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Ontario is taking its first steps toward reforming the way we elect our provincial politicians. The need is clear. The current system for electing MPPs does not accurately reflect voters' wishes. Changing the rules won't be easy.  Democracy is cumbersome and messy but the results may well be worth it.

Ontario now uses the traditional election method that is often compared to a horse race. The first horse past the post at the finish line is the winner. Similarly, on election night, the party with the most seats wins even though it may have fewer votes than the opposition.

Most election races feature many candidates. The person who wins often does not receive the majority of votes. In the last provincial election in September 2003, 103 seats were up for grabs. The Liberals captured 72 seats and formed a majority government with just 46.5 per cent of the votes.

The Progressive Conservatives elected 24 MPPs, although they received 34.7 per cent of the votes. 
The NDP also was under-represented. It received 14 per cent of the ballots but elected only seven MPPs.  The Green Party was the choice of 2.8 per cent of voters. It elected no MPPs.  The bottom line: Ontario Liberals currently are over-represented in the legislature. The Conservatives, NDP and the Green Party do not have as many MPPs as they should.  It's not just a matter of fairness. Young people and those who support smaller parties ask why they should bother voting if their parties have no chance to win.

We give Premier Dalton McGuinty credit for tackling a reform that may not be in his or his party's immediate interest.  However, the road to reform will be fairly lengthy.  Elections Ontario, the non-partisan agency that administers provincial elections, is naming members to a Citizens' Assembly. 
The agency asked 124,000 voters chosen at random if they are interested in taking part in the process. Of those interested, a small number are being invited to information sessions and one name will be drawn to represent each riding.  The citizen representatives for Brant and Haldimand-Norfolk-Brant will be chosen Sunday, June 4, at a session in Hamilton.

The assembly will decide two questions over the next year.  Should Ontario stick with its current election system? And, if not, which system should replace it?  Assuming the assembly decides on a new system -- probably some form of proportional representation -- Ontario voters will be asked to approve the change at the next provincial election in October 2007.  Keep an eye on the process. The future of Ontario politics is at stake.

