A sense  of proportion
Britain's first-past-the-post electoral system does not give fair representation to the views of the people. What should replace it?

The results of the general election are bound to be seen as unfair by many voters. The proportion of votes cast for each party is not reflected in their share of parliamentary seats. In 1983, the Conservatives won 61% of the seats on 42% of the vote and Labour won 32% of the seats on 28% of the vote (see chart). The SDP-Liberal Alliance' with a popular vote only two percentage points lower than Labour's, won just 3.5% of the seats. In 193 1, the "national" government, with 14.5m votes, won 554 seats; Labour, with 6.6m votes, won just 52. In 1945, the landslide effect favoured Labour. In 1951 the Tories won power with fewer votes than Labour.

In theory, things could be even more unfair. Imagine that, in every constituency, the Conservative candidate wins 34% of the vote, while Labour and the Alliance tie with 33% each. The result: the Tories win all 633 parliamentary seats for which they have stood, and parties backed by almost two-thirds of the population win no seats at all.

The voting system works only tolerably for two parties, and very badly indeed for three. It rewards parties with patches of strong support, and punishes those that appeal to all types of people. Thus Labour can bank on winning seats in the poor inner cities, while Tories can rely on winning in the prosperous shires. The Alliance, which appeals fairly evenly to people of all social classes in all regions, is liable to come second in lots of constituencies, and first in few-unless it gets well over a third of the popular vote.

The present system's most vaunted strength-that it produces majority, oneparty governments-has become more fragile. The decline in the number of marginal seats and the rise of a third party mean that the two main parties need much bigger swings of support to secure a majority in Parliament. If the Alliance wins around 25% of the national vote, one big party has to win about 6% more of the vote than the other to form a majority government. But in only three post-war elections-in 1945, 1979 and 1983-has the winning party been more than six percentage points ahead of its rival.

The pros and cons of PR
Proportional representation may be fairer than first-past-the-post, because parties win seats in proportion to their popular support. But would it lead to better government'? Opponents argue:

* It would lead to instability. Maybe, but not necessarily. True, Italy's government is a kaleidoscope of changing coalitions; but Switzerland has had the same coalition government since 1959. On the other hand, first-past-the-post Britain faced frequent elections in the 1920s and could do so again if hung parliaments became common. Stability has more to do with party strengths and rules on the dissolution of Parliament than with electoral systems.

* It would lead to coalitions. Agreed. Some people rather like the idea, as long as parties state their intended coalition partner before the election so that voters know what they are voting for.

* Too many political parties would spring up. Not necessarily: A PR system can have a built-in quota or threshold to ensure that only parties with a certain minimum level of support win seats.

* Weak government would result. True, an individual party would rarely have an overall majority. But whether that would mean weak government would depend on the determination of the coalition partners. Britain's coalition and national governments of 1916-2 and 1931-45 managed to take tough decisions; Mr. Edward Heath's majority government of 1970-74 did not. Italy's coalitions have been weak; West Germany's have been strong.

* Links between members and their constituencies would be weakened. Some systems of PR would mean larger constituencies with several members of Parliament each. That might be no bad thing. Constituents would normally be able to choose an MP of their own party to air a grievance on their behalf. After the 1983 election, there were only two constituencies in the whole of southern England outside London in which Labour voters had a Labour MP.

* It is too complicated. Patronising rubbish. British voters are just as canny as those In Ireland, West Germany, Sweden, Austria, Holland, Denmark, Australia, Belgium, Italy...

Choosing a system
Most British supporters Of PR look abroad for inspiration. Different countries have different systems, but two types are favoured in Britain.

The single transferable vote, as used in Ireland, Tasmania, Malta and the Australian senate, is the Alliance's favourite. It has multi-member constituencies; in Britain, the Alliance suggests around 130 areas with between three and seven MPs each. Voters can choose both between parties and between candidates of the same party. The ballot paper lists the candidates from all parties, and the voter marks the candidates in order of preference.

For the count, a quota first has to be established-the votes a candidate needs to win a seat. This is the total of votes cast divided by the number of seats plus one. So  in a five-member constituency, the total votes are divided by six.

Then the first preference votes are counted. Any candidate who wins more than the quota is immediately elected. His or her surplus first-preference votes are then divided among the other candidates, in proportion to each one's share of the (total) second preferences of the winning candidate's supporters.

That may bring other candidates over the quota. If so, they too are in, and their second preferences are redistributed (or third preferences if the recipient of any second preferences is already elected).

If there are still not enough winners to fill all the vacant seats, the candidate with the fewest votes drops out. All of the dropout's second (or, if need be, third or fourth preferences) are then redistributed upwards. And so on, until all the seats are filled.

The advantage of STV is that it gives voters the chance to choose between different candidates from the same party. They can choose a right-wing or a left-wing Labour candidate, a woman or a black. It reinforces local links because candidates can generally stand in their own constituencies instead of scouring the country for

an available seat. Voters can, in effect, choose their favourite coalition, by voting for candidates from two different parties.

But STV is not perfectly proportional. In a five-member constituency, a party with less than one-sixth of the vote will not win a seat. If its support is completely evenly spread around the country, it could win no seats at all. When support for parties is closely balanced, STV can throw up embarrassing results. In two consecutive elections in Malta, for instance, the Nationalists won the majority of votes, but the Labour party won more seats. Eventually, after a civil-disobedience campaign, the system was changed to include a few nationally coopted members to ensure that the party with the most votes ended up with the most seats.

The German additional-member system is the most obvious alternative. There, people have two votes: one for a candidate and one for a party. The candidate vote elects half the MPs through a first-past-the-post system, just as in Britain. The second vote selects a party, and the second half of MPs are chosen, from lists put forward by the parties, so that the make-up of the Bundestag is proportional to the parties' support in the country.

Unlike STV, this system is perfectly proportional (at least for those parties above the threshold of 5% of the popular vote) and the constituencies are smaller. But half the MPs are not accountable to the electorate and rely on party patronage. Voters are offered only one candidate from each party and, as in Britain, most electors are represented by an MP for whom they did not vote.

Of course, Britain does not need to import a system wholesale. It could devise a mix and match one. If, for instance, the British wanted a system which gave voters a choice of candidates within each party; retained constituency links between MPs and people; was proportional at the regional, as well as national, level; and ensured a bigger representation of, say, women and blacks, it could pick from the best of different systems to fit the bill.

The European Parliament proposed a system in 1982 which met all these criteria. It suggested that each party should nominate a list of candidates in each, largish, constituency. The voter could then accept the list in the order the party preferred, or could change the order-say, to put moderates or women at the top. The votes for each party would be added up and then allocated to each region according to its preference so that, both nationally and regionally, each party would have a number of seats which corresponded to its vote.

The difficulty for proponents of PR for Britain lies in persuading the Conservative or Labour parties, which both gain from the present system, to change it. Blackmail is probably the only answer. The Alliance (Please note this is an anaysis from the mid-1980s when there was an Alliance ) has put progress towards PR at the top of its list 'of conditions for supporting one of the bigger parties in a hung parliament. Twice so far this century-in 1931 and 1977-the Liberals tried the same tactic, and both times a Labour government managed to evade the issue. The Alliance would probably need not one hung parliament, but two, to concentrate the bigger parties' minds on electoral reform.

