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Calls for reform of the voting system were renewed today as a report found May's local elections resulted in an "extremely distorted reflection" of voters' wishes.

The Electoral Reform Society (ERS) found that a dozen councils ended up controlled by the "wrong" party because the one with the highest share of the vote did not win most seats.

Other areas ended up as virtual "one-party states" despite many residents opting for rival candidates, with a fifth of the vote at times failing to secure a single seat.

The Great Local Vote Swindle report pointed out that in Barking and Dagenham the far-right British National Party won 12 seats with 8,506 votes.

Local Tories however, despite securing 800 more votes than the BNP across the borough, had just one councillor elected.

The ERS called on the Government to end some of the anomalies by introducing proportional representation for local polls in the future.

It suggested the best system would be the "single transferable vote" (STV), where electors rank candidates in order of preference.

Arguments that the first-past-the-post system produced "strong" government were wrong, the report argued, and in fact often created "chaotic results" at local level.

Tests had shown STV would give a "reasonably good degree of proportionality", it said.

The report concluded: "The 2006 local elections provide ample evidence that the current electoral system is a seriously flawed way of choosing local councillors and should be replaced by a fairer system that increases voter choice and reflects the balance of local opinion more accurately.

"The Government is quite rightly looking at the whole question of modernising local government and supporting representative local institutions and effective and accountable local political leadership.

"Reforming the electoral system would have a valuable part to play in the modernisation of local government and we commend the idea to the new Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government (Ruth Kelly)."

The ERS also found:

:: Both main parties improved their number of female councillors, although only one council ended up with more seats held by women than men;

:: The "supplementary vote" system used to choose elected mayors "creates confusion, spoiled ballots and wasted votes on a massive scale";

:: Labour scored a "very poor performance" in its 200 most marginal seats, the Tories still had "a mountain to climb" to get back into Government and the Liberal Democrats did worse than they could have expected;

:: The rise of minor parties, independents and local issue-based candidates meant "three-party politics at a local level is dead in many areas".

The ERS also used its report to urge reform of the system of electing MPs, suggesting the possibility of a hung Parliament after the next election should concentrate minds.

"Unless there are big changes in the parties' fortunes, it would be rational to all of them to devote some thought and planning for the case of a hung Parliament after the next general election.

"With no party able to claim that it is the clear choice of the electorate, it is particularly important that who governs the country is not left to the vagaries of our electoral system.

"If we were to have a hung parliament, it is very likely that electoral reform for the Commons would be part of any coalition agreement.

"But rather than waiting until compelled by circumstances to reform our voting system, we urge the Government to address the issue now and prepare for the referendum promised in 1997."

Shadow local government minister Eric Pickles rejected the call for the introduction of PR, saying it would be "extremely unhealthy for democracy".

"Proportional representation would lead to the wrong people being elected," he said.

"Under such a system, candidates can be elected on a small proportion of the vote, while the most popular one can lose.

"This opens the door to extremists like the BNP, and those with a questionable democratic mandate.

"It also upsets the balance of executive authority, so that minority parties end up as the power brokers in government.

"PR wouldn't improve the system - it would be extremely unhealthy for democracy."

But demands for a change in the system were reinforced this afternoon by Labour backbencher David Chaytor.

He introduced a Bill to the Commons which would force a referendum on the introduction of PR if 5% of voters demanded one or, for local polls, if the council voted for it.

Introducing his legislation - which has almost no chance of becoming law - Mr Chaytor told MPs "our democracy is now in need of further great reform".

"Whilst recognising that the voting system is only one aspect of our democratic machinery, nevertheless it has a crucial influence on the general perception of the credibility of government at all levels," he said.

"It can affect the willingness of people to participate in elections and the willingness of people to put themselves forward for election.

"It is vital that the public have confidence that their votes, all of their votes, can actually help to make a difference.

"It is vital that those who stand for election broadly reflect the composition of the population as a whole."

However, the calls to give the public the chance to vote in a referendum to alter the voting system, was rejected by the Commons today.

Labour's David Chaytor (Bury N) said the public should be able to decide on systems for parliamentary and council elections.

Britain's democracy needed reform and his Parliamentary and Local Elections (Choice of Electoral Systems) Bill would "reinvigorate a debate".

But Tory Andrew Turner (Isle of Wight) dismissed it as "an adventure playground for political anoraks".

Mr Chaytor said his Bill would allow a "citizens assembly" of ordinary people to consider the merits of different voting systems and make recommendations for the nation to vote on in a referendum.

This would widen debate from decisions made by "national commissions of inquiry composed entirely of the great and the good".

He told MPs: "The 2005 General Election resulted in a Government with a healthy majority of 66 built on the votes of a mere 35% of the electorate, the lowest share of the vote for any governing party since the franchise was extended in 1918."

Only Turkey had a majority government elected with a lower vote share.

Mr Turner suggested the Bill was a way to keep the Government in power.

He said: "They are clasping at whatever straw is available to amend or fiddle the electoral system to their advantage as some of their colleagues have done before."

Mr Turner said he did not believe declining turnout could be remedied by "structural fiddling".

He added: "What is wrong with our democracy is not whether people turn out or not when they have the opportunity to do so. What is wrong with our democracy is the incapacity of MPs on both sides of this House sufficiently to engage the electors that they believe that voting can make a difference."

At the next election there would be a "real choice" and a "real opportunity" to vote for change.

It would be better to have referendums on subjects such as saving grammar schools and the re-introduction of capital punishment.

The Bill's first reading was rejected by 168 votes to 72, a majority of 96.


