Yes or No – How will you vote on 5 May?
On 5 May 2011 a referendum will be held to decide whether we change the way in which we elect MPs to the House of Commons.  

The question posed by the referendum will be:  At present, the UK uses the “first past the post” system to elect MPs to the House of Commons. Should the “alternative vote” system be used instead?  Voters across the UK will be invited to vote Yes for the new alternative vote system, or No to stay with the current voting system.
The UK’s current system, First Past the Post (FPTP), simply means that the candidate with the most number of votes in a constituency will be elected as its MP.  
Under the Alternative Vote system, or AV, voters will be allowed to rank the candidates in order of preference, putting 1 next to their first choice, 2 next to their second, 3 next to the third and so on.   Voters can vote for as many or as few candidates as they wish.  The first preference votes (or the number 1 votes for each candidate) are counted.  If no candidate gets more than 50% of the first votes, the candidate with the fewest votes is eliminated.  The second choice votes (2 votes) of the eliminated candidate are then re-allocated to the remaining candidates.  If none of them reaches 50% of the vote, the candidate with the fewest votes is again eliminated, and their next preference votes are redistributed.  This process continues until a winner emerges with more than 50% of the votes.  This way of counting the votes means that the candidate who is ahead after the first preference votes are counted may not be the ultimate winner.
The Liberal Democrats negotiated for a referendum on the Alternative Vote to be included in the Coalition Agreement with the Conservatives after the General Election, something of a compromise on both sides.  A referendum on AV is objectionable to many Conservatives who oppose the abolition of the current system, whereas the leader of the Lib Dems, Nick Clegg, previously called AV “a miserable little compromise” as it does not deliver true proportional representation.  Members of the Labour Party are divided, though the leadership is formally supporting the Yes vote, though without great enthusiasm.
Christians are found on both sides of the argument.  Here two Methodists, both writing in a personal capacity, explain why they will be voting for or against the alternative vote system in next month’s referendum.
I am voting Yes because under AV every vote will count
Revd Pete Pillinger is Chair of the Plymouth & Exeter District

I have never been a member of a political party and write this as a politically active person but not a party political animal.  I am passionate about democracy but believe that our current voting system leaves much to be desired, putting too much power into the hands of the political parties and not enough in the hands of the voter.

Our voting system has always been open to change.  Votes for women, votes for working men, and votes for those under 21 were all opposed.

Over recent elections there has been a steady decline in the number of people voting.  Ruling parties have formed governments and claimed a mandate with less than 35% of the vote.  People stop voting because they do not believe their vote changes anything.   If you live in a 'safe' seat and do not support the candidate chosen by the party who will win, your vote will be wasted.  If you support a minor party your vote will be wasted.  Many voters know that their vote will not count. 

Changes of our government are decided by a few thousand voters in so called 'marginal' constituencies which make up less than a third of British constituencies.  In two thirds of constituencies the parties can ignore the voters because they know that whoever they nominate will be elected.  The larger the majority for a party in a constituency, the lower the voter turnout.  Parties spend 10 times more money in marginal constituencies than in safe constituencies.  Too much power is in the hands of the parties who chose the candidates and set the polices on which their MPs must vote – even if it is not good for their constituents.

So here are some of the reasons I will be voting 'Yes' for change to Alternative Vote.
The BNP want me to vote “No”.  When the BNP have won in local elections it has been under our current First Past the Post system and with a minority of the vote.  To be elected under Alternative Vote the candidate must get over 50% of the votes cast.  Alternative Vote makes it harder for extreme parties to get elected.

First Past the Post is unfair.  Some votes count for more than others.  

In the 2010 election it took 33,468 votes to elect a Labour MP ; 35,028 votes to elect a Conservative MP ; 119,780 votes to elect a Liberal Democrat MP.  

In 2005 the Green Party got 1% of the vote and no MPs; Plaid Cymru got 0.6% of the vote and got 3 MPs. 

In 2005 not one MP was returned with a majority of all entitled to vote in their constituency!  

With Alternative Vote every elected MP will have received over half the votes cast in their constituency.  Under Alternative Vote people who vote for a party with no MPs at least know their second preference counts.

No UK government has been elected with a majority of the votes cast for 60 years. The Labour Party won the 2005 UK general election with 35.3% of the popular British vote.  Tory governments since the last war have also been elected with a minority of the votes cast.  In two elections the party getting most seats had fewer votes than the main opposition party.

Alternative Vote is as simple as 1,2,3.  Under our present system voters have to mark one X. Under AV voters simply mark candidates 1,2,3 and so on for as many candidates as they wish. They simply do not put a number against those they do not like.  

AV will cost virtually the same to administer and needs no additional machinery.

Our present system works best when there are only two parties in an election.  Since 1955 those voting for smaller parties has risen from under 3% to nearly 25% of voters. In 2010 only 65% of voters voted for the two 'main' parties combined.  We need a system which works for more than two parties.  Alternative Vote does this - First Past the Post does not.

The Labour and Liberal Democrat parties use Alternative Vote to elect their leaders.  MPs use Alternative Vote to elect the Speaker and Chairs of Select Committees.  Many unions use Alternative Vote to elect leaders and officials. The Methodist Church uses it to elect our President.  If AV is good for these elections why not for parliament?

Under Alternative Vote a party can nominate more than one candidate allowing voters to choose between them – but I suspect parties will not want to give voters this choice.

According to Institute for Public Policy Research analysis of voting trends over the last 100 years hung parliaments are getting more and more likely under our present First Past the Post system. AV will not increase this likelihood as is sometimes claimed by those opposing change.

Any good electoral system will not favour any one party.   There have been times when the First Past the Post favoured the Liberals or the Tories, now it favours Labour.  In 2010 the Tories would have needed an 11% electoral lead to gain an overall majority but Labour only 3%.

I would like further reforms.   AV does not go far enough.  A House of Lords fully elected in a way that allows every voter to have someone representing them is next on my list!  I would also like to see more trust put in the electorate.  Referenda can allow an educated electorate to express their views – it works in Switzerland – but our parties would have to loosen their grip on power so are unlikely to offer these.

I am voting No because AV isn’t good enough
Revd Dr Peter Phillips is Secretary of the Faith and Order Committee

It goes against the grain for me to back a campaign led by a Conservative Government.  My own politics is left of centre and I remain deeply against the cuts-agenda being put in place by the Tory-led Coalition and as a previous LibDem voter I am very unhappy about tuition fees.
Left of centre, former LibDem voter – why ever am I writing a piece which opposes the move to AV?  Basically, because it is not a good enough replacement for our current First Past the Post electoral system.  It’s a voting system which promotes backroom deals and inter-party machinations.  It’s a system which is radically undemocratic and which moves the country away from key principles of our democracy.  

Of course, if the vote was for a proportional system, then I would be jumping up and down for joy.  A proportional system takes the votes cast by everyone and elects the number of MPs in direct proportion to these votes.  Such a system maintains one person one vote but could undermine the link between local constituencies and MPs.
But PR is not on offer, sadly.  What is on offer is a system which Nick Clegg, just before the election, called ‘a miserable little compromise’.  AV offers a number of problems which muddy the water of our electoral system rather than offering the crystal clear waters of proportional representation.  

Firstly, AV offers both too much power to minority parties and not enough.  If we had a proportional system, all parties receiving enough votes would have seats in Parliament.  That would mean many of the parties on the fringe of British politics (Greens, UKIP, BNP) would gain representation in Parliament.  AV does not guarantee those parties representation.  But could mean more coalitions.  We have already seen that the present coalition resulted in the manifestos of both participant parties being compromised.  The electorate has not had any opportunity to vote on the Coalition Document or Manifesto.  As such, the resulting compromise does not have an electoral mandate.  If AV is going to increase the number of coalitions, particularly for the Conservative party, then the parties will need to ensure that the electorate know what post-election scenarios might be – otherwise the process becomes wholly undemocratic, stitched up by representatives from the two parties behind closed doors in Westminster – the very thing which AV says it is trying to move away from.

Secondly, AV moves away from the principal of one person one vote.  British politics has worked hard over the years to ensure fair votes for both men and women over a certain age and as long as they aren’t in prison.  Each person’s vote counts.  However, in AV, each person’s vote counts again if their preferred candidate does not gain the required 50%.  Let me give an example. Where I live, it was a Liberal/Labour marginal at the last election.  If I voted for UKIP, then I might give my preferences to other parties in this order – 1-UKIP, 2-Conservative, 3-English Democrats, 4-Liberals.  Let’s assume that the first round of voting splits between Labour and Liberals 30% each. This would mean subsequent redistribution of the votes of the minor parties – first out goes English Democrats and Independents, then eventually my UKIP first preference is reassigned to the Conservatives.  My vote has now counted twice.  However, my wife’s Labour vote has only counted once.  Then the Conservatives are eventually redistributed and my vote has counted three times.  My wife’s vote remains counted only once.  In other words, voters for marginal parties will get multiple chances to have their say.  Voters for the mainstream parties are more likely to get their vote counted once.  And those marginal voters are much more likely to affect the outcome as their votes pile up on top of the candidates.  It’s the very effect which unseated David Miliband when he was favourite as Labour Leader.  The redistribution of votes stole the victory from him.
Thirdly, AV doesn’t allow for true plurality within constituencies.  Plurality is important within contemporary Britain.  That plurality is pushing the country towards a multi-party political landscape.  This is much more the case in Scotland and Wales than in England.  However, plurality is much more common.  As such, a three-way marginal is a three-way marginal.  If 30% of the population support each of the main political parties, then the vote will be split three ways.  The result under first past the post would be a close marginal.  The MP elected would need to work hard to maintain the support of the whole constituency, representing both those voters who voted for her and those who didn’t.  I am not sure that our current MPs fail to support voters from other parties.  However, AV would force that three-way marginal into an old fashioned two party debate.  The redistribution of the votes to ensure a 50% win for one of the candidates suggests that the plurality is wrong and minorities need to be forced to agree with the majority.  Why not just let minorities have their say? 
Fourthly, AV doesn’t respect conviction politics.  There are quite a few comments circulating suggesting that the #NO2AV campaign supports tribal politics and that FPTP is only supported by lazy politicians in safe seats.  What about the concept that people are convinced of a particular political agenda and are not willing to vote for someone of a different party?  It’s interesting that the political system is using ‘tribalism’ in a very pejorative sense, just when writers such as Seth Godin is talking of the way that tribes can develop intense community within a networked society.  We have seen through the recent campaigns against student fees and involving UKUncut that forcing people into a coalition agenda which has no electoral mandate can end in a fractured society.  Conviction voters sense that they have been marginalised by a group of bureaucrats in Whitehall.

For all these reasons, and more, I will be going to the Ballot Box and voting No to AV.

