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The process is now underway to review Ontario's electoral system and we're eager to see what it produces.  Selection of the 103 members of the Citizens Assembly on Electoral Reform has begun and by mid-July it's hoped the consultation of stakeholders, experts, academics and the public will begin.

A report is expected to be ready in advance of the October 2007 provincial election, with plans for a binding referendum on the issue to be held with the provincial vote.  There is a lot about this process we like.  One of the great problems with a democracy is finding a fair and equitable way to elect members of a government. In a two-party system, the first-past-the-post model is ideal as one of the two will emerge as a clear victor.  But Canadian politics has evolved well beyond two parties.

Federally, four parties occupy seats in Parliament, while three parties sit in Queen's Park.  And that doesn’t account for the multitude of fringe parties that pop up on every ballot.  With so many arties competing for voters' affections, it's rare that a candidate achieves a true plurality.  Even more rare is having a party's vote percentage match its percentage of seats in the houses of power.  Thus, we wind up with majority governments garnering less than 40 per cent of the popular vote.  It's a troubling situation.

But there are no easy answers.  Many, such as the Green party and more recently the NDP, trumpet the values of proportional representation.  Theoretically, it sounds ideal.  But we have unanswered questions about the model that we'd like to hear resolved through this process.  In a basic proportional representation model, the percentage of popular vote won would equate with the percentage of seats held in government.  But that simplistic explanation glosses over troubling questions like representation from specific regions.  And who determines who is going to be the representative for a certain area?

How does proportional representation decide which party will represent Niagara? And who then decides the individual to sit for that party in government?  We trust these are the types of questions to be pondered by the citizens' assembly and we anxiously await the answers.  We also like that input will be gathered from a broad cross-section of people.

The assembly will consist of one member from each riding -- predetermined to be 52 women and 51 men.  Invitations to sit on the assembly have been randomly mailed out by Elections Ontario, although those from Niagara who have been invited to apply will have to travel to Hamilton on the afternoon of June 4 to find out the four people who get to represent the area's four provincial ridings.

As seems to happen lately, Niagara has not been selected among the 18 cities for a meeting on the formation of the assembly.  But we trust Niagara will get some time to voice opinions on the issue of electoral reform. After all, the local members on the assembly will be required to hold local public meetings.  
In the end, this process may find that, as problematic as it is, the first-past-the-post model is best suited for Ontario.  Or it may come up with a workable proportional representation system.  Or a hybrid of the two.  But we will be better off for having reviewed it at all.

