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A group of randomly selected Ontario residents will soon be asked to decide whether the province's electoral system needs a shakeup.

The province said Monday it will convene a 103-member citizens' assembly, which will be asked to recommend whether the province's current system should be changed or kept the same — a process the government described as the “most ambitious and far-reaching renewal initiative” in the province's history.

If the group recommends a change, the government will then hold a referendum on the issue some time within its current mandate.
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“The Citizens' Assembly is a new form of decision-making that will empower citizens as never before,” Marie Bountrogianni, minister responsible for democratic renewal, said.

“No government in this province has ever given citizens this kind of opportunity to shape Ontario's democracy.”

The panel will be made up of 103 residents, each representing on of the province's ridings. They group will be randomly selected from records kept by Elections Ontario. The group will be comprised of 52 women and 51 men.

Meetings are scheduled to begin in September and a final report is due by May 15, 2007.

Former provincial court Judge George Thomson will chair the panel. He won't have a vote on issues handled by the panel, except as a tie-breaker.

The group will be asked to consider issues including fairness of representation, accountability and effectiveness of government as they relate to the provincial electoral process.

“This marks a historic opportunity for all Ontarians to have an impact on the province's future,” Ms. Bountrogianni said.

“For the first time, citizens will participate in a full, open debate on which electoral system best serves Ontario.”

Selection of panel members will begin this spring. The panel will operate independently of government.

Different electoral systems combine votes in different ways, each bringing strengths and weaknesses, the province said.

Currently in Ontario, each voter casts a single vote for a single candidate in a ride. Each riding then elects one representative, with the winning candidate being the person who receives the most votes. Some groups have pushed for a system of proportional representation, which would see party representation in the legislature reflect their popular vote.

