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Submission on Questions 1 and 3  
This submission concentrates on the proposed voting procedure.  Firstly, there is a critique of the chosen methodology, majority voting; secondly, a discussion on multi-option voting; and finally, a proposal for a points system of voting.
Abbreviations

av
alternative vote

bc
Borda count


cc
Calman Commission

dm
devolution max

fpp
first-past-the-post


irv
instant run-off


mbc
modified Borda count
pr
proportional representation
snp
Scottish National Party


sq
status quo

stv
single transferable vote
nb

All mentions of a Borda count, bc, refer to the modified Borda count, mbc. 
Majority voting
 “The Scottish Government's intention is that the referendum is run to the highest international standards.” (Para 3.3.)  Some of the world’s best referendums have been multi-optional; Sweden had a three-option referendum in 1980; New Zealand held a five-option ballot in 1992; while Guam had a six-option poll in 1982, with a further seventh option left blank for any other ideas.  The first ever multi-option referendum was in 1894, again in New Zealand, and many countries have used multi-option voting since: Australia, Cambodia, Chile, Finland, Mexico, Singapore, Switzerland and Uruguay, amongst others.
  The Government’s paper makes no mention of any of these polls.
Two-option referendums, while more usual, are often manipulated.  Rarely, do they identify the will of the people.  Rarely do they even identify the will of the majority.  Indeed, in many cases, they identify only the will of he – it is usually a he – who writes the question: hence, for example, Hitler’s referendums in Germany in 1933, ’34 and ’36, as well as his Anschluss in Austria in ’38.  Other dictators, from Napoleon to Saddam Hussein, have also used two-option referendums.  Not surprisingly, therefore, today, national referendums in Germany are banned.
  
To take a more benign instance, in 1997, the snp campaigned for a three-option referendum.
  Likewise, in Wales, Plaid Cymru asked for a four-option ballot.
  Tony Blair said no to both.  Thus, in Wales, they voted ‘devolution or status quo?’ and by a margin 0.6%, the former won.  Some of the 50.3% who voted for devolution, however, actually wanted independence.  That vote, therefore, did not say the Welsh definitely wanted devolution; it did not even decide that the majority of them wanted devolution; the only certain conclusion was as follows: Tony Blair wanted the Welsh to want devolution. 
In the present context, even though, “The Scottish Government's aim is that the campaign should be seen to be fair,” (para 3.25), it is obvious that the snp, now in government, has changed its mind on voting procedures: today it prefers majority voting.  Might one suggest that it does so because it sees this methodology as the one most likely to produce the outcome that it wants, even though, admittedly, it states quite clearly what it does want?
  The above aim for fairness may be compromised, however, if the referendum is to be based on majority voting.  
The Government suggests the “two-question system is a simple one… to understand,” (para 1.24), and offers no criticism of the methodology.  If the debate is actually multi-optional, however, a two-option question may not be so “simple”.
Such is the state of play in Scotland.  There are (at least) three options ‘on the table’: the status quo, sq, the Calman Commission, cc, and devolution-max, dm.  The paper offers a choice of two questions: either sq v cc, or sq v dm.  But consider the possibility, as shown in Table I, that 43% support dm, 24% cc and 33% sq; and consider too that a majority, 57%, the two latter groups, recommend the question should indeed be cc v sq.  
Table I

A Plurality Vote Profile



	Options
	№ of Voters

	
	43
	24
	33

	1st preference
	dm
	cc
	sq


The dm group would be disappointed, and some could then decide to vote in favour of sq in the hope that the problem “won’t go away” and that a further referendum would put dm back on the agenda.
  In other words, to hold a two-option vote, when the subject matter is indeed multi-optional, could make that binary vote rather complicated.  Sometimes, in fact, majority voting is not simple at all.
 
The plan, as outlined in the Government’s paper, is to have two majority votes: one on powers of governance, with either sq v cc? or sq v dm?; and a second vote on the question of powers for independence.  It then suggests there are three possible outcomes: (para 1.32), “a) a majority vote against both proposals, b) a vote in favour of the first proposal only, and c) a vote in favour of the second proposal.”  But there are, actually, four possible outcomes: ++, --, +- and -+.

Table II

Majority Voting

	
	For
	Against

	First vote
	+
	-

	Second vote
	+
	-


The fact that the paper does not even admit to the possibility of that which, admittedly, would be a bit of a contradiction – sq in devolution but, at the same time, powers of independence – rather suggests that the government is indeed trying to coax the people to want what it itself wants.  It also implies that, as mentioned above, any use of a two-option vote in what is in fact a multi-option setting might not be simple at all.
So is there a better way?

Multi-option Voting 
 “There are a number of voting methods which could be used for a multi-option referendum.” (Para 1.23.)  Plurality voting (which is like the fpp electoral system) offers the voter just a single preference; in two-round voting, a plurality vote followed by a majority vote, the voter may express a single preference on two occasions; approval voting lets a voter cast some preferences, but treats all of these preferences as ‘approvals’;
 the alternative vote, av (or stv, irv) enables the voter to cast some or all preferences, but only takes some of the cast preferences into account;
 meanwhile, Borda and Condorcet not only allow the voter to express a full range of preferences, but also take all preferences cast into consideration in the count.  Not for this reason alone, “There are two defensible procedures for aggregating votes: the Condorcet rule and the Borda rule.”
  Condorcet compares options two at a time, and the option which wins the most of these pairings is declared the Condorcet winner.
  While in an mbc, in a full vote, a voter’s 1st preference gets 3 points, a 2nd preference gets 2, and a 3rd preference 1 point; and the winner is the option with the most points; in partial voting, as in de Borda’s original formula, the voter who “votes for only two candidates gives them, respectively, 2, 1 points,”

The report goes on to say that, “Many of the more complex methods have never been used in national elections or referendums.” (para 1.23)  But this is only partly true.  The bc, for example, is used in elections in Slovenia
 and Kiribati.  Furthermore, and not least because of proportionality, some electoral systems are far more complex than would be an mbc multi-option referendum: pr-stv for one.  Alas, the report considers only av and simple majority voting; the former it criticises, slightly; and the latter, as noted above, it only praises.
A Comparison
Let us therefore consider some of these methodologies, complex or no.  In the following voters’ profile, 100 voters are casting their preferences on the three options, sq, cc and dm in, as it were, a hypothetical but logical sequence. 
Table III
Full Ballots
	Options
	№ of Voters

	
	43
	24
	33

	1st preference
	dm
	cc
	sq

	2nd preference
	cc
	sq
	cc

	3rd preference
	sq
	dm
	dm


In this instance, a majority vote between sq v cc? or sq v dm? would give victory to sq, 57 to 43.  A plurality vote, on the other hand, would give the winner as dm, because 43% considered it to be the best, (even though 57% thought it was the worst).  Both majority and plurality votes can indeed be inaccurate.
A two-round system consists of a plurality vote and, if no one option gains 50% support, a second round majority vote between the two leading contenders.  Given, however, that a plurality vote can be inaccurate, the second round might also be askew.  In this instance dm and sq go through to the second round and, if preferences stay the same, the winner is now sq, again by 57 to 43.
In av (stv), the first round is once more a plurality vote, and not for this reason alone, av can be capricious.  Again, dm is on 43, cc 24, and sq 33, so cc is eliminated, and cc’s votes are transferred to sq; so now, in the second stage, dm is still on 43, while sq is again 57 and is the winner.  Furthermore, as predicted in footnote № 10, all 76 of the 2nd preferences cast for cc by those who gave dm or sq a 1st preference are not even counted.  
In an mbc, with 3, 2 and 1 point(s) given to 1st, 2nd and 3rd preferences respectively, the scores are dm 186, sq 190 and cc 224, so now cc is the winner.  And given that cc got 1st or 2nd preference support from all 100 of the voters, maybe this outcome is indeed the fairest.  (Suffice to say that, if everyone casts a full ballot, every option will get 100% support; to say that av gives the outcome which gains “the support of at least 50% of voters,” (para 1.24) is somewhat ambiguous.)

_________________

And now consider a second example.  Imagine the same 100 voters casting only partial ballots, as shown.  
Table IV
A Second Profile, Partial Ballots

	Options
	№ of Voters

	
	43
	24
	33

	1st preference
	dm
	cc
	sq

	2nd preference
	cc
	
	cc

	3rd preference
	sq
	
	


In this instance,  a plurality count again gives dm 43, sq 33 and cc 24.  cc’s votes, however, are non-transferable; so in this case, dm wins the second stage of an av count, with dm on 43 and sq on 33. An av referendum, therefore, will not always produce a winner with “at least 50% of voters,” (ibid.).  In this profile of Table IV, however, an mbc gives dm 129, cc 143 and sq 109, so cc would still win.
The Modified Borda Count

Many practitioners know that some decisions may be taken, verbally, in consensus.  On those occasions when such an agreement proves to be elusive, or when the numbers of people involved render any verbal accord impractical if not impossible, they think resort must be made to a majority vote.  It may be binding or no.  It may be subject to a minimum turnout or no.  It may be simple, weighted, twin, qualified or consociational.  In politics, however, the question must apparently be dichotomous: it is (nearly) always for-or-against, winners and losers.  
Both politicians and the “public is deeply imbued with the mystique of the majority,”
 and so too is much of the media and academia.  There is little understanding of the voting methodology by which the democratic process may involve an accommodation; by which everyone can participate, not only in the vote, but also in the process of choosing the options prior to that vote; by which everyone may influence that which then becomes the confluence; by which can be identified the option which is at least the most widely acceptable compromise, and at best the collective wisdom.
The mbc is just such a methodology.

If the Government wants to be really fair, given that “there is support within Scotland for a range of positions,” (1, Chapter summary), the referendum should allow (a short list of) all the options to be on the ballot paper.
  “Your Scotland, Your Voice… set out four possible scenarios for Scotland's future,” (para 1.3): sq, cc, dm and independence.  There is, then, no reason why the referendum could not be a four-option poll. 
Given, furthermore, that “there is currently no consensus, about what the further devolution option should be,” (ibid.), there is all the more reason for including all of the above options on the ballot paper, and allowing every voter to express their opinion on these options as accurately as possible, i.e., by casting (some or hopefully) all their preferences, 1, 2, 3…  It is all so easy.  Most of us have been expressing preferences since about the age of three on our choice of breakfast cereals; while as adults, most of us make a multi-option choice every time we go into a shop or a restaurant, and if our 1st preference is not available, then we opt for our second choice.  
With an mbc, the outcome of a multi-option ballot will almost certainly be unambiguous.
  Furthermore, “the bc is a unique method… to minimise the likelihood that a small group can successfully manipulate the outcome.”
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� 	In 1996, Slovenia also had a multi-optional referendum, of sorts: with three options on the agenda, they decided to take three majority votes, but all three were lost.





� 	They are still used, however, in the Länder.





� 	At the time, the snp argued for a “multi-option referendum, [which] would give Scots a three-way choice between the snp’s independence in Europe policy, the Convention’s devolution scheme and the Tories no-change stance.”   A Multi-option Referendum – Let the People Decide, snp, May 1992.





� 	A Real Choice for Wales, Dafydd Wigley mp, Plaid Cymru, Septemnber 1996.





� 	“…the Scottish Government's favoured policy is independence,” (1, Chapter summary).


� 	In 1997, some independence supporters were tempted to vote against devolution and for the then status quo, for the same sort of reason.





� 	There are the obvious cases, as when the Rwandan is asked, “Are you Hutu or Tutsi?”  He/she might, after all, be the child of a mixed marriage, a member of the Twa, or simply afraid.  Even in less fraught circumstances, the two option question can only be fair if there are actually only two options possible.  Any referendum on the Westminster electoral system, for instance, should be multi-optional.  Asking a pr supporter, “fpp or av?” could be like asking the vegan, “would you like beef or cod?”





� 	As suggested in the author’s article in The Guardian on 4.3.2009.





� 	The voter lists one or some options, but if a voter approves of all the options, the vote has no effect on the final outcome.  In practice, approval voting can deteriorate into little more than a plurality vote.





� 	See below, the av outcome of Table III.





� 	Iain McLean and Neil Shepherd, 2004, A program to implement the Borda and Condorcet rules…, Nuffield College Politics Working Paper, University of Oxford, 2004 –W11.





� 	There may not always be such a winner, however.





� 	Donald G Saari, 2008, Disposing Dictators, Demystifying Voting Paradoxes, Cambridge, p 197.





� 	Admittedly, only for the election of the two representatives for the ethnic minorities.


� 	Michael Dummett, 1997, Principles of Electoral Reform, oup, p 81.





� 	The author’s Designing an All-Inclusive Democracy, 2007, Springer.





� 	When the subject matter under discussion is relatively complex, it is estimated that there should be no more than six options on the ballot paper.





� 	What’s more, the process will be even more transparent if, as is likely, the outcome is single-peaked.





� 	Donald G Saari, 1995, Basic Geometry of Voting, Springer, p 14.
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