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The stars are finally lining up for better government in Canada. That's not a function of who won the election, but because there is general agreement that we need fundamental democratic reform to avoid the unsatisfactory experiences of the past. This could be the election's most exciting outcome.

The evidence of the need for change? Exhibit "A" is the long-term drop in voter turnout (whatever blips Jan. 23 produced). In the 2004 federal election, 40 per cent of us decided not to vote at all, and the Martinites won government with only 37 per cent of the votes cast. They got 100 per cent of the power with the support of only 22 per cent of the eligible voters.

Despite whatever changes have been wrought in government, regional representation remains distorted. The Bloc receives more seats in Quebec than its percentage of the vote justifies, the Conservatives less. The Liberals command support from about 20 per cent of Albertans, again not reflected in seats. Greens, with support across Canada, have no seats anywhere.

And when the smoke inevitably clears, well over half of all voters have supported a loser and might as well have stayed home. Not much of an incentive to vote, but that is how our "first past the post" system works. It explains why so many citizens are apathetic. It makes no sense to waste your time and energy on casting a vote if it doesn't count.

But now there is a genuine opening. If there was a single unifying theme in this election, it was a disgust for how Ottawa has been working, not just in terms of scandal, but policy as well. The challenge is to begin a process of democratic reform so productive as to be irreversible.

The holder of the prime minister's office must be judged on this challenge. Finance, Kyoto, military, social policy, science - yes, yes, all very important - but democratic reform is the Big One. We've had enough of the alternative.

Two big baskets confront us. The first is the question of how our representatives are chosen. That means examining electoral systems and political parties. The second basket is institutional - the rules and practices for making government work.

The two main parties have hardly mentioned electoral reform. Why would they? The current system works for them. It doesn't work for the voters, most of whom would like something that allows a better reflection of the complex mix of voter preferences that are currently shoehorned into two large parties. We need a system that encourages people to vote for the candidates they love, instead of against the candidates they hate. But the current system tends to produce majorities, and winning politicians love that because majorities deliver absolute power.

This isn't the only choice. Few countries in the Western world have majority governments. The alternative is not minority government, unstable and fractious. Instead, think of coalitions - agreed alliances between two or more parties based on specific principles for the duration of a Parliament. They work well and actually produce honest debate.

If Canadians are prepared to consider this route, a whole world of alternate electoral systems open up, all of them more representative than ours. First-past-the-post was invented in England hundreds of years ago for the governance of a small, unitary country. We've come a long way since; the system survives in Britain, but even there only partially. (The U.S. primaries are really closer to a "run-off" system.) Most countries use systems that yield a degree of proportionality, so that if 6 per cent of the voters are Green, the Greens get at least some seats rather than zero, as here.

The major contenders for us are the single transferrable ballot (as used in Ireland and the Australian Senate) or mixed-member proportional (Germany, New Zealand). But only a visionary and determined prime minister will force this issue and put the question into the hands of citizens. Politicians are terminally conflicted in designing electoral systems, seeking their advantage rather than the public interest.

B.C. Premier Gordon Campbell, in an astonishing act of statecraft, created the Citizens' Assembly on Electoral Reform. The assembly's recommendation of a new voting system (which most of our citizens love and most politicians hate because it shifts power) just missed the 60-per-cent threshold needed to pass (it won 58-per-cent support and passed in 77 of 79 ridings). It will be voted on again in 2008. Ontario is just beginning the exercise.

Democratic reform is so important and difficult that it requires both a prime ministerial commitment and a high powered minister of democratic reform to push the envelope. Watch that cabinet post for evidence of sincerity.
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