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Three years from now, in the next municipal elections, British Columbians will be voting again on electoral reform, if everything goes according to Premier Gordon Campbell's plan. So, the figure I'll be most interested in checking, once the official results of Saturday's voting are available, is the turnout. 

It is the turnout that will determine the true threshold that will be required to change our province's voting system. Proponents of the single transferable vote (STV) often claim that a majority of British Columbians voted to abandon our existing first-past-the-post system in last May's referendum. Indeed, it's on the basis of the "close call" that Mr. Campbell agreed to give them a second kick at the can. 

In fact, based on the turnout in the last provincial election, only about a third of voting-age British Columbians approved STV. And, with the normally lower turnout of voters in municipal elections, an even lower percentage of voters will have the power in 2008 to change the most fundamental rule of our democratic system. For example, with a turnout of 20 per cent, which is normal in many municipalities, the assent of 12 per cent of British Columbians will suffice. If 30 per cent of British Columbians vote in municipal elections three years hence, the approval of fewer than one in five would be enough to change the way we elect our representatives to the legislature.

It's for that reason that New Democrat MLA John Horgan has suggested that a special threshold be set, as is now the case under certain sections of the Constitution. However, last week, in dismissing an NDP amendment that would have given us a chance to vote on two forms of proportional representation, the Liberals indicated that they were determined to impose an exact replay of the 2005 referendum, despite significant changes in the interim. 

Two years ago, many British Columbians told the provincial Citizens Assembly that they were disturbed by the lopsided provincial election results of 1996 and 2001. This year, by contrast, we ended up with a strong government and a strong opposition. Other British Columbians said we needed a new voting system to end the polarization for which our province is infamous; one need only to look at goings-on in Victoria these days to see how much the political climate has improved. 

Moreover, in the coming year, we'll be able to watch the process of electoral reform elsewhere. For example, the Ontario government has set up a panel of citizens to advise a committee of the legislature, but they will not have the power to determine what voters are asked to approve. In Quebec, the government is proposing to implement mixed-member proportional (MMP), the form of proportional representation favoured by B.C.'s New Democrats. 

And, in Ottawa, the New Democratic Party recently renewed its push for the same model, under the stewardship of former party leader Ed Broadbent. Next week, Prince Edward Islanders, too, will vote on MMP. Other than a kerfuffle over the percentage of ridings that would have to approve the proposal, there's been little coverage of the PEI vote in B.C.

Looking at that situation, one has to wonder exactly what problem is being addressed. In the last PEI provincial election, 26 of the 27 MLAs were elected with more than 50 per cent of the vote. Voter turnout in PEI under the existing system is the highest in Canada. In the last federal election, 71 per cent of Islanders voted (compared with 63 per cent in British Columbia). In provincial elections, the turnout in PEI is routinely above 80 per cent; in 1986, close to 90 per cent of Islanders voted. 

The PEI example suggests that our existing electoral system works optimally when there are only two parties in the race. The last B.C. provincial election shows that the system can accommodate three parties with some success. Now, British Columbians should be asking themselves whether we wish to move from a system that encourages political parties to compete for moderate voters in the centre, to one that would encourage the development of radical parties on the fringes. 
