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BACKGROUND AND PROCESS 
 
I have generally been favourably impressed by the Senedd's careful and thoughtful 
approach to reforms of various kinds, so it is all the more disappointing to see this 
sabotaged over the important matter of electoral reform. 
 
The current process started in February 2017 with the Senedd appointing an arms-
length Expert Panel to "to provide robust, politically impartial advice" on three major 
issues, including the most suitable electoral system for the Senedd. In doing so, they 
recognised that current parliamentarians are not the best people to judge how they 
should be elected, since they have a clear self-interest in the matter. 
 
The Panel took a principles-based approach, and also took evidence from specialists 
and from an open public consultation. Reporting in November 2017, one of their 
main recommendations was that the Senedd should be elected using the Single 
Transferable Vote (STV). As fallback, they gave as second choice Flexible Lists. 
They specifically ruled out Closed Lists, explaining that that system provides "No 
choice for voters between individual candidates" and " No accountability for 
individual Members directly to voters". 
 
Further, in presenting a Flexible Lists option, they expressed a clear preference for 
the St-Lague counting method over d"Hondt: 
"The Sainte-Laguë formula is generally accepted to produce more proportional 
outcomes than the D’Hondt formula. The indicative outcome modelling that we 
commissioned from Cardiff University’s Wales Governance Centre suggested that 
D’Hondt could produce less proportional outcomes than the current system. We 
therefore propose that the Sainte-Laguë formula should be used if the Assembly 
adopts a Flexible List electoral system." 
 
The Panel's recommendations were taken forward through the Committee on 
Senedd Electoral Reform (CSER) appointed by the Senedd, which, reporting in 
September 2020, confirmed the recommendation of STV, stating ($89): 



"On this basis, we share the Expert Panel’s preference that Members of the Senedd 
should be elected by STV. We believe that the opportunity for voters to express 
nuanced preferences, the clarity of Member accountability, and the proportionality of 
electoral outcomes would increase participation and contribute to the revitalisation 
and reinvigoration of our democratic processes and institutions." Their 
recomendation thus was: 
 
"Recommendation 4. Legislation should be introduced early in the Sixth Senedd to 
provide that Members of the Senedd are elected by the Single Transferable Vote 
electoral system with effect from the 2026 election." 
 
The recommendations of the CSER were endorsed by a 2/3 majority in a vote of the 
Senedd on 7 October 2020 (38-14, with only Conservative, UKIP and some 
Independent members voting against). 
 
The CSER's work was continued in the present Senedd by the Special Purpose 
Committee on Senedd Reform, to report by 31 May 2022. There seem to be no 
public reports of their proceedings with any significant content, but my understanding 
is that they were continuing towards a recommendation of a specific implementation 
of STV. Certainly the only evidence on STV mentioned in their report consists of very 
positive contributions from Professors David Farrell and Alan Renwick ($s 63-65). 
 
All this work over 5 years was sabotaged by political negotiations outwith the 
Committee, through a "joint position statement"  (https://www.gov.wales/a-way-
forward-for-senedd-reform)  on 10 May 2022, just 3 weeks before they were due to 
report, in which the Committee were told that they must recommend a specific 
Closed List system. 
This they duly did, though with one member of the committee against and another 
including wording ("in the spirit of achieving the supermajority required to deliver 
Senedd reform") that confirmed that they were under compulsion rather than 
expressing their better judgement, which was in favour of STV, or failing that, 
Flexible Lists and the St Lague formula. 
 
This turning upside-down of the recommendations of a 5-year process involving an 
independent panel, many expert witnesses and three opportunities for public 
consultation is a very poor advertisement for democracy in Wales. It is also a  huge 
disincentive for expert witnesses and the public to engage with future reform 
processes. 
 
 
 



 
FINDING A WAY FORWARD 
 
Problems with the proposed system 
 
As mentioned above, the Expert Panel rejected the Closed-List system option mainly 
on the grounds of "No choice for voters between individual candidates" and " No 
accountability for individual Members directly to voters". However, this system has 
other problems. 
 
As to proportionality, data from Northern Ireland allow a good evaluation of how 
d’Hondt Closed-Lists in 6-member constituencies might work in practice. From 1998-
2016 the Northern Ireland (NI) Assembly had 6-member constituencies. Because 
STV offers no incentive to vote tactically, it is possible to use the first preference vote 
data from these NI elections to assess how d’Hondt List-PR (dH) would have 
worked. 
 
The results are shown in the following figure. A range of different statistics confirm 
that the results would have been significantly less proportional under dH than under 
STV: (1) The slope of the best fitting curve: 1.29% more seats for each 1% of the 
vote for dH, 1.14% for STV; 
(2) The % of votes required for an overall majority: 41% for dH, 45% for STV; 
(3) To have even a 20% chance of winning a seat in a constituency requires 10% of 
the votes under dH, 7% under STV; 
(4) The Gallagher Index, a standard measure of overall proportionality, is 6.8 for dH, 
3.7 for STV. 

 



 
Possible improvements 
 
There is a route towards improving the proposed Closed-List system, and I ask the 
Reform Bill Committee to give serious consideration to taking at least one or two 
steps along this route. 
 
Amendment 1: Open or Flexible Lists 
 
The first step would be allow voters choice within the party of their preference. 
I recommend completely Open Lists as in Finland, but the specific Flexible List 
system described by the Expert Panel would be a reasonable option. 
 
Amendment 2: Improving within-party choice for the voter 
 
Allowing voters just one choice of individual is essentially the Single Non-
transferable Vote system. It is particularly problematic when a party has one very 
well-known and popular candidate. For example, the votes in one constituency might 
entitle a party to 2 seats, with 80% of their votes going to their best-known candidate 
and the remainder shared among their other candidates, perhaps 5 of them. This 
would lead to the second of their members for the constituency being chosen on a 
low vote. The obvious way round this problem is to look at the second preferences of 
the 80% who voted for the lead candidate. 
 
Thus Amendment 2 is to allow voters to use preferential voting among the 
candidates of their preferred party. 
 
Amendment 3: Allowing cross-party choice to the voter 
 
Once you allow voters to use preferential voting among the candidates of their 
preferred party, it seems only fair to allow them to express cross-party preferences, 
especially as the party may have surplus votes and would wish them to transfer to 
potential ally parties rather than core opponents. 
 
Thus Amendment 3 is to allow voters to use preferential voting among all candidates. 
 
Final remarks: These three amendments all represent clear improvements in terms 
of the principles set out by the Expert Panel, and their overall result is to change the 
d’Hondt Closed List system into STV, confirming the Panel (and CSER)’s judgement 
that that system best fulfils those democratic principles, of which the core values are 
voter choice, proportionality and local identifiability. 
 
Closed Lists is a system for parties that are frightened of democracy. 
Please, you can do better. 
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system, with 57% of MPs elected by FPTP and 43% by party list ‘top up’) is virtually unimplementable 
for the UK Commons. This is because the current 650 constituencies would have to be reduced to 
368, requiring a complete Boundary Commission redrawing of every constituency2. This would be 
very contentious, lengthy, complex and possibly unachievable. The effort would be open to damning 
criticism and could lead to a significant number of MPs voting against due to fear of losing their seat 
as a direct result, whilst citing unfair or inappropriate boundaries as a key reason. 

 

2. The Options 

The options evaluated are: 

• List PR 
• Mixed-Member Proportional (MMP), often referred to as Additional Member System (AMS) 

in the UK: two alternatives are considered 
• Single Transferable Vote (STV) 

These are the most commonly discussed potential PR systems for the UK Parliament.  All are 
currently or recently in use for other levels of government within the UK. 

There are many ways of implementing each of these systems; in each case the most 
likely/acceptable form is evaluated.  In all cases, it is assumed that the total number of MPs for the 
UK remains at 650, there is no crossing of national (England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland) 
boundaries, and special consideration is given to islands3. 

List PR involves electing all members according to the votes cast for their party in multi-member 
constituencies or regions; each party puts forward a list of candidates, with the top candidates being 
elected from the list according to the number of seats won by their party. In the UK this system was 
used until 2019 for elections to the European Parliament and has been proposed by the Welsh 
Government for elections to the Welsh Parliament.  For this evaluation it is assumed that 6-member 
constituencies and the d’Hondt method are used4. 

MMP/AMS involves electing some members in single member constituencies by first-past-the-post 
(FPTP) and other members by compensatory (“top-up”) List PR, with the aim of making the overall 
result proportional to the votes cast for each party list.  In the UK this system is used for elections to 
the Scottish and Welsh Parliaments and the London Assembly.  For this evaluation it is assumed that 
list seats are allocated on a “regional” basis (Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, and the nine English 
regions5), using the d’Hondt method with a 5% threshold.  Two alternatives are considered: 

• A ratio of constituency to list members similar to the current Scottish Parliament, i.e. 
approximately 368:282 constituency members v list members 

• Equal numbers of constituency and list members, i.e. 325:325 

STV involves electing all members in multi-member constituencies; votes are cast preferentially for 
candidates put forward by the various parties and surplus votes are transferred with the aim of 
making the overall result proportional according to the preferences of voters.  In the UK this system 
is used for elections to the Northern Ireland Assembly and for local authority elections in Scotland 
and Northern Ireland.  For this evaluation it is assumed that constituencies of predominantly 3-6 
members are used. 

 
2 This did not apply to the Scottish Parliament as an entirely new body.  To avoid this issue would require 
either a large increase or a large decrease in the number of MPs; these options are even less acceptable. 
3 Isle of Wight, Orkney & Shetland, and Na h-Eileanan an Iar. 
4 These assumptions match the recent proposal for the Welsh Senedd. 
5 As used until 2019 for elections to the European Parliament. 
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4. Proportionality 

Proportionality is assessed in two different ways: 

• Evaluation of the results of real elections using the system in question.  This involves looking 
at examples within the UK and other comparable countries.  The analysis is more realistic, 
but may not reflect how proportional each system would be in a UK General Election. 

• “What if?” evaluation of one or more UK General Elections.  This is the approach taken by 
many system comparison exercises and involves taking the actual votes cast in each 
constituency, applying them in a model of an alternative system and calculating the 
resulting proportionality.  This is easy to relate to, but is likely to be unrepresentative due to 
the gross distortions caused by FPTP (e.g. party campaigning focused on marginal seats; 
tactical voting by electors) that would largely disappear under PR. 

Real Election Evaluation: 

An analysis of real elections is summarised below (see Annex 4 for details).  For the purposes of 
this analysis, historic elections are included for the following implementations: 

• List PR: European Parliament elections in GB (3-11 seat); NI Assembly elections (6 seat) – 
estimate9 

• MMP/AMS (368:282): Scottish Parliament elections 
• MMP/AMS (325:325): German Bundestag elections 
• STV: NI Assembly (6 seat); Ireland (3-5 seat) 

The following aspects of proportionality are compared for each system, and shown in the table 
below: 

• Typical threshold for representation (which may be explicit as in MMP/AMS or implicit as in 
List PR and STV) 

• Typical threshold for a majority 
• Dependence of seats on votes (Seat:Vote ratio) in the range between these two thresholds 
• Measure of proportionality (Gallagher Index10) 

System – and specific 
implementation 

Typical11 % 
threshold for 
representation 

Typical % 
threshold 
for majority 

Seat:Vote 
ratio 

Average 
Gallagher 
Index 

FPTP - UK12 15 35 - 49 1.82 12.5 
List-PR - EU (GB) (3-11 seat) 7 40.7 1.41 9.1 
List-PR - NI est. (6 seat) 8 41.0 1.29 6.8 
MMP/AMS (368:282) - Scotland 5 40.9 1.27 7.6 
MMP/AMS (325:325) - Germany13 5 41.5 1.27 6.7 
STV - N Ireland (6 seat) 3 – 4 45.0 1.14 3.7 
STV - Ireland (3-5 seat) 3 – 4 46.5 1.10 4.2 
perfect proportionality N/A 50 1 0 

 
9 This shows the outcome if the actual STV first preferences were counted using d’Hondt List-PR.  It provides an 
estimate of proportionality under 6-seat List PR as well as a direct comparison with STV. 
10 The Gallagher Index measures disproportionality, i.e. higher means less proportional; see Gallagher, Michael 
(1991). "Proportionality, Disproportionality and Electoral Systems". Electoral Studies. 10: 33–51 
11 These figures are indicative for systems without a formal threshold, but are sufficient to provide a basis for 
comparison; figures are calculated on a regional or equivalent basis to ensure a like for like comparison. 
12 FPTP is included here for comparison, illustrating not just lack of proportionality but inconsistency of effect 
between parties and from one election to another.  The Gallagher index varies from 3 (1951) to 23 (1931). 
13 Due to significant regional overhangs in 2017, a further 111 seats were added to the Bundestag to improve 
proportionality; this would not be part of a UK system, so these seats have been ignored here. 
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8. About this Briefing Note 

The purpose of this briefing note is to inform decisions on replacing FPTP for electing the UK 
Parliament.  It has taken the most likely contenders and assessed their applicability as well as what 
each would deliver for the British voter and political parties. 

It was researched and written by Crispin Allard, Lewis Baston and Denis Mollison. 

November 2022 

 

Annexes 

The following annexes, available on request, provide supporting research and analysis: 

1. The Scottish Parliament Electoral System for the House of Commons?, Lewis Baston, Jul 2022 
2. MMP and L6 model 2017, Lewis Baston, Aug 2022 
3. An STV scheme for Westminster, Denis Mollison, Aug 2022 
4. Evaluating Proportionality, Denis Mollison, Jul 2022 
5. Modelling Outcomes for Electoral Systems, Lewis Baston, Aug 2022 
6. Criteria for good voting systems, Denis Mollison, Sep 2022 




