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A call 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.


