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THE FOLLOWING INFORMATION IS A BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE 
PRESENTATION TO THE CITIZENS' ASSEMBLY ON ELECTORAL 

REFORM. IT ATTEMPTS TO CAPTURE THE KEY ISSUES AND 
ARGUMENTS THAT WERE PRESENTED AND DISCUSSED DURING THE 
PUBLIC HEARING.  IN SOME INSTANCES, THE PRESENTER HAS ALSO 

MADE A SUBMISSION TO THE ASSEMBLY AND THIS IS ACCESSIBLE VIA 
THE WEBSITE AT WWW.CITIZENSASSEMBLY.BC.CA BY CLICKING ON 

“GET INVOLVED”.  IF SUCH A SUBMISSION IS AVAILABLE, IT WILL BE 
NOTED AT THE END OF THIS REPORT. 

http://www.citizensassembly.bc.ca/


 

Alan Burt 
DESCRIPTION OF PRESENTATION 

I will be promoting the idea of preferential representation.  I will make reference to the British 
parliamentary tradition.  I believe that proportional representation enhances the power of the party 
but preferential representation brings back the power to the constituents. 

 

KEY THEMES 

Alan Burt spoke in favour of the Alternative Vote system.  He discussed the history of the British 
political system and explained that MPs traditionally represented their constituents in parliament but 
are now more likely to act as the parties’ representatives to the constituents.  He described the 
current system as having evolved to the point that we are no longer governed by the people’s 
representatives but by the party, and criticized the excessive power of the Prime Minister and the 
Premier within the legislature.  Mr Burt argued that proportional representation will make parties 
even more powerful.  He discussed the Italian experience of proportional representation and told the 
hearing that Italy had been governed by 40 governments during a recent 40 year period because of 
inability of governments to placate the fringe elements of society which had been able to win seats in 
the legislature.  He also described the Israeli experience of proportional representation and argued 
that small extremist groups in the Knesset had prevented Israel from achieving peace.  Mr Burt 
recommended that Alternative Vote system as a more appropriate alternative for British Columbia.  
He explained that voters use a preferential ballot to rank the candidates, and that a successful 
candidate would have to win a majority of the vote to be elected.  He proposed that preferences 
should be weighted so that a first preference would be worth more than subsequent preferences.  Mr 
Burt opposed the use of a majoritarian run-off system because successive ballots would give winning 
and losing candidates time to make back-room deals.  He argued that the Alternative Vote system has 
produced stable and progressive government for the people of Australia. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Alan Burt recommended the introduction of the Alternative Vote system in British Columbia. 

Quote: “The will of the people has been subordinated to little more than an inconvenience to be 
tolerated once every 4-5 years only to return to business as usual as dictated by the party machines.”   

QUESTIONS ,  ANSWERS AND COMMENTS FROM THE PANEL 

There were no questions or comments from the panel. 
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QUESTIONS ,  ANSWERS AND COMMENTS FROM THE AUDIENCE 

Following this presentation quite a few members of the audience had questions. 

Q You mentioned the spaghetti parliament in Italy.  Surely a 
reasonable solution is to have moderate PR with an 
electoral threshold of 5 per cent to prevent very small 
parties being elected. 

A It is one solution but not the best I think.  I did carefully 
consider the system that they use in Nunavut where there is 
no party system.  Candidates are elected independently and 
then they vote to select the Premier and the Cabinet.  I 
think only three per cent of the Canadian population 
belongs to federal political parties.  How can they claim to 
be representing the population?  I think the problem is the 
excessive power of the party machine. 

Q You mentioned the success of the Australian system.  Do 
you think that that is because voting is compulsory there? 

A Of course that would play a big part.  We have a lot in 
common with Australia: an 80 per cent urban population 
and 20 per cent spread across vast rural areas, and they 
have a federal system too.  John Howard, the Prime 
Minister of Australia is very happy with the system. 

Q How many representatives are there in Nunavut? 

A I believe 17 or 19. 

 Response: Surely it would be much easier to use their 
system with a small legislature than with a legislature of 79 
or 158. 

Q Do they use party labels with a preferential system? 

A Yes they do, but they’re also local candidates and I would 
like to think that people would not be voting on the basis 
of the party. 

Q I don’t see how your preferential system will prevent the 
huge swings between parties.  Aren’t we trying to prevent 
that? 

A I think there are a number of ways in which preferential 
systems will produce more balanced results.  Also, we tend 
to vote to get rid of parties in BC rather than to elect a 
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particular government. 

 

Comment: “I don’t think the Nunavut system would work in BC because we 
have political parties and we can’t get rid of political parties.  In 
every riding you see candidates with 45 per cent of the vote 
winning the riding and the other 55 per cent of the votes are being 
wasted.  It is not possible to get rid of parties, and people can 
identify with parties if they see a printed programme.  People 
should have two votes: one for the candidate and one for the party.  
Parties need to produce printed programmes so that voters can 
make an educated choice.” 

 

SUBMISSION: NO 
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