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FREDERICTON (CP) - Few Canadians understand it, many politicians are leery of it and voters have yet to endorse it, but the disciples of electoral reform say proportional representation is coming to Canada. 

Voters in two provinces - British Columbia and Prince Edward Island - had the opportunity in 2005 to pioneer new voting systems designed to make elections more democratic. 

But in both provinces, the "yes" votes for proportional representation failed to reach required thresholds: P.E.I. by a wide margin and British Columbia by a whisker. 

Nevertheless, the less-than-enthusiastic response by voters to proportional representation has not discouraged its promoters. 

Larry Gordon of Toronto-based Fair Vote Canada, a lobby group dedicated to electoral reform, says it's just a matter of time before proportional voting systems are up and running in Canada. 

"I still fully expect that within the next couple of years, we will see the first province move to a proportional representation voting system and, after that, other provinces will start to move," Gordon says. 

"I don't think there is any question of whether there will be reform in Canada. I think it's just a matter of where it will start." 

Gordon says he was disappointed the votes failed in British Colmbia and Prince Edward Island. 

"There was a lot of sentimental support for P.E.I. - the birthplace of Confederation," he says. 

The two provinces were voting on different forms of proportional representation, but in both provinces many people said they did not fully grasp the idea. 

Simply put, proportional representation involves a voting system that gives parties seats in proportion to their total vote count. 

It's estimated there are roughly 300 variations on the proportional representation theme. 

It could partially or completely replace Canada's current first-past-the-post elections in which candidates with the greatest number of votes win their ridings. 

The traditional voting system has frequently created lopsided results. 

In P.E.I.'s last general election, for example, only 54 per cent voted Conservative, yet the party took 85 per cent of the legislative assembly's 27 seats. 

Two years ago, many British Columbians told a provincial citizens group studying the issue that they were disturbed by the lopsided provincial election results of 1996 and 2001. 

"I think Canadians are angry with what is happening in the political arena," Gordon says. "Once there is a breakthrough in one province, that will nurture a belief among Canadians that good change really is possible. If people see change is possible, then I think there will be a groundswell of support for moving on electoral reform and other democratic reforms." 

At least four provinces are considering voting reform. 

It's still alive in British Columbia, which will rerun its referendum on electoral reform in 2008. New Brunswick could also see a referendum in 2008, although the province has yet to make a firm commitment. 

Ontario has promised to name a citizens' assembly to study versions of proportional representation in at least 80 countries, with an eye to a provincial referendum in 2007. 

Quebec is starting public consulations in January on a mixed-member proportional system. 

But not everyone is leaping on the bandwagon. Politicians, who are understandably fond of the current system that has put them in office, have expressed strong doubts. 

"Right now in Manitoba, you hire and fire your own MLA," Manitoba Premier Gary Doer said recently. "I'm not a big fan of proportional representation, which leads to deal-making in the back rooms." 

Nelson Wiseman, a political scientist at the University of Toronto, says people are naive if they think changing the electoral system will cure the so-called "democratic deficit." 

"It all comes down to how you see and define democracy," he says. "People like the word 'reform' and they like the word 'democracy' and when you add 'democracy' with 'deficit,' they say, 'Oh sure, obviously something is missing."' 

Wiseman says proportional representation would lead to perpetual, permanent and inevitable minority governments. And that could mean Canada would end up with coalition governments - a system the country has not experienced to any great extent. 

As well, Wiseman says, proportional systems often give rise to single-issue parties. Small, regional parties, like a B.C. First party or a Maritime Rights party, could dominate and fracture the political landscape. 

"Often in coalition governments, the minor party becomes the tail that wags the dog," Wiseman says. 

But proponents of electoral reform say that while a proportional system may not be pretty, it would be more representative of the wishes of voters. 

Gordon says Canada needs a political champion for the cause. So far, he says, politicians have put up roadblocks to voting reform. 

In both British Columbia and Prince Edward Island, the provincial governments set high acceptance thresholds for the vote - at least 60 per cent of voters and majority support in at least 60 per cent of the ridings. 

P.E.I. went a step further and drastically reduced the number of polling stations, making it difficult for people to get out and vote. 

"We need political champions in this country, political leaders from all political backgrounds who are willing not only to allow a reform discussion to happen, but to actually champion bringing in fair voting systems and creating a level playing field in our democracy," Gordon says. 

Facts on electoral systems: 

Types: Majority; Plurality; Proportional Representation List; Proportional Representation by Single Transferable Vote; Mixed Member Proportional. 

Majority: Fundamental principle is the winning candidate must obtain more than 50 per cent of vote. A runoff may be required if there are more than two candidates. The run-off election or ranking system is known as an alternative vote. 

Plurality: The system used in Canada, federally and provincially. The winning candidate is the one with the most votes in a riding. 

Proportional representation (PR): Systems vary widely but are designed to ensure the range of opinion in the legislature reflects the range of opinion in the electorate. Two types of PR systems: PR-List (variations used in Belgium, Finland and Switzerland) and PR by single transferable vote (variations used in Ireland and Tasmania). 

Mixed: A system that mixes two or more different systems to try to obtain their advantages and minimize disadvantages. Germany elects half its 600-member parliament from single member districts using the plurality system; half are chosen from a party's regional list of candidates. 
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