The Politics of ELECTORAL REFORM, Michael Meadowcroft. 3rd. ed. (Beecroft Publications, Leeds, 2010). Available from Waterloo Lodge, 72 Waterloo Lane, Leeds LS13 JF www.bramley.demon.co.uk
Meadowcroft’s pamphlet is well timed for the resurgent interest in electoral reform and clearly and succinctly puts the arguments in favour of reform and evaluates the different systems on offer. Most importantly it explains why all the systems have advantages and disadvantages and compellingly puts the case to explain why the Single Transferable Vote (STV) system is the best of those on offer. He also explains why the Alternative Vote is a poor alternative, which puts the Liberal Democrats in the coalition in a difficult position. Will they support the Alternative Vote (AV) which will only slightly redress imbalance or seek more radical change. Many may be unhappy with the crumbs on offer which Meadowcroft argues could ironically favour the Lib Dems (as they’ll pick up second preferences from both sides and could come out top) but will probably in fact just reinforce support for the big parties piling up votes in safe seats. Under STV voters rank a range of candidates in order of preference in much larger multi-member constituencies. This gives voters a choice of different candidates and a range of elected representatives, albeit over a larger area. I’d like ‘The Politics of Electoral Reform’ to contain more references, statistics and sources but that would extend the length (50pp.). He also takes some background knowledge for granted – for example frequently referring to the Jenkins Commission but never quite explaining it.

Meadowcroft demolishes party list systems as keeping power with the parties and is critical of the top up or additional member type systems. These do appear to have lead to improvements in governance in Scotland and Wales, albeit they have not stopped the excesses by politicians. By contrast some outspoken and radical MEPs, like Chris Davies, have been elected under the list systems – it is noteable that Liberal Democrats are not very good at campaigning and winning in PR elections. This is a key problem for the party. The successful limits of Rennardism and targetting have long been explored by Liberator. Taking advantage of the Clegg effect the party tried unsuccessfully to break through that to some extent this time, albeit latterly. The party cannot take it for granted that they can win in STV and should take lessons from the experience of our colleagues like David Ford and Naomi Long in the Alliance Party of Northern Ireland.
Michael Meadowcroft was the premier pamphleteer of Liberalism throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s. It is good to see him still in the fray. The first two editions were published by the Electoral Reform Society. It seems difficult to understand why they are not publishing this pamphlet at this time unless they are also doing this work? Meadowcroft loyally promotes the Society. This reviewer is not convinced by the arguments in favour of supporting the Alternative Vote. It seems a very minor improvement but maybe some improvement is better than none. I was impressed by the ERS co-hosted Yes to Fairer Votes rally at the Liberal Democrat’s Liverpool conference in September. The line up included: actor Art Malik (mc), Leader Nick Clegg, MPs Tim Farron and Jo Swinson, Martin Bell, Pam Giddy and Keith Sharp. I was particularly impressed by Art Malik, and am also persuaded by veteran left wing and reform campaigner Billy Bragg’s support. Keith Sharp, Vice Chair of the ERS, spoke well explaining the Society’s support for this meagre reform. I’m not convinced yet; I’m not convinced the UK referendum in May 2011 can be won; I’m not convinced that the Liberal Democrats and progressive parties will benefit. Meadowcroft shows that other systems can be much better. As a campaigner though the enthusiasm of the pro-AV team cannot be ignored (many non-party political and young) and I will probably join the fray.
