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1. I have been invited to provide some thoughts about how STV operates, and its 
impact on elections, voting and parliamentarians, with particular emphasis on 
Australia. 

2. Given the fact that (1) STV can vary quite considerably, particularly across 
Australia (at federal, state and territory level), and also that (2) strictly 
speaking the version used for Australian Senate elections is not really an STV 
system (rather, it is better characterized as a form of List PR), my comments 
will refer to examples from various cases.1  But in my verbal evidence, I 
would be happy to comment in detail about the Australian case. 

3. This brief submission will cover two broad themes: first the nature of the STV 
system being proposed for Scottish local government elections, and second the 
implications of STV for the wider political system. 

 

The proposed STV system for Scotland 
4. To a greater degree than most other electoral systems, STV offers considerable 

scope for variation, and therefore it is important to get a clear perspective of 
what is being envisaged for Scottish local government elections. The draft 
legislation2 provides most of the required details, scoring both plus and 
potential minus points. 

5. In certain respects, the proposed system is along the right lines, namely: 

a. The proposal to use the Gregory method (i.e. the Northern Ireland 
method) for transferring surplus votes, which is preferable to the 
alternatives of random selection or the ‘inclusive Gregory method’.3 

                                                 
1  For details on how STV can vary, see David Farrell and Ian McAllister, ‘Electoral Systems’, in The 
Cambridge Handbook of Social Sciences in Australia, Ed. Ian McAllister et al. Cambridge, 2003. 
2  Local Governance (Scotland) Bill [Consultation Draft], July 2003. 
3  For more details, see David Farrell and Ian McAllister, ‘The 1983 Change in Surplus Vote Transfer 
Procedures for the Australian Senate and its Consequence for STV’, Australian Journal of Political 
Science, 2003 (in press). 
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b. Allowing voters to express as few or as many preferences as they like, 
unlike in Australian Senate elections where voters are obliged to rank 
order all the candidates on the ballot paper. 

6. There are, however, two areas where questions might be raised about the 
specifics of the proposed system. 

a. The proposal to have districts of 3-4 members will make the Scottish 
STV system one of the least proportional variants of STV in the world. 
At present, the Irish Republic holds this accolade with its districts 
averaging 3-5 members; compare this with New South Wales, for 
instance, which elects its 21 members in one district.   In Scotland, 
therefore, while smaller parties should have more luck winning seats 
than under the existing electoral system, they will still face a steep 
electoral hurdle.  In a 4-seat district a candidate requires about 15% of 
the vote to be elected; in a 3-seat district this threshold rises to 19%.4 

b. The use of by-elections (with the Alternative Vote) to fill mid-term 
vacancies breaks the principle of proportionality, in the sense that a 
candidate will require a majority of the votes to be elected.  By-
elections also cause mid-term headaches for governments due to the 
tendency for voters to use the occasion to punish them electorally. 
Perhaps some thought might be given to the alternative methods used 
for filling casual vacancies in Australia, such as the selection of a 
replacement candidate from the same party or a recount of the original 
district election, with the seat going to the next best placed candidate. 

7. Finally, in one important respect, the draft legislation lacks specifics, namely 
ballot paper design. This can have implications for how voters vote and (by 
implication) how politicians campaign, and therefore thought might want to be 
given to how the ballot papers will be designed. 

a. For instance, if as in the Irish Republic the candidates’ are ranged in 
alphabetical order, there is scope for ‘alphabetical voting’ by voters 
who take short cuts in completing the ballot paper.  While its incidence 
is rare and its statistical significance small, there are nonetheless 
examples of candidates reacting, e.g. changing their names by deed 
poll. 

b. Australia (Senate) and Malta offer an alternative design, in which the 
candidates names are ordered (usually by the party’s selectorates) 
under the relevant party label.  One advantage of this approach, as far 
as the parties are concerned, is that it makes it more likely that voters 
will express preferences for all of the party’s candidates.  The ‘cost’ 
from an STV perspective is that it causes candidates to focus more 
attention on winning the hearts and minds of their selectorates. 

c. A third option is used in Tasmania and the Australian Capital 
Territory, where the order in which the candidates are arranged on the 
ballot paper is ‘rotated’—i.e. the rank order is varied by an agreed 
formula.  While this ballot paper may be more expensive to produce it 

                                                 
4 This is known as the ‘effective threshold’ and it is calculated as follows: 75%/M+1 (where M = 
district magnitude). 



 
3 

does offer the advantages both of removing any potential for 
alphabetical bias and of reducing the influence of the party 
selectorates. 

 

The electoral and political implications of STV 
8. Electoral system consequences are of two main types—macro systemic and 

micro behavioural.  The first of these—which relates to the aggregate 
proportionality of the electoral system—has already been covered in paragraph 
6.a. 

9. It is for its micro behavioural consequences that STV stands out in particular 
from most other electoral systems.  Lauded by its supporters as the electoral 
system offering voters maximum ‘choice’—in the sense that the voters can 
express a preference for as many candidates they like, from as many parties as 
they like—there are significant implications both for voters and for politicians 
and parties. 

10. In the case of the voters there is the issue of whether the complexity of the 
vote process (to say nothing of the count process) can lead to confusion, thus 
resulting in invalid votes.  However, there is no evidence to support this 
contention in any of the countries using STV, and this includes those cases 
where STV was used for the first time (such as Northern Ireland in the 1970s). 

11. Indeed, rather than being confused—and allowing for the fact that the parties 
make great effort to direct their supporters—if anything, the evidence from 
Irish STV elections suggests that voters are able to make strategic use of their 
vote where appropriate, for instance by ranking a party’s candidates in such a 
way as to maximize the ‘efficiency’ of the party’s vote (and thereby improve 
the prospects for more of that party’s candidates) or by directing lower 
preferences to the candidates of a potential coalition partner.5 

12. Inevitably, how parties and candidates in Scotland react to the new electoral 
system will be very important. And, here it is useful to correct a common 
misconception about STV, relating to the apparent relationship between this 
electoral system and the strong emphasis on a ‘social worker’ role by 
politicians. The logic behind this supposed relationship is strong, in the sense 
that we might expect politicians to devote more time to voter concerns in an 
effort to increase their own personal votes, particularly when the ‘competition’ 
includes party running mates.  The fact that politicians in the Irish Republic 
operate in this manner is seen by some as lending support to the claim that 
STV is one of the factors behind it.  However, there is no evidence of this 
relationship in Australia. 

a. In part, this reflects the use of ‘ticket voting’ there in which the voters 
are given the option of expressing one preference for their preferred 
party and the party leadership determines how the preferences transfer 
across the candidates.  Since more than 95% of voters in Senate 

                                                 
5 For more discussion about strategic voting in STV elections, see Shaun Bowler and Bernard Grofman 
(eds), Elections in Australia, Ireland and Malta under the Single Transferable Vote. University of 
Michigan Press, 2000. 
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elections use this ticket voting option, there is obviously little point in 
candidates’ chasing personal votes. 

b. However, even in Tasmanian legislative elections—where these is no 
ticket voting and also (as per para. 7.c) the candidates’ names are 
‘rotated’ on the ballot paper—there is no evidence to suggest the same 
degree of social work/personal vote chasing by parliamentary 
candidates as is found in Ireland. 

c. In other words—and as has been suggested by a number of Irish 
political scientists6—the cause of clientelistic politics in Ireland is 
more likely related to Irish political culture than to the STV electoral 
system. 

13. STV may not be responsible per se for clientelistic politics, but it does 
nevertheless help to promote close linkage between politicians and their 
voters, and this is something that both the relevant administrators designing 
the rules regarding such matters as parliamentary allowances and the political 
parties who will be picking candidates would be well advised to take due 
account of in preparing to operate under the proposed new system. 

a. For individual candidates, good links with the constituency pays, and 
therefore it would be advisable to ensure that politicians are well 
resourced. 

b. For the parties, the object should be to have a good mix of candidates 
reflecting the various elements of the constituency—e.g. in terms of 
gender or ethnic balance, or geographic location.  Furthermore, 
campaigns should be designed carefully so as to stress the virtues of 
particular candidates where appropriate and in this respect it would be 
advisable for the party strategists to seek advice from their Irish 
counterparts about ‘vote management’ tactics. 

 

 

                                                 
6  See, inter alia, Brian Farrell, ‘Ireland: From Friends and Neighbours to Clients and Partisans’, in 
Representatives of the People?, Ed. Vernon Bogdanor, Gower, 1985; Michael Gallagher, ‘Does Ireland 
Need a New Electoral System?’, Irish Political Studies. 2: 27-48. 
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DRAFT LOCAL GOVERNANCE (SCOTLAND) BILL: CONSULTATION 

 
SOLACE (SCOTLAND) RESPONSE 

 
 
• SOLACE (Scotland) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Consultation Paper 

issued by the Scottish Executive alongside the draft Local Governance (Scotland) 
Bill.   

 
Our comments are as follows: 
 
Removing Barriers and Widening Access for Council Membership 
 
• SOLACE (Scotland) welcomes the proposed legislative changes to: 
 

 Reduce the qualifying age at which citizens can seek election to a Council to 18 
years. 
 

 Repeal the legislation establishing a salary threshold for politically restricted 
posts and dealing with the requirement for Council employees to resign on 
nomination as a candidate; and 
 

 Reduce to three months the period during which former Councillors are unable to 
take up employment with the Council after their period of service comes to an 
end. 

 
• SOLACE (Scotland) notes the proposal to retain a twelve month period during which 

an individual in a politically restricted post is unable to take up employment with his 
or her Council because “the Councillor has been involved in the appointment of 
Council staff”.  This is overly restrictive since many councillors – if not the majority of 
Councillors - will be involved at one time or another in the Appointment of Council 



staff including teaching staff.  It may be more appropriate to make a link between the 
time period which prevents a former Councillor taking up employment with the 
Council with the nature of the post which the former Councillor previously occupied.  
For example, in the case of a “back bencher” it seems wholly appropriate that the 
three month rule would apply whereas in the case of a Councillor who had held a 
position of special responsibility the period of 12 months would apply. 

 
 SOLACE (Scotland) also welcomes the other improvements to remove barriers and 

widening access, for example, improve salaries and the introduction of a pension 
scheme which has been a major past disincentive for many aspiring Councillors, who 
were unwilling to forego their current pensionable employment because they were 
unable to accrue pensionable service as a Councillor.  But we also believe that more 
needs to be done to make Scotland’s 1200 Councillors more representative of the 
communities they serve.  In particular, there is considerable anecdotal evidence 
about the difficulties Councillors can experience in gaining employment when they 
disclose their status to their prospective employer; many employers – notably, but 
understandably, small employers – would prefer employees with no outside 
commitments.  Equally important is the willingness of employers – particularly in the 
private sector – to provide their employees as Councillors with sufficient time off to 
discharge their duties as a Councillor.  SOLACE (Scotland) is of the view that there 
is a strong case for legislation to guarantee time off for participation in local 
government and other forms of public service.  The principle has already been 
enshrined in membership of the Children’s Panel and it is anomalous that this is not 
extended consistently to other forms of public service.   

 
Councillors Remuneration 
 
• SOLACE (Scotland) welcomes the Draft Bill’s proposals to: 
 

 Abolish the current system of basic and special responsibility allowances and to 
introduce a new system of remuneration supplemented by a limited number of 
payments to reflect those Councillors’ additional responsibilities. 
 

 To introduce a pension scheme for Councillors to allow future service to count for 
pension purposes; and 
 

 Introduce a severance arrangement for Councillors. 
 
• SOLACE, however, notes the reference to allow only “future” service to account for 

pension purposes.  This seems perverse.  If the principle of a pension scheme for 
Councillors is accepted why should not previous service as a Councillor also count?  
(SOLACE (Scotland) accepts that a contributory scheme would need to be 
developed).  Equally in terms of a proposed service scheme – it would be important 
that all service as a Councillor is counted and not simply continuous service as a 
Councillor.  To do otherwise would be to discriminate against Councillors who, for 
example, for family reasons had not enjoyed continuous service as a Councillor. 
 

• SOLACE (Scotland) also welcomes the establishment of a Remuneration Committee 
but the suggested timetable for its reporting is unnecessary long.  The McIntosh 
Commission first reported its recommendations on Councillors’ remuneration in June 
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1998.  If the Consultation Paper’s proposed timetable is followed, the earliest that the 
new remuneration scheme for Councillors will be introduced will be early 2006.  The 
Executive is establishing a Councillors’ Remuneration Progress Group which will 
consider options for, and the costs, of a new system of remuneration or Councillors.  
In essence, the work of the Remuneration Progress Group should and will enable 
the new Remuneration Committee to make early decisions on issues such as the 
level of basic payment and also the number of additional payments to Councillors 
with greater responsibilities.  (There is no good reason, in our view, why the 
Remuneration Committee needs a full year to consider and make recommendations 
on issues which have been the subject of deliberation of the Working Group.)  Thus, 
the timetable for a Report by Remuneration Committee can be and should be short-
circuited.  Indeed, there is a powerful argument in favour of a shortened timetable.  
That is because there is a general acceptance that the basic payment to Councillors 
is wholly inadequate.  If that case is developed by the Remuneration Progress Group 
and formalised by the Remuneration Committee, there is no justification in delaying 
the implementation of its decisions - and the Executive has not yet taken a position 
as to whether any changes will be introduced at the end of 2005 or whether they will 
await the election to the new Councils in 2007.  In our view, the earliest opportunity 
should be taken to implement any new payments.  We accept, however, that it is 
unlikely the Executive will introduce a high level of basic payment for Councillors 
without adjusting – at the same time- the number of additional payments to those 
Councillors with greater responsibilities. 
 

• As to the role of the Remuneration Committee we see its key task as to set a 
standardised basic salary and conditions of service for all Councillors across 
Scotland and to keep that salary and conditions of service under regular review.  It 
should also be charged with the responsibility of establishing the national framework 
for additional payments to those Councillors with greater responsibility.  That should 
involve specifying the maximum number of additional payments any Council might 
make, whilst, at the same time, leaving individual Councils the discretion to 
determine the composition of the portfolio of Councillors who would receive such 
additional payments.   
 

Changing the Electoral System 
 
• The choice of the electoral system in local government is ultimately a political one.  

Because of that it is not appropriate for SOLACE to express a view as to the relative 
merits of one system over another.  However, as Chief Executives and in the role 
which many of us discharge as Returning Officers, we have a legitimate role to 
highlight what we regard as important issues regarding the practical implementation 
of STV. 
 

• We have substantial concerns regarding the complexities of conducting elections 
and counts in a combined local government/Scottish Parliament elections in which 
three different voting systems will be used – first past the post; list system and STV. 
 

• These concerns would be multiplied if the Electoral Commission’s proposal to 
introduce all postal voting for Council elections is introduced since there is an 
obvious potential for confusion and uncertainty in introducing two major changes at 
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one and the same time in electoral practice in Scotland. 
 

• It is self evident that the change to an STV system will require substantial changes in 
the current organisation of local elections.  The Executive will have to commit itself to 
substantial resources for training, alongside a major voter awareness campaign.   
 

• Based on experience of elections to date for local governance in the Scottish 
Parliament, if STV is introduced and their continues to be combined polls with 
manual counts there will be no prospect of all the processes – as at present – being 
finalised the day after the poll.  There is a strong argument for suggesting that the 
count for Council elections should start on the Saturday. 
 

• The proposal to specify that the STV system should be based on three or four 
member wards will, by definition, require a re-drawing of electoral boundaries.  We 
would make two points.  Firstly, that the geography of rural and Island Councils 
means that some of the three or four member wards will be extremely large in area.  
Our second point is related – we believe that the interests of local democracy are 
best served by the maximum possible alignment between electoral boundaries and 
natural community boundaries. 

 
Whether there are particular elections procedures which might be streamlined to 
ease implementation, for example, by the introduction of electronic rather than 
manual counting 
 
• SOLACE (Scotland) welcomes the proposals being considered and developed by 

the Electoral Commission to modernise election procedures and automate the 
manual counting procedures.  But there is a legitimate concern as to whether the 
introduction of electronic voting in the same election as introducing STV would be a 
step too far, particularly for elderly voters.  SOLACE (Scotland) also believes it is 
fundamentally important that electronic voting or counting should not be introduced 
until totally secure systems are in place and have proven themselves to be effective 
and robust. 

 
Bringing election practice and procedure for Scottish Parliamentary and local 
government elections further into line 
 
• SOLACE (Scotland) supports the proposals to bring election practice and 

procedures, including election expenses for Scottish Parliamentary and Local 
Government Elections into line. 

 
Whether it would be appropriate for the Local Government Boundary Commission 
for Scotland to consider jointly agreed proposals from two or more Councils for 
changes to their local government boundaries – in particular to change shared 
boundaries – or even merge the local government areas 
 
• SOLACE (Scotland) notes that the genesis of this proposal is the “Partnership for a 

Better Scotland” which on page 36 states “we will help improve local public services 
in partnership with local authorities by eliminating inefficiencies and reducing barriers 
to quality by selectively reviewing the boundaries of public organisations that deliver 
services to identify areas where the creation of coterminous boundaries would 

4 
DS/BW/Reports 2003/SOLACE (Scotland) Response-Draft Local Governance (Scotland) Bill 



facilitate their co-operative work.  The view of Ministers is that a wholesale review of 
Council administrative boundaries would be inappropriate at this time; “they are 
conscious that Councils are still feeling the effects of the 1996 re-organisation of 
local government and need a stability to allow them to come straight on key task of 
delivering effective and efficient services”. 
 

• There is no evidence of Councils wishing to merge their Council areas, although 
there is some evidence of Councils recognising the advantage of a joint approach to 
planning and delivery of services where professional resources are scarce, e.g. 
trading standards, criminal justice.  There may well be an argument for the Executive 
using financial incentives to encourage, where it is appropriate, Councils to co-
operate in the planning and delivery of services where this would represent best 
value. 
 

• But, we have reservations about the proposed expansion of the role of the local 
Government Boundary Commission.  There is no doubt that it has a legitimate locus 
to deal with minor boundary issues but it is not the role of the Boundary Commission 
to become involved in what could be a partial or piecemeal review of the structure of 
local government in Scotland.  In our view, that would undermine both its role and its 
independence. 

 
 
 
                             …………………………………………. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

1. The Society of Lawyers and Administrators in Scotland – SOLAR – is well placed to give evidence on 
the practicalities of introducing the STV system of elections since the Society numbers among its 
membership many experienced and senior electoral administrators, including Returning Officers and 
Depute Returning Officers, from every authority in Scotland.  The Society has an Elections Working 
Group comprising 14 representatives from the largest to the smallest authorities in Scotland.  The 
following evidence is based on a submission relating to the Draft Local Governance (Scotland) Bill 
which the Society submitted to the Scottish Executive on 23 September 2003 and also on a visit to 
Northern Ireland between 26 to 28 November 2003 by members of SOLAR in connection with the 
Assembly elections there.  

 

RECENT HISTORY OF ELECTION EVENTS 

2. SOLAR members, have witnessed great changes in the electoral landscape over recent years, 
particularly since local government re-organisation in 1996.  The following events have taken place 
since re-organisation:- 

1997 General Election 

1997 Scottish Parliament Referendum 

1999 Combined Scottish Parliament and Local Government Elections 

1999 European Parliament Elections 

2001 General Election 

2003 Combined Scottish Parliament and Local Government Elections 

 Electoral Administrators in Scotland have coped very well in general with the double impact not only of 
the three different electoral systems which are currently in use, but also with the significant changes in 
electoral proceedings arising from rolling registration, postal voting as of right, special procedures for 
the visually impaired etc.  The Society has, therefore, substantial experience of adapting to change.  
The Society has welcomed much of this change and is totally supportive of the drive to modernise the 
conduct and administration of elections but it is very concerned about the introduction of STV for local 
government elections particularly if these elections continue to be combined with Scottish Parliament 
Elections.  STV is not a list based system, like the other new systems which have been added to the 
traditional first past the post system: it is a voting system which will be totally new to candidates, 
electoral administrators and the general public.  The Society had real concerns about the use of STV in 
combined elections which already use two separate voting systems, with all the potential for confusion 
which that might bring, concerns which have been fortified as a result of first hand experience of the 
recent Northern Ireland Assembly Elections.   



 

COMBINED ELECTIONS 

3. The use of three voting systems, first past the post, a list system and STV, at a combined election has 
the very real potential to cause wide spread confusion for voters and impose an intolerable burden on 
Returning Officers and Electoral Administrators, particularly in relation to combined counts.  The recent 
trip to Northern Ireland has confirmed beyond doubt that the system of STV counting is complex, time 
consuming and not easily understood by most of those involved in the process.  An academic 
commentator ¹ has described the Count at STV elections in Northern Ireland as “epic and labyrinthine” 
and it is hard to disagree with that description.  In only three constituencies was counting finished on 
the first day of the count with all the remaining constituencies taking 1½ to 2 days to complete the 
count.  If there continues to be a combined poll with the two Scottish Parliament votes being manually 
counted overnight it would be, if not impossible, inhumane to expect Returning Officers and their staff to 
commence on the morning after the poll a manual count of the local elections lasting up to a further 2 
days.  The firm and unanimous view of the Society in its submission to the Scottish Executive 
on September was that if STV was to be introduced for local government elections then these 
elections should be decoupled from the Scottish Parliament Elections.  That view has certainly 
been fortified by the recent Irish experience.   

In addition to the inordinate amount of time it takes to count under this system, it also seems that the 
electorate are confused since great numbers of ballot papers had to be rejected.  STV has been used 
for elections in Northern Ireland for some 30 years but it co-exists with first past the post which is still 
used for General Elections.  At the recent Assembly elections the average number of ballot papers 
which were rejected in each of the four Belfast constituencies exceeded 500, the majority of which were 
rejected because the voter had marked the paper with crosses rather than ascribing a numerical 
preference to candidates.  Anecdotally, when the General Election in 2001 was combined with 
municipal elections in Belfast, there were even greater numbers of rejected ballot papers as a result of 
apparent confusion over whether to mark with a cross or prioritise numerically.  In each of the four 
Belfast constituencies, the number of rejected papers exceeded by far the number of postal votes for 
the constituency.  Moreover, in one of the Belfast constituencies, the successful candidate for the sixth 
and last place exceeded the votes of the nearest challenger by 80 votes but there were in excess of 
650 rejected ballot papers.  It is reasonable to assume that these numbers would be higher in a 
combined poll where different systems were being utilised in the one day and it is therefore conceivable 
that thousands of people across Scotland would effectively be disenfranchised as a result of confusion 
over how to cast a vote. 

 

ALTERNATIVE SCENARIOS 

4. If, notwithstanding the views of the Society, a decision is taken to introduce STV in a combined 
election, the Society would argue that STV should be computerised.  The Society is aware that the 
impact of two innovations at the one time, STV and computerised voting/counting, might be regarded 
as too big a step to take and that there will be some nervousness about the effect of two innovations at 
the one time, particularly in relation to transparency and intelligibility.  However, the Society contends 
that some of these concerns might be abated if software was developed which could be used at the 
count on a large screen to show the various stages, processes and calculation of an electronic enabled 
STV count so that the candidate’s agent and the public would be able to follow, and to have confidence 
in, the proceedings.  There is surely time between now and 2007 to ensure that such software can be 
developed and satisfactorily tested. 



The Society’s main concern is that the count process is computerised but extending computerisation to 
the voting would substantially reduce the high number of rejected ballot papers which seem to be a 
feature of STV voting where it exists with first past the post voting whether simultaneously or not.  If the 
whole process was computerised for the STV election it would be desirable, indeed essential, for the 
Scottish Parliament poll and count to be computerised since a mix of manual and electronic voting 
would only serve to confuse the electorate. 

 

 If no form of computerisation is introduced for the first STV elections for local government in Scotland 
and these elections are combined with Scottish Parliament Elections, it is the Society’s firm view that it 
would be totally unreasonable to expect the Count for the Scottish Parliament to take place on the night 
of the poll followed by the commencement of the Local Government elections the day after.  If it is 
decided to continue with a count of the Scottish Parliament election on the night of the poll, the 
earliest the local government count could start would be the Saturday following the poll 
although there is also support for the count being deferred until the Monday following the poll.  
There is also a view that as a means of facilitating multiple counts there might be merit in either (a) 
changing the day of the poll from a Thursday to a Tuesday or (b) changing the day of the poll from the 
first Thursday to the second Thursday in May to avoid the traditional May day holiday weekend.  It is 
recognised however, in a combined poll that the Scottish Parliament has only power to legislate for 
Scottish Local Government elections.  Changing the day of the poll to a Tuesday, would be conducive 
to deferring the Scottish Parliament Count to the Wednesday and then having the Local Government 
count on the Thursday/Friday.  The separation of the poll from the count in Northern Ireland seems to 
work well and is accepted by politicians and electoral administrators alike. 

 

TRAINING AND PUBLICITY 

5. It is the Society’s firm view that a very comprehensive voter education campaign will be needed for STV 
in any event but if it is implemented for the first time as part of a combined election which is subject to 
innovation through some form of electronic voting/counting the need for and the cost of, voter education 
will increase significantly.  An equally compelling issue will be the need adequately to train Electoral 
Administrators, polling day staff and count staff on the operational issues of the new system.  This will 
be no small exercise and will have to be adequately funded to be successful.  The training 
requirements for Returning Officers and their staff should not be underestimated.  The Society 
contends that there is the need to provide in early course suitable training events and explanatory 
material to facilitate understanding of the practical implications of conducting an STV poll and count 
whether it is part of a combined election or not. 

 

ISSUES OF DETAIL 

6. The Society also has some other issues to which it wishes to draw attention.  It is considered that in an 
ordinary STV election which is not combined with any other election, voters will take longer to cast their 
votes because of the system of ranking numerical preferences rather than merely marking a cross.  
This would certainly be the case with a combined poll where three votes using three different voting 
systems would be utilised.  The additional time requirements for casting votes may mean that polling 
schemes have to be reworked to provide more polling stations which may be a problem for Returning 
Officers who have experienced difficulties historically in identifying suitable polling stations. 



 

 

Some consideration will also have to be given to the format of tactile devices for the visually impaired 
which have been a requirement for all elections since 2001 because indicating numerical preferences 
will be more onerous and time consuming tasks than merely applying a cross.  

 

7. ALL POSTAL VOTING 

Finally, the Society has made an assumption that all postal voting, which the Electoral Commission has 
recommended as the preferred method for conducting future local government elections in England and 
Wales, will not be an option for an STV local government elections in Scotland.  The introduction of all 
postal voting for an STV local election, whether or not it was combined with the Scottish Parliament 
Elections, will constitute innovation overload for electoral administrators in Scotland. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
¹ James P. McBride, Positive Aspects of PR-STV for the Irish Political System 



BULLET POINTS 

 

STV      - totally new 

- time consuming 

- complex and confusing even in Northern Ireland 
where it has existed for 30 years 

 

Northern Ireland Assembly Elections  - time consuming and confusing 

- “epic & labyrinthine” 

 

Combined Elections    - 3 different systems:- 

       FPTP 

       List 

       STV 

- intolerable burden for election administrators 

- time for count 

 

SOLAR’S VIEW    - separate elections 

- if not separate, electronic counting (and voting) 

- if not electronic counting, deferred commencement 
of local government count (and possibly, Scottish 
Parliament Count) 

 

Training & Education    - extensive voter education campaign 

- adequate training of Returning Officers and 
electoral staff 

- has to be funded properly 

 

Issues of Detail    - time to cast votes 

- device for the visually impaired 

 

All Postal Voting    - innovation overload 
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SUBMISSION FROM MICHAEL MALEY 
 
KEY THEMES FOR COMMITTEE SCRUTINY WITH REGARD TO STV 
 
There are a wide range of issues which the Local Government and Transport 
Committee are likely to wish to explore in attempting to ascertain the impact of 
the introduction of STV upon Scottish local government.  Some key themes 
which the Committee are likely to want to consider, and which the Australian 
experience of STV will help to shed light upon, are outlined below. 
 

1. The ‘Local Governance (Scotland) Bill’ proposes multi-member wards 
of either 3 to 4 members.  The Committee will wish to ascertain 
whether wards which elect only 3 to 4 members will diminish the 
proportionality of STV. 

 
Comments on paragraph 1 
 
In general, the proportionality of STV will decrease as the number of 
members elected per constituency decreases. 
 
This proposition assumes, however, that voting will be for candidates of 
parties.  If candidates all run as independents, if voters pay no heed to 
party affiliations when making their choice of candidates, or if voters 
express preferences for candidates from a range of parties (for example 
by voting for all the women candidates), then concept of proportionality 
between “votes cast for a party” and “seats won by the party” ceases to 
be meaningful. 

 
2. Ensuring that there is a balance between ward size and proportionality 

will be a key challenge in implementing STV particularly in ensuring 
that the number of electors per ward can remain roughly equivalent 
across both urban and rural areas.  The Committee is aware that 
particular measures have been put in place in rural constituencies in 
Australia to address this issue and would be interested in hearing how 
this has worked both in rural areas and with regard to the perception of 
voters in urban areas with regard to the ‘extra representation’ provided 
to rural areas. 

 
Comments on paragraph 2 
 
It needs to be borne in mind that at the federal level in Australia, STV 
has only been used for Senate elections, and each State and mainland 
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territory has always voted as a single electorate.  Since the boundaries 
of the States and mainland territories are virtually unchangeable, the 
task of boundary delimitation for Senate elections has not been faced. 
 
STV is used to elect the Legislative Assembly of the Australian Capital 
Territory, but the rural population of the Territory is comparatively small, 
so the issue of enhanced rural representation essentially does not arise.  
 
In the State of Tasmania, a form of STV is used for House of Assembly 
(Lower House) elections.  Elections are held in five constituencies, 
which have long been co-terminous with the five constituencies used for 
federal House of Representatives elections.  While boundary 
delimitation was a major and controversial issue in relation to elections 
for the federal House of Representatives up to 1984, that is now no 
longer the case.  Although section 66 of the Commonwealth Electoral 
Act 1918 specifies the areas of proposed divisions as one of the criteria 
to be applied during a delimitation process, it is a subordinate criterion, 
and has not produced federal boundaries which have significantly 
influenced the operation of STV in Tasmania. 
 

3. In Scotland there is a concern that the introduction of STV will result in 
a diminution of what is termed the ‘councillor-ward’ link.  This refers to 
the link between a particular geographical area having a sole political 
representative.  The Committee will be interested to hear how STV 
works in terms of ensuring that local constituent interests are 
represented; how constituents decide which representative to go to 
with issues; are there turf wars between elected representatives from 
the same area who compete for prominence on particular issues etc. 

 
Comments on paragraph 3 
 
Australian federal practice gives little guidance on this.  As Australia 
has a bicameral Parliament, there appears in practice to be a division of 
labour, with members of the House of Representatives providing a 
constituency-representative link for voters who value such a thing, and 
Senators offering a broader form of representation for minorities, 
expounding a wide range of issues. 
 
There is little empirical data on the specific questions raised.  
Supporters of STV would argue that constituents are blessed with a 
choice of several different representatives (including, possibly, one 
sharing their political sympathies), and that competition between a 
number of different elected representatives is healthy. 
 

4. Conversely the Committee is aware that STV has been criticised for 
producing a political culture which is overly localistic and may even 
result in ‘pork-barrel politics’ or even clientilism.  The examples of 
Ireland and Malta are frequently cited in this regard.  The Committee 
would be interested in hearing views on the impact of STV upon 
political culture generally and more particularly with regard to whether 
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STV engenders an overly localistic perspective amongst politicians as 
they have to protect their constituency interests if they are to be re-
elected. 

 
Comments on paragraph 4 
 
STV does not appear to have had this effect at the federal level in 
Australia: party considerations dominate.  For a detailed discussion see 
Ben Reilly and Michael Maley, “The Single Transferable Vote and the 
Alternative Vote Compared”, in Shaun Bowler and Bernard Grofman 
(eds), Elections in Australia, Ireland and Malta under the Single 
Transferable Vote – Reflections on an Embedded Institution, The 
University of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor, 2000.  A copy of this chapter is 
being separated faxed. 
 
There would appear to be a greater potential for such effects in small 
polities.  A difficulty arises, however, in determining whether a particular 
effect is due to STV per se, or to the more intimate character of politics 
when relatively small numbers of constituents are involved.  Tasmania, 
for example, has 25 members of the House of Assembly (previously 35), 
while the Australian Capital Territory has 17.  If each of these Houses 
was elected using single-member constituencies, the number of voters 
per representative in each case would be of the order of 10,000, which 
might be thought likely also to foster a localistic perspective. 
 

5. Given that STV elections result in a number of candidates from the 
same party standing in the same constituency the Committee would be 
interested in hearing how this affects party campaigning and the 
strategies which are used to deal with this issue. 

 
Comments on paragraph 5 
 
This is not a question on which the AEC has much information.  At 
federal Senate elections there is virtually no campaigning which pits one 
candidate against another from the same party, because of the 
predominant influence of ticket voting (see Reilly and Maley, cited 
above).  At Tasmanian and Australian Capital Territory elections, 
however, such competition is much more prominent, and indeed is 
fostered by an aspect of the implementation of STV in those polities 
which is known as “rotational printing of ballot papers” or “Robson 
rotation”.  Under that system, a number of different ballot configurations 
are printed, so that a candidate does not appear in the same position 
relative to the other candidates from his or her party on every ballot.  
This makes it virtually impossible for a party to ensure that one 
candidate or another receives first preference votes from all party 
supporters, and forces candidates from a party to compete against each 
other.  It is the antithesis of ticket voting. 
 

6. The Committee is aware that STV is frequently criticised for being 
overly complex.  Whilst the actual process of voting appears straight 
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forward the system via which results are arrived at has been criticised 
for being complex, laborious, long and having the potential to result in 
inequitable results.  The Committee would be interested in your 
perspective regarding the efficacy of the system, the degree of 
understanding of the system amongst voters, the extent to which voters 
understand how results are arrived at. 
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Comments on paragraph 6 
 
While the mathematics of STV can become complex, the basic principles 
which the mathematical formulae express are, once grasped, reasonable 
and intuitively appealing.  While understanding of the formulae among 
voters is probably very low, acceptance of STV overall appears to be 
relatively high in the jurisdictions in which it is used, because the 
outcomes, though perhaps mysteriously reached, are typically 
reasonable.  The time taken to complete a count can, however, be an 
issue: unless computerised voting is used, STV counts will invariably 
take longer than plurality counts in single-member constituencies. 
 

7. Conversely the Committee is also aware that a view exists which 
considers that STV is more popular with the voters than with political 
parties due to the freedom which the system gives voters to choose not 
only between parties but also between candidates from the same party.  
Views on this issue would also be of interest. 

 
Comments on paragraph 7 
 
This may be a factor in Tasmanian and Australian Capital Territory 
elections.  At federal Senate elections it is less prominent, because the 
choice which a voter faces is one of adopting a party ticket as his or her 
vote – which can be done by making a single mark – or numbering all of 
the candidates individually, a much more onerous tasks.  This 
disproportion in difficulty would appear to be one cause of the 
consistent rise in the popularity of the ticket voting option over the 
years (see Reilly and Maley, cited above). 
 

8. In Scotland it has been asserted that the introduction of STV will help 
to encourage more candidates from currently under-represented 
groups (such as women, ethnic minorities, young people) to stand for 
election as councillors.  The Committee would be interested in hearing 
what the experience of STV in Australia has been in this regard. 

 
Comments on paragraph 8 
 
There is no simple answer to this question.  At present, 22 out of 76 
Senators (ie 28.9%) are women, and 38 out of 150 Members of the House 
of Representatives (ie 25.3%) are women; the difference is insignificant.  
In assessing the influence of STV, one needs to consider the fine details 
of the particular implementation of STV used.  Where ticket voting is 
available, and where a party expects to win a number of seats, and 
where it wishes to ensure the election of a woman candidate, it may be 
able to guarantee that outcome by giving her a “winnable” position on 
the ticket.  If, on the other hand, rotational ballot printing is used, the 
concept of “winnable” positions is no longer applicable. 
 

9. The emphasis inherent within STV for competition not only between 
parties but also between candidates of the same party has been 
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viewed as resulting in difficulties to maintain party unity.  The 
experience of STV with regard to its impact on party unity and 
governmental stability would also be of interest to the Committee. 

 
Comments on paragraph 9 
 
Again, there is no simple answer to this question which can be drawn 
from Australian experience.  At federal Senate elections, voting has 
almost invariably been party based.  At Tasmanian and Australian 
Capital Territory elections, STV has been used for so long that 
assessments of what might happen in those polities if an alternative 
system were used for lower house elections can only be speculative 
(though it is noteworthy that the Tasmanian Upper House, which is 
elected from single-member constituencies, has long been dominated 
by independents).  Much will depend on the specific implementation of 
STV which has been chosen: STV with rotational ballots encourages 
candidates to behave as atomistic individuals; STV with ticket voting 
and with full preferential voting for those voters who do not wish to 
adopt a ticket as their votes, tends to reinforce the influence of parties.   
 

10. A number of local authorities in Scotland, principally in rural areas, are 
dominated by Independent candidates.  The Committee would be 
interested in hearing your views on whether STV in Australia has 
encouraged the election of Independents and smaller parties and 
indeed whether more Independents / smaller parties have stood for 
election as a result of STV. 

 
Comments on paragraph 10 
 
This issue is discussed in Reilly and Maley, cited above.  While STV has 
given encouragement to independent and minor party candidates, 
another important factor has been the breakdown of class-based voting 
behaviour, and its replacement by voting based more on shared values.     
 
The Committee is aware that the implementation of STV in Australia is quite 
distinct from that in other countries which use STV and from that proposed for 
Scottish local authorities.  In particular the Committee would be interested in 
hearing views on: 
 

1. Compulsory voting – and the public perception of this measure. 
 
Comments on issue 1 
 
The issue of compulsion can be divided into two distinct questions.  The 
first is whether voters at an STV election should be required to express 
preferences for all candidates, or should have the option of expressing 
preferences for only some candidates.  The choice between full 
preferential voting and optional preferential voting potentially has 
profound implications for the manner in which the STV system will 
operate; see Reilly and Maley, cited above.   
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The second is whether the voter should be compelled to vote (in 
whatever manner is prescribed) rather than having the option of 
abstaining.  Such compulsory voting has applied at federal elections in 
Australia since 1924, and there is currently a consensus among all 
major political players in favour of its retention.  It is not clear whether 
the presence or absence of such compulsion would have any special 
and distinctive effect on the operation of a system of STV. 
 

2. Ticket voting- and the impact of the implementation of this measure.  
For example has it given too much power to political parties to control 
candidates as the key to election is the position given on the list of 
candidates.  The reasons for the introduction of this measure etc. 

 
Comments on issue 2 
 
See Reilly and Maley, cited above. 
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