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INTRODUCTION 

On 7 June 2016 the House of Commons adopted a motion establishing the Special Committee on 
Electoral Reform (ERRE) with a mandate “to identify and conduct a study of viable alternate voting 
systems to replace the first-past-the-post system, as well as to examine mandatory voting and online 
voting, and to assess the extent to which the options identified could advance” the following principles for 
electoral reform:  

• effectiveness and legitimacy;  

• engagement;  

• accessibility and inclusiveness;  

• integrity; and  

• local representation. 

An overview of the characteristics and main types of electoral systems is provided in the appendix. 

The Committee’s study consists of three main phases:  

• Phase 1: Consult broadly with relevant experts and organizations, examining relevant research and 
international examples. 

• Phase 2: Conduct a national engagement process that includes a comprehensive and inclusive 
consultation with Canadians. 

• Phase 3: Consolidate the information gathered from phases 1 and 2 into a final report, which must 
be presented to the House of Commons no later than 1 December 2016.  

PHASE 1: CONSULTING WITH EXPERTS 

The Committee began Phase 1 of its study in June 2016. By 7 September, it had held 23 substantive 
meetings and heard from 54 witnesses, beginning with the Minister of Democratic Institutions, the 
Honourable Maryam Monsef, on 6 July 2016, and the Chief Electoral Officer, Marc Mayrand, on 
7 July 2016. The Committee heard from a wide range of recognized Canadian and international experts 
in electoral systems, constitutional and electoral law, and democratic engagement.  

Specifically, the Committee heard testimony about alternative electoral systems, mandatory voting, and 
online voting. As well, a number of experts discussed the history of electoral reform and the use of 
different electoral systems in certain Canadian provinces, while others offered analysis of the 
constitutionality and the legal framework of electoral reform. Additionally, academic experts and civic 
organizations emphasized the importance of and the challenges involved in engaging Canadians in 
democratic reform, and in increasing voter participation in the electoral process. Experts also 
commented on how to proceed with electoral system reform, including the parliamentary process, 
citizens’ assemblies or other public forums, and/or a referendum. Finally, the Committee had the 
opportunity to learn from officials and experts from Australia, Germany, Ireland, New Zealand and 
Scotland, all jurisdictions that use electoral systems that differ from the Canadian system (in addition, 
Australia has mandatory voting).  

 

http://www.parl.gc.ca/Committees/en/ERRE/About
http://www.parl.gc.ca/Committees/en/ERRE/Meetings
http://www.parl.gc.ca/HousePublications/Publication.aspx?Language=e&Mode=1&Parl=42&Ses=1&DocId=8385950
http://www.parl.gc.ca/HousePublications/Publication.aspx?Language=e&Mode=1&Parl=42&Ses=1&DocId=8386754


   

The Committee heard three recurrent themes from witnesses:  

1. Canada’s electoral system is one component in a broader democratic framework. A number 
of witnesses highlighted the importance of considering how electoral system reform will fit within 
the broader context of Canada’s democratic institutions, including how government is formed, how 
Parliament operates, and how the executive branch of government interacts with Parliament.  

 

2. Different electoral systems prioritize different values/principles and outcomes. 
Several witnesses noted that each type of electoral system has its advantages and disadvantages. 
They suggested that choosing an electoral system begins with identifying what purposes and 
values/principles ought to be prioritized above others. These are examples of values/principles 
discussed by witnesses: 

• Effectiveness  

• Legitimacy  

• Fairness  

• Local representation 

• Accountability  

• Efficiency  

• Proportionality  

• Diversity and inclusiveness  

• Consensus-based decision making  

• Simplicity (user-friendliness)  

• Reliability  

• Security 

 

3. Public education and engagement is essential. A number of witnesses emphasized the 
importance of building in an extensive public education and outreach component as part of 
proceeding with any process of electoral reform.  

  



   

PHASE 2: CONSULTING WITH CANADIANS 

The Committee launched an online consultation webpage in August that is open for Canadians to 
complete through 7 October 2016. As of 7 September 2016, more than 746 Canadians have 
communicated their views to the Committee using this online tool. Additionally, the Committee has 
received over 99 submissions and briefs (which will be posted on the Committee’s website in both 
English and French as translation is done), as well as over 467 letters and emails from citizens providing 
the Committee with their comments about electoral reform. Furthermore, pursuant to the motion adopted 
by the House, the Committee has invited every Member of Parliament to conduct a town hall meeting on 
electoral reform in his or her constituency and to report the constituents’ comments back to the 
Committee.  

Finally, in September and October, the Committee will travel across Canada to hold formal hearings and 
sessions open to the public where Canadians may share with the Committee their views on electoral 
system reform, online voting and mandatory voting. Members of the public appearing before the 
Committee may wish to consider the following questions:  

1. Why is electoral reform important to you?  

2. What do you understand to be the strengths and challenges of Canada’s current electoral system 
and of other systems? 

3. Do you consider Canada’s current electoral system to be “fair”? “Inclusive”? “Representative”? 
Why or why not? 

4. What do you think about mandatory voting? 

5. What do you think about online voting?  

6. What do you think should be the future steps for electoral system reform (such as a citizens’ 
assembly, a referendum, etc.)?  

7. Each type of electoral system emphasizes certain purposes and values/principles. What values 
and principles do you think ought to be prioritized when designing an electoral system for Canada? 

 

PHASE 3: CONSOLIDATION AND REPORT BACK TO THE HOUSE OF COMMONS 

The final phase of the Committee’s study, consolidation and reporting, will take place in October 2016, 
once the Committee’s cross-country travelling has been completed. As part of Phase 3, the Committee 
will consolidate the information, briefs and testimony that it has received into a report to be tabled in the 
House of Commons by 1 December 2016. 

  

http://www.parl.gc.ca/Committees/en/ERRE/StudyActivity?studyActivityId=9013025
http://www.parl.gc.ca/Committees/en/ERRE/StudyActivity?studyActivityId=9013025
http://www.parl.gc.ca/HousePublications/Publication.aspx?Language=e&Mode=1&Parl=0&Ses=0&DocId=8398745


   

APPENDIX: ELECTORAL SYSTEMS 101 

At its most basic, an electoral system sets out how votes get translated into seats in a legislature. Some 
important characteristics that differentiate electoral systems from one another are these: 

• Ballot: Does the elector place a mark beside a single candidate’s name (making more than one 
mark spoils the ballot), or must the elector rank or order candidates or parties from a list on the 
ballot? 

• Number of candidates per constituency: In each constituency, is one candidate elected or are 
multiple candidates elected? 

• Procedure to determine winners: How many steps are there, and therefore how simple or 
complex is it to determine how many seats each party has won and which candidate has won 
which seat? 

• Threshold for determining winners: What is the percentage of votes needed for a candidate or 
party to obtain a seat? 

Electoral systems are generally grouped in three categories: 

• Plurality or majority systems: In plurality or majority electoral systems, the winning candidate 
is the individual who receives the most votes in an electoral district. Depending on the particular 
rules of the system, the winner may need to receive a plurality (more votes than the other 
candidates) or a majority (over 50% of the votes cast). 

o Example 1 – First Past the Post (FPTP): Under FPTP (the system currently used in 
Canada), a voter casts a single vote for a candidate to represent the electoral district in 
which the voter resides. The candidate who wins the most votes is elected. A party has 
as many seats in the legislature as it has candidates elected. 

 



   

o Example 2 – Alternative Vote (AV): On the ballot, voters rank the candidates running in 
their electoral district in order of their preference. To be elected, a candidate must 
receive a majority (more than 50%) of the votes cast. If no one receives a majority on the 
first count, additional counts take place until a candidate wins. 

 

• Proportional representation systems: Proportional representation (PR) systems seek to 
closely match a political party’s seat allocation in the legislature with its vote share. 

o Example 1 – List Proportional Representation (List PR): There are two main forms of 
List PR: closed-list and open-list. Both forms elect members from lists of candidates 
drawn up by each party before election day. Voters vote for a political party (closed-list 
PR) or for preferred candidates from a party list (open-list PR), and each party is 
allocated seats in the legislature in proportion to its share of the national vote. (Note that 
in Canada each province would likely have its own list.) 

 



   

o Example 2 – Single Transferable Vote (STV): Citizens in multi-member electoral 
districts (for example of 3 to 5 representatives) rank candidates on the ballot. They may 
rank as few or as many candidates as they wish. Candidates get elected based on how 
well they rank overall. Unlike the Alternative Vote, which also uses ranking, the result in 
STV is proportional because each district is represented by a number of MPs that 
together represent the overall vote. 

 

  



   

• Mixed electoral systems: Mixed electoral systems combine elements of a plurality or majority 
system with proportional representation.  

o Example – Mixed Member Proportional (MMP): Voters in an electoral district cast two 
votes: one to directly elect an individual member to serve as their representative, and a 
second for a party or parties to fill seats in the legislature allocated according to the 
proportion of the vote share they receive. Each party’s seat count is proportional to the 
share of votes it received in the election. Seats are held by a combination of directly 
elected MPs and candidates from parties' lists. 

 

For more information on electoral reform, please consult the background paper Electoral Systems and 
Electoral Reform in Canada and Elsewhere: An Overview, prepared by the Library of Parliament. 

http://www.lop.parl.gc.ca/Content/LOP/ResearchPublications/2016-06-e.html?cat=government
http://www.lop.parl.gc.ca/Content/LOP/ResearchPublications/2016-06-e.html?cat=government
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