
Glasgow on the basis of poverty indicators. Others
may put forward cases based on population
growth in areas such as the one | represent. We
must be careful not to jump to the conclusion that
a particular type of authority is being treated
unfairly.

Mr Paterson: There are obviously different
problems in different parts of Scotland, but it
seems strange that an authority area that includes
27 islands should be treated differently from other
island communities. That is a very odd situation,
and we must find out why Argyll has been
discriminated against in such a way.

The Convener: You are right. We need to ask
why one group of islands gets the special islands
needs allowance and another does not.

Colin Campbell: In a country that is as diverse
as Scotland, people should not be made to feel left
out. | have island relatives—not in Argyll, but in the
Western Isles—who often feel that they are being
treated as peripheral while most attention and
money is paid to the central belt.

The Convener: Would members be happy for
me to write a comprehensive letter to Jack
McConnell and pick the matter up again once we
have received his reply?

Members indicated agreement.

The Convener: | think that we have now
cowered all the matters that were before us.

Dr Sylvia Jackson: | have a few more points to
make. Eugene Windsor showed me the mapping
exercise he has started, and it is quite good.

Bristow Muldoon: Well done, Eugene.

Mr Gibson: | only got to see his etchings.
[Laughter.]

Dr Jackson: | hope that we can finish that off. |
know that Eugene has other ideas that he wants to
incorporate. Could that be sent out before the next
meeting?

Eugene Windsor (Committee Clerk): With the
agreement of the convener, we can circulate it as
an information item once we have all the factual
details straightened out.

Dr Jackson: Good.

The Convener: | already have a letter in draft to
be sent out to all councils and chief executives. It
will go out once we have done the mapping.

Dr Jackson: By coming in late, did | miss
something to do with the presentation that we had
this afternoon?

The Convener: | do not think so.

Dr Jackson: In that case, could | raise a few
points that arise from the presentation? Would it
be advisable to get more information about the
European systems, for example? | think it was
Kenny Gibson who said that those systems would
not be appropriate, but it would be good to know
more about them. People have told me that
countries such as Spain have a lot to offer in terms
of devolved responsibility. It would be quite
interesting to see the type of electoral systems
that are used there.

Eugene Windsor: | believe that Morag Brown of
the information centre is already working on that,
but the problem is that there has been little
academic research covering the areas that
members want to look at. We shall see what she
comes up with in the next week or so.

Dr Jackson: Surely it is possible to get basic
information from European countries about the
systems that they operate?

Eugene Windsor: | think that that will be
possible, but it is difficult to do comprehensiwely in
the required time scale and with current resources.
SPICe is working on it.

The Convener: There is concern on the
conveners committee about the number of
researchers working for committees. Morag looks
after housing and social inclusion and part of
another committee’s remit, as well as working for
this committee. Although the information is there, it
may take us some time to get it.

Donald Gorrie: | raised this point with the three
wise men who spoke to us earlier on—I hope that |
get due credit for exercising restraint and not
asking them a question. They said that this is
complicated. In many countries there is more than
one system; in Germany, for example, the Lander
can have different local government woting
systems. Many local government units are much
smaller than ours, so a different woting system
may be appropriate. The voting system for local
government units that are the size of Brechin or
Forfar might not be appropriate in a bigger area.
They said that remarkably little work had been
done, but two academic books touched on this
issue, and they offered to send copies to the
committee.

Mr Gibson: | asked a question on this when the
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people from the Electoral Reform Society were
here and | have been trying to find out information
on it for the past couple of months. Even John
Curtice does not have the information. The
Electoral Reform Society said that the three
systems that have been considered have been
chosen because the tradition in Britain is that there
should be a ward link, and that the problem with
European systems is that there is no tradition of a
ward link there.

It is my understanding that the 15 European
Union countries have 15 systems, and that
Norway has a completely different system, but it
would muddy the water to examine them as none
of them has the ward link that Mcintosh
recommends as essential. We might end up going
round in circles and spending a lot of committee
time for no real purpose.

The Convener: We could certainly get
information to you, which you could consider and
decide whether to take further.

It might be a good idea to set aside 10 or 15
minutes in meetings to discuss what witnesses
have said and how we want to take it forward. We
have done that at the end of this meeting rather
than immediately after the witnesses were here—I
needed a comfort break.

Dr Jackson: The witnesses put forward the STV
system. | appreciate what you said about the
researchers being overloaded, but it would be
worthwhile knowing how the system operates in
the countries that use it, and whether there are
any disadvantages.

The Convener: We might get some of that
information from Curtice when he comes. You may
have a fair point. | spoke to the Electoral Reform
Society witnesses and told them that we may
contact them if there are things that we want to
know.

Mr Paterson: | wonder whether, in putting
together a system that squares the circle of the
different problems of four main cities, a large
conurbation in the middle and remoteness
elsewhere, we could examine countries that are
similar to Scotland—maybe Norway or Sweden, or
even Greece, although in Greece wards are tiny.

The Convener: We are all pushing to do a
European trip.

Dr Jackson: Not really.

Johann Lamont: | think that the Australian
system is particularly worthy of study.

We have to be careful that we do not end up
simply duplicating the work that Kerley is doing—
we can examine his work when he comes to the
committee.

It seems to me that if you have one particular set

of criteria for choosing a new voting system, the
single transferable vote system comes out as the
answer. If the issue of independents was not
among the criteria that McIntosh identified, would
STV still come out as the answer? | am not sure it
would. We can explore those kinds of questions
with Kerley and, perhaps, with someone such as
John Curtice. To what extent does setting the
criteria beg the question? Have other criteria been
identified in places where changes to the electoral
system havwe been considered? Why did New
Zealand end up with the system that they have
now? Were they looking for different things from
their system when they were considering
changes?

Mr Gibson: Mclntosh went to Europe, to north
America and to other countries to look at various
systems, but still came back with those three
recommendations.

Johann Lamont: That is something that we
could explore with him, if he is coming back.

The Convener: He will be.

Thank you all for your attendance, and | will see
you next week.

Meeting closed at 16:10.
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