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SUBMISSION FROM DR JAMES GILMOUR 
 
1.  This Briefing Note addresses a variety of issues relating to the 2012 Local 
Government Elections, some of which were raised during the ‘Round-Table’ 
discussion at the meeting of the Local Government & Regeneration Committee on 13 
June 2012.  Some of the information in this note has been extracted and updated 
from submissions made by Fairshare Voting Reform in response to consultations by 
the Electoral Commission and by the Scottish Government. 
The term “STV” is used throughout this note to indicate the implementation of STV to 
give proportional representation which is sometimes designated “STV-PR”. 
 
 
Alphabetical Voting and List-order Voting 
2.  It has long been known that the list order of parties or candidates on ballot papers 
has an effect on voting patterns in many different voting systems, with the top of a 
vertical list being the strongest position; the foot of a vertical list is also an 
advantageous position.  List ordering effects are likely to be especially important 
considerations in lists with many entries, like those on the regional ballot papers for 
Scottish Parliament elections (parties: 16 to 23 in 2007; 12 to 18 in 2011) and on 
many of the ward ballot papers for Local Government elections in Scotland 
(candidates: 4 to 14 in both 2007 and 2012; average 7.4 in 2007, 7.1 in 2012). 
 
3.  Where the lists are ordered alphabetically, the effects of list ordering become 
apparent in the results as ‘alphabetical voting’.  The effects of ‘alphabetical voting’ 
are particularly obvious in preferential voting systems, and it is no surprise that this 
should have occurred in the STV elections for local government in Scotland.  
Following the 2007 elections, Bochel and Denver looked at the 327 cases where 
parties had nominated two candidates in a ward and recorded which candidate of 
each pair had received the greater number of first preference votes [Scottish Council 
Elections 2007: Results and Statistics; H M Bochel and D T Denver, University of 
Lincoln: Table 9].  In 277 of the 327 cases the higher-placed candidate received the 
greater number of first preferences, compared to only 50 cases where the lower-
placed candidate received the greater number of first preferences.  The probability of 
such an unequal distribution occurring purely by chance is less than one in one 
hundred million billion billion billion.  In a similar report on the 2012 elections, Bochel, 
Denver and Steven reported that parties had nominated two candidates in 413 
cases.  In 331 of the 413 cases the higher-placed candidate received the greater 
number of first preferences, compared to only 82 cases where the lower-placed 
candidate received the greater number of first preferences.  The probability of such 
an unequal distribution occurring purely by chance is less than one in one million 
billion billion billion. 
 
4.  The use of ‘Robson Rotation’ in STV elections in Tasmania and in the Australian 
Capital Territory does reduce the list order effects.  The rotation rules are very 
specific (but different between the two jurisdictions) and are applied to both single-
column and multi-column (party column) ballot papers.  However, analysis of 
preferential voting patterns undertaken for the Tasmanian Electoral Commission has 
shown that the restricted rotations prescribed in the respective election rules do not 
remove all the list order effects: 
http://www.electoral.tas.gov.au/pages/Media/PDF/Robson_Rotation_Paper.pdf 
It should be noted that ‘Robson Rotation’ was devised before digital printing of ballot 
papers was generally available.  It should not be considered for these elections. 
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5.  The only complete solution to list order effects is full randomisation, where every 
name has an equal probability of occurring in every possible position on the ballot 
paper and every permutation of the list occurs with an equal probability subject only 
to the limits of the numbers of ballot papers printed.  Such full randomisation could 
easily be implemented because the bar-coded ballot papers used in STV elections 
are printed digitally.  There would thus be no additional work involved in printing pads 
of ballot papers randomised uniquely for each ward.  Because each ballot paper is 
uniquely identified by its bar-code there would be no problems in recording the votes 
in an electronic count.  Full randomisation would require extra vigilance in sorting the 
ballot papers should a manual count be necessary.  There may, however, be other 
more serious constraints on the adoption of full randomisation. 
 
6.  When these issues were discussed by the Local Government and Communities 
Committee of the Scottish Parliament in 2007, Johann Lamont MSP drew on her 
experience of working with people with literacy difficulties to stress the importance of 
presenting alphabetical information in alphabetical order if such electors were not to 
be disadvantaged [Local Government and Communities Committee Official Report 5 
December 2007, column 369 – 370: 
http://archive.scottish.parliament.uk/s3/committees/lgc/or-07/lg07-1202.htm#Col369] 
 
7.  This raises the possibility that such disadvantage to ‘accessible information’ might 
constitute ‘discrimination’ under the Disability Discrimination Act 2005.  I am not 
aware of any data to indicate how significant this discrimination might be, but in the 
recent “Same as You?” consultation report it was estimated that there are between 
27,000 and 30,000 adults in Scotland with ‘learning difficulties’.  That estimate covers 
all types and all levels of ‘learning difficulties’, not just those with the ‘literacy 
difficulties’ referred to by Johan Lamont MSP. 
 
8.  When preparing the response to the Scottish Government’s consultation in 
October 2010, I contacted by telephone every major organisation involved with 
"learning difficulty" disability in Scotland and England.  I asked if they had any 
guidance on the value of “alphabetical ordering” of alphabetic information, but none 
had any.  I also asked if they knew of any relevant research, published or in 
progress, but none knew of any.  I have very recently contacted the Scottish 
Government’s Adult Care and Support Branch to enquire whether any members of 
the Learning Disability Strategy Steering Group has information or knows of 
information that would be useful in making the required assessment.  I shall be 
pleased to pass on any relevant information I receive. 
 
9.  One approach that would keep the advantages of alphabetical ordering but 
remove the overall bias in favour of those with names in the upper part of the 
alphabet, would be to list the names alphabetically but to start the list with a name 
chosen by lottery.  Thus a list might start with, for example, “Henderson” and run 
down to “Z” and then continue down the ballot paper from “A” through ”G” to “Harris”.  
The starting name would be determined by lot separately for each ward.  This 
approach is used in those public elections in Iceland in which individual candidates 
are listed by name on the ballot paper.  This approach would not, however, remove 
the list-order effect that results in the first-listed of two candidates of the same party 
usually receiving the greater number of first preferences. 
 
10.  The needs of electors with recognised disabilities that may affect their ability to 
process list ordered information and who might be affected adversely by any 
departure from alphabetical ordering of candidates’ names on ballot papers, would 
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clearly have to be assessed against any wider requirement there may be to remove 
the proven effects of alphabetical list-order voting in STV elections.  Because of the 
wider implications of any such change, it was suggested when the Regulations for 
the 2012 elections were introduced, that if the ordering were to be changed in future, 
it should be changed across all elections.  [Local Government & Regeneration 
Committee Official Report 26 October 2011, column 224.]   
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/28862.aspx?r=6692&mode
=pdf 
Such a general change would, of course, require UK legislation. 
 
 
Numbers of Candidates and Choice of Candidates 
11.  Concern was expressed in the ‘Round-Table’ discussion about the smaller 
number of candidates (2,496) who contested the 2102 elections compared with the 
number in 2007 (2,607) [OR Column 1132].  The numbers of candidates who are 
nominated in each ward, hence across Scotland as a whole, are primarily matters for 
the individual political parties.  The average number of candidates per ward fell from 
7.4 in 2007 to 7.1 in 2012, barely a significant reduction. 
 
12.  In terms of assessing the effects of STV, a more useful comparison is between 
the numbers of candidates in the multi-member wards in the 2007 and 2012 STV 
elections and in the single-member wards in the 2003 First-Past-The-Post elections.  
In the 2003 elections, 4,195 candidates stood in 1,222 wards.  The average elector, 
therefore, had a choice from among 3.4 candidates.  In 61 wards there was no 
choice at all because only one candidate stood unopposed.  In contrast, all wards in 
2007 and 2012 were contested, and even with the slightly smaller total number of 
candidates in 2012, the average voter had a choice from among 7.1 candidates. 
 
 
Women Candidates and Women Councillors 
13.  During the ‘Round-Table’ discussion it was stated that when STV was 
introduced, it was suggested that it would improve the ‘gender balance’ in councils.  I 
no of know evidence that would support the view that the introduction of STV would, 
of itself, change the balance between men and women among the successful 
candidates.  Of course, STV does make it possible for the voters express their 
preferences on that basis, if they so wish.  Indeed, during educational talks on STV I 
have frequently said to the audience that, if they wished, they could vote for all of the 
women before any of the men.  It is, however, the individual voter’s decision whether 
or not to use that opportunity, and that must be respected. 
 
14.  The percentage of women candidates and councillors in the elections in 2003 
(FPTP), 2007 (STV) and 2012 (STV) are shown in the following table. 
 

Women Candidates Women Councillors 
2003 2007 2012 2003 2007 2012 

27.7% 22.8% 23.4% 21.8% 21.8% 24.3% 
 
Although there were fewer women candidates in 2007 than in 2003, their success 
rate rose following the introduction of STV, and rose again in 2012. 
 
15.  The numbers of women nominated is primarily decided by the political parties 
through their respective selection procedures.  Where a party intends to nominate a 
team of two candidates there is an opportunity to present a sex-balanced team of 
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one woman and one man.  However, it must be recognised that there may be 
constraints or other priorities in making each local selection.  If the wards were larger, 
where appropriate, the parties would nominate larger teams of candidates and that 
might provide an additional incentive for the parties to make more balanced 
selections. 
 
 
Rejected Ballot Papers 
16.  “Rejected ballot papers” are those taken into the count but rejected following 
adjudication.  “Spoilt ballot papers” are completely different and never make it to the 
count.  These terms, defined in the legislation, should not be confused or used as 
though they were interchangeable. 
 
17.  In the 2012 elections a total of 27,048 ballot papers were rejected, 1.7% of the 
total turnout.  The main reasons for rejection were: 

no first preference: 18.8% 
more than one “first preference”: 50.1% 
unmarked or void for uncertainty: 30.8%. 

 
18.  These figures must, however, be interpreted with caution because it would 
appear from a preliminary examination of the ward data that there were probably 
some differences in the recording by different Returning Officers of the various 
reasons for rejection.  Consider the following data from two LGAs, both with six 
wards. 
 

 LGA “A” LGA “B” 

Ward 
No first 

preference 
More than one 

“first preference” 
No first 

preference 
More than one  

“first preference” 
1 113 0 2 61 
2 110 1 0 63 
3 153 0 4 71 
4 65 0 0 49 
5 38 0 2 61 
6 58 0 3 50 

 
19.  Such results are not impossible, but they are highly improbable.  More detailed 
investigation will be necessary to discover the reasons for such apparent 
inconsistencies in recording the reasons for rejection. 
 
20.  The second largest category of rejected ballot papers was for those reported as 
“unmarked or void for uncertainty”.  It would be beneficial if these two sub-categories 
were reported separately as “unmarked” (i.e. blank) and as “void for uncertainty”.  
Some voters deliberately leave their ballot papers blank, usually as some form of 
protest.  When these two reasons for rejection are combined there is no way of 
assessing how many voters were leaving their ballot papers deliberately blank and 
how many had made confusing entries that could point to a need for clearer 
instructions or assistance. 
 
21.  One reason for rejection that drew comment from Observers and Counting 
Agents was the marking of the ballot papers with two or more “X”s where one or 
more parties had nominated two or more candidates.  There were only 43 wards in 
which each contesting party nominated only one candidate. 
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22.  The Electoral Commission did an excellent job of promoting the message that 
voters had to use numbers in these elections.  It is hard to see what more they could 
have done to get this message across in the voter information literature they 
produced and in their advertisements.  However, it might help if that message were 
reinforced at the point of voting - on the ballot paper – by the inclusion of a statement 
such as “Do NOT mark this ballot paper with an ‘X’ or a ‘�’” immediately above 
the voting area, as shown here on this top part of a specimen ballot paper: 
 

NAME OF COUNCIL NAME  -  NAME OF WARD 

 
Four of the candidates listed below will be elected. 
You can make as many or as few choices as you wish. 
 
Put the number 1 in the voting box next to your first choice. 
Put the number 2 in the voting box next to your second choice. 
Put the number 3 in the voting box next to your third choice.  And so on. 

Do NOT mark this ballot paper with an ‘X’ or a ‘�’ 

ANDERSON Hans 
112 South Street, Anytown 
Rowan party 

 

CRANSTON Helen 
112 South Street, Anytown 
Beech Party 

 

 
23.  This approach was recommended in responses to the consultations on the 
design of the ballot papers for the 2012 elections but it was not included among the 
designs tested on behalf of the Scottish Government with a sample of voters.  I would 
recommend that this statement, or something similar, should be tested when design 
work is done in preparation for the next ordinary elections, due in 2017. 
 
 
Importance of Vote Transfers and hence of Preferences 
24.  During the ‘Round-Table’ discussion attention was drawn to the result in a ward 
(North Lanarkshire, ward 12) in which the candidate who had the greatest number of 
votes at Stage 1 of the count was not elected [OR, column 1124].  That was an 
unusual election, as the first preference votes for the top three candidates were, 
respectively 983, 982 and 981.  The top-two candidates were from the same party 
and it was the second-placed candidate who took the one seat won by that party. 
 
25.  The tables at the top of the next page show that in the 2007 elections all of the 
candidates who had the greatest numbers of first preference votes were elected, in 
both the 3-member and 4-member wards.  In the 190 wards electing three 
councillors, 166 of those candidates (87%) were elected by first preference votes 
alone, but 24 of them (13%) were elected only after the transfer of votes at later 
stages of the count.  In the 163 wards electing four councillors, 156 of the first-placed 
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candidates (96%) were elected by first preference votes alone, but 7 of them (4%) 
were elected only after the transfer of votes at later stages of the count. 

Elected Candidates in 190 Wards each electing 3 Councillors  2007 
Position at Stage 1 
based on FP votes 

Number
elected 

Number elected 
by FP votes alone 

Number elected 
by transferred votes 

first 190 166 24 
second 185 68 117 

third 165 4 161 
fourth 26 0 26 
fifth 4 0 4 

 
 

Elected Candidates in 163 Wards each electing 4 Councillors  2007 
Position at Stage 1 
based on FP votes 

Number
elected 

Number elected 
by FP votes alone 

Number elected 
by transferred votes 

first 163 156 7 
second 163 107 56 

third 160 23 137 
fourth 146 1 145 
fifth 15 0 15 
sixth 3 0 3 

seventh 1 0 1 
eighth 1 0 1 

 
26.  The tables immediately above also show that 30 seats in the 3-member wards 
were won by candidates who had been placed fourth or fifth at Stage 1 and that 20 
seats in the 4-member wards were won by candidates who had been placed fifth, 
sixth, seventh or eighth at Stage 1.  Overall, more than half of all candidates elected 
were elected by transferred votes: 58% in the 3-member wards and 56% in the 4-
member wards.  A similar analysis for 2012 has yet to be done. 
 
27.  This analysis shows very clearly the importance of vote transfers in securing the 
election of candidates.  But the Returning Officers can transfer the votes only if the 
voters have marked relevant preferences on the ballot papers.  In the 2012 elections 
all voters could choose among at least four candidates.  In their report on the 2012 
elections, Bochel, Denver and Steven stated that 86.1% of voters indicated a second 
preference, 55.9% indicated a third preference and 23.0% indicated a fourth 
preference.  In wards where voters could have indicated a fifth preference, only 
13.1% did so. 
 
28.  It is always in the voters’ best interests in any STV election to mark as many 
preferences as they can make choices among the candidates.  But this is particularly 
the case in STV elections where the votes are counted by WIGM rules, under which 
all of a candidate’s ballot papers are transferred whenever any votes have to be 
transferred.  There is no possible disadvantage to the voter, to the voter’s favoured 
candidate or to the voter’s favoured party if a voter marks several or all possible 
preferences. 
 
29.  Unfortunately, the Electoral Commission failed completely to present this 
message in the Voter Information Leaflet it distributed before the 2012 elections.  
Indeed, the inclusion of the technically correct statement: “As long as you number at 
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least one, your vote will be counted” conveyed the opposite message.  When the 
draft leaflet was presented for consultation, representations, supported by detailed 
analysis, were made to propose changes to the text but the Electoral Commission 
would not agree to any change.  The relevant part of the leaflet (page 3) read as 
follows  
[http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/147357/EC_Scot
landBallot_acc.pdf] 
 

How do I fill in the ballot paper? 

For this election you will need to vote using numbers. Your ballot 
paper will list all the candidates standing to be councillors in your 
ward. 

You will be asked to number the candidates in order of your 
choice using 1, 2, 3 and so on. 

You can make as many or as few choices as you wish. You 
don’t have to number every candidate.  As long as you number 
at least one, your vote will be counted.  If you make a mistake on 
your ballot paper, you can ask for a new one. 

Put the number 1 in the voting box next to your first choice. 
Put the number 2 in the voting box next to your second choice. 
Put the number 3 in the voting box next to your third choice 
And so on. 

The ballot paper will look similar to the one below 

 
30.  Various wordings have been tried to explain this “Later no harm” feature of STV 
counting from the voter’s perspective.  Ideally, one would want to say something like: 

You will be asked to number the candidates in order of your 
choice using 1, 2, 3 and so on.  

You can make as many or as few choices as you wish.  
You don’t have to number every candidate, but you are 
recommended to continue making choices until you are unable 
to make a choice among the remaining candidates. 

Your second choice can never count against the election of 
your first choice.  Your third choice can never count against the 
election of your first or second choices.  And so on. 

31.  However, when it was clear from discussions with the Electoral Commission that 
anything like this would not be acceptable, it was watered-down to: 

You will be asked to number the candidates in order of your 
choice using 1, 2, 3 and so on. 

You can make as many or as few choices as you wish. You 
don’t have to number every candidate, but the more you 
number, the more likely you are to elect someone. 

32.  Critically, it was recommended that the correct but very negative statement; “As 
long as you number at least one, your vote will be counted” should be deleted.  But 
the Commission made no change, citing voter confusion in test evaluations. 
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33.  Although it is also in the best interests of candidates and parties for voters to 
mark as many preferences as they can, politically it is not an easy message for any 
political party to present.  The onus must, therefore, be on the public bodies 
responsible for providing voter information.  The alternative wordings suggested 
above may not be ideal, but this is an important feature of STV and in the voters’ 
interests it must be revisited and the wording tested when voter information leaflets 
are being prepared for the next ordinary elections in 2017. 
 
 
Filling of Last Vacancies  -  Difference between Electronic and Manual Counts 
34.  Rule 53 should be amended by inserting after paragraph (1) the insertion text 
given in Rule 55(c).  This would have the effect of stopping the transfer of ballot 
papers and votes from the runner-up to the winner when only two candidates remain 
and electronic counting is being used.  It is extremely undesirable that there should 
unnecessary differences in the procedures for electronic counts and manual counts 
and this unnecessary difference should be removed.  Apart from that, there are two 
other reasons why this difference should be removed. 
 
35.  The present Rule 53 results in ballot papers marked with the same intent being 
treated differently in electronic counts but being treated similarly in manual counts.  
This feature of the present Rules was highlighted by the Laboratory that undertook 
the certification of the computer program used in the 2007 elections.  In an electronic 
count when there are only two continuing candidates for the last place, a ballot paper 
with all preferences marked, having the excluded candidate marked as the 
penultimate preference and the other candidate marked as the ultimate preference, 
would be transferred to the eventual winner.  If, however, the ballot paper had no 
preference marked against the latter candidate, it would become non-transferable.  
But the intent of both voters was the same and it is illogical and undesirable that their 
votes should be processed differently in electronic counts, especially when their 
votes would be processed identically in a manual count. 
 
36.  This difference in the treatment of the two ballot papers in an electronic count 
has no effect on the outcome of the election, but it does have implications for the way 
STV preferential voting is explained to electors.  The last place transfer would never 
happen in a manual count under the Rules and so the ballot papers and votes could 
never be transferred to any candidate the voters had placed after all other candidates 
no matter whether the voter had indicated that by marking a preference against all 
candidates or by leaving the one last preference blank.  It is an important feature of 
STV that a later (lower) preference can never harm an earlier (higher) preference.  
From the voter’s perspective, it is consistent with this that his or her vote will never be 
transferred to the candidate marked as the last preference when all preferences are 
marked or to the candidate left blank when no preference is marked against that one 
candidate.  The current procedure for an electronic count does not meet with this 
requirement. 
 
 
Election Count Reports 
37.  In general these were very good.  However, there are some mistakes in the 
headings in some of the reports.  These were reported to the Scottish Government 
Elections Team some time after the system demonstration at Perth in 2011, but no 
changes were made because the program had by then been “locked down”. 
 
38.  First Preference by Ballot Box Report  
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The title of this report is misleading because this report contains a complete 
summary of all the preferences, not just the first preferences.  I would, therefore, 
suggest the title be changed to "Preference Summary by Ballot Box Report" or just 
"Preferences by Ballot Box Report".  I don't think there would be any risk of confusing 
either title with the "Preference Summary Report" which covers the whole ward. 
 
39.  Preference Summary Report  
It would be highly desirable to add the sentence below the table that appears in the 
corresponding Ballot Box Report: 

"NB The STV election results cannot be calculated from these numbers." 
The column headings of the table in this Report are unnecessarily wordy and the use 
of "votes" is actually wrong.  I would suggest the wording should be simplified and the 
appearance of the report improved by putting the words: 

"Numbers of Preferences allocated to each Candidate" 
in a row above and across all the data columns, as in the corresponding Ballot Box 
report.  The column headings could then be simplified to: 1st, 2nd, 3rd, etc.  The 
word "preferences" could be added on a second line in each column, if that were 
considered really necessary. 
 
40.  Transfers Report 
In the first table, "Valid Ballots" should be "Valid Votes". 
The column headings in the tables for Stage 2 and later stages are wrong and should 
be corrected because they do not comply with the Election Rules in the Regulations. 

Column 2: "Total Votes" should be "Number of Ballot Papers". 
Column 3: "Transfer Weight" should be "Transfer Value". 
Column 4: "Transfer Value" should be "Votes Transferred". 

These reports give only the total numbers of ‘non-transferable votes’ at each stage of 
the count.  To allow a full reconciliation at each stage, the reports should show the 
numbers of non-transferable ballot papers of each different value, the corresponding 
numbers of non-transferable votes, and when a surplus is transferred, the separate 
‘vote fractions not transferred due to rounding’. 
 
 
Publication of Election Results 
41.  It would be very desirable for all the results and all the data from these elections 
to be published in one place and in a consistent format.  Responsibility for “giving 
public notice” rests with individual Returning Officers and I would not suggest any 
change at all to that.  The 32 Returning Officers may wish to see the results for the 
counts they conducted published on the respective Councils’ websites.  That does 
not, however, provide the most convenient public access, as anyone who has 
searched the 32 separate websites for election data from the 2012 and 2007 
elections will know. 
 
42.  Instead, I would recommend the establishment of an “Elections Scotland” 
website for the purpose of publishing all the results and data from public elections in 
Scotland in one place and in a consistent format.  It would appropriate for 
responsibility for this “results” website to be vested in the Electoral Management 
Board for Scotland.  Once the data from the 2012 elections have been published 
there, the data from the 2007 Local Government elections should be added. 
 
 
Filling Casual Vacancies 
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43.  When a casual vacancy occurs, current legislation requires that a by-election 
must be held unless the vacancy arises within six months of the next ordinary 
election [Local Government (Scotland) Act 1973, section 37].  Such by-elections are 
nearly always for one vacancy in a multi-member ward.  Although STV is used for 
such elections, it has to be applied as the Alternative Vote to elect only one 
candidate.  The results of the by-elections held since the ordinary elections in 2007 
show that such single-vacancy elections frequently change the party political balance 
of representation in the ward. 
 
44.  The purpose of using STV (as STV-PR) to elect local councillors is to ensure that 
the voters’ views are represented by the successful candidates in proportion to the 
support for those views.  Single-member by-elections frequently distort that balance 
of representation, both as measured at the preceding ordinary election and as 
measured at the by-election itself.  That distortion would be most easily avoided by 
recounting the original ballot papers from the preceding ordinary election.  In that 
new count the candidate who had created the casual vacancy would be excluded ab 
initio and provision made to ensure that any candidate who was originally elected 
remained elected.  The casual vacancy would then be filled by the candidate 
considered by the voters to be their best representative in the absence of the 
candidate who caused the vacancy. 
 
45.  The Returning Officer would have to ensure that any previously unsuccessful 
candidate was still qualified to stand and prepared to take office if elected.  In the 
event that there were no such candidates available for the recount, there would be no 
option but to hold a by-election and to accept that the overall balance of 
representation would likely be distorted until the next ordinary election was held.  
This method of holding an election to fill casual vacancies requires the safe retention 
of the ballot papers until at least six months before the next ordinary election, but this 
should not present any significant problem although it would require a change in the 
Election Rules [Rule 60]. 
 
46.  This ‘recount’ approach has been standard practice for filling casual vacancies 
for many decades in Malta and Tasmania, both of which use STV for public elections. 
 
 
Ward Sizes: Representation of Communities and Representation of Voters 
47.  The Local Governance (Scotland) Act 2004 that introduced STV for Local 
Government elections in Scotland specified that councillors must be elected from 
wards returning either three or four members.  The rigidity this imposes on the 
drawing of ward boundaries and the small numbers of councillors per ward have 
adverse effects on the representation of communities and the representation of 
voters. 
 
48.  For a council of 18 members there are only two possible ward configurations: six 
3-member wards or two 3-member wards plus two 4-member wards.  Similarly for a 
council of 21 members there are only two possible ward configurations: seven 
3-member wards or three 3-member wards plus three 4-member wards.  This lack of 
flexibility is a significant constraint on the Local Government Boundary Commission 
for Scotland in devising ward boundaries that both meet the requirement for 
reasonable equality in the numbers of electors per councillor and respect the 
boundaries of recognised local communities.  In some cases, unrelated local 
communities have to be put into the same ward, while in others, as in Fife, 
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recognised communities that would more appropriately be represented by one 
5-member ward have to be divided. 
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49.  The adverse effects of the small ward sizes on the representation of voters are 
well illustrated by the results of the 2007 election in the Edinburgh City Centre ward.  
The five main political parties each nominated one candidate in this 3-member ward 
and there were three other candidates.  The five main parties had broadly similar 
levels of support among the voters, as their shares of the first preference votes were: 
20%, 20%, 20%, 18% and 17%, with 5% for the three others.  There are 4-member 
wards where there are similar distributions of support for the five main political parties 
but the voters are denied the diversity of representation they wish simply by the small 
number of seats that can be allocated to the ward. 
 
50.  Although this constraint clearly has an effect on the political parties, its effects 
should not be seen as primarily “party matters”.  It is representation of the voters that 
is adversely affected and is the main concern.  And of course, these constraints are 
completely artificial and could and should be removed.  The rigidity of the present 
scheme for wards and the small numbers of councillors elected from each ward 
contrast very unfavourably with the implementation of STV for local government in 
Northern Ireland and for the Education Authorities of the 1920s in Scotland, as 
described in the following paragraphs. 
 
51.  When STV was re-introduced for local government elections in Northern Ireland 
in 1972 it was necessary to devise schemes of multi-member wards (known as 
district electoral areas - DEAs - in Northern Ireland).  Full use was made of the 
flexibility of STV-PR to accommodate the different needs of the 26 District Councils 
and of the natural communities within them.  The Electoral Law (Northern Ireland) 
Order 1972 (SI 1972 No. 1264 (NI 13)) specified that each local government District 
should be divided into multi-member DEAs constituted by grouping together not less 
than four and not more than eight of the previous single-member wards.  The Order 
further specified that five, six or seven should be regarded as the desirable number 
of seats in any DEA unless the total number of seats in a District or geographical 
considerations made another number more suitable for any particular DEA. 
 
52.  The numbers of seats on the 26 District Councils ranged from 15 to 51 and the 
number of multi-member DEAs within any one of the 26 Districts ranged from two to 
eight.  The table on the following page shows the variety of arrangements adopted to 
accommodate local needs. 
 
 
53.  A similar approach had been taken when STV was introduced to elect the 
members of the Education Authorities set up under the Education (Scotland) Act 
1918 to replace School Boards.  The initial proposal to transfer responsibility for 
education to the otherwise all-purpose Local Authorities, i.e. the then county and 
burgh councils, was dropped in the face of concerted public opposition.  STV was 
adopted because it was realised that the new Authorities would not succeed unless 
the various majority and minority interests involved in school education were all fairly 
represented. 
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District Councils in Northern Ireland 1973 

Number of 
Councillors 

Number 
of DEAs 
within 

District 

Number of 
District 

Councils 

Number of Seats 
in each DEA 

Number of 
District 

Councils 

15 

2 1 8,7 1 

3 7 
7, 4, 4 1 
6, 5, 4 2 
5, 5, 5 4 

16 3 2 8, 4, 4 2 
17 3 1 7, 6, 4 1 
19 3 1 8, 6, 5 1 

20 

3 2 7, 7, 6 2 

4 4 
7, 5, 4, 4 1 
6, 5, 5, 4 1 
5, 5, 5, 5 2 

5 1 4, 4, 4, 4, 4 1 

21 4 2 
6, 6, 5, 4 1 
6, 5, 5, 5 1 

23 
4 1 7, 6, 5, 5 1 
5 1 5, 5, 5, 4, 4 1 

27 5 1 6, 6, 5, 5, 5 1 
30 6 1 7, 6, 5, 4, 4, 4 1 
51 8 1 7, 7, 7, 6, 6, 6, 6, 6 1 

 
 
54.  The 1918 Act created 38 separate Authorities based on 33 Counties and five 
Burghs.  The pattern of implementation was unique to each Authority as shown in the 
table on the following page.  All but two of the Education Authority areas were 
divided.  The number of electoral divisions within each of the other 36 Authorities 
ranged from two to nine as shown in the following table.  The numbers of members 
elected from each of the 173 electoral divisions ranged from 3 to 10.  Orkney 
Authority had both 10-member and 3-member divisions.  Fife Authority had the most 
diverse arrangement, with seven electoral divisions of six different sizes: 9, 8, 8, 7, 5, 
4, and 3.  Full use was made of the flexibility of STV to avoid division of local 
communities.  For example, in the Ross and Cromarty Authority, the Black Isle 
formed a 6-member division, while the island of Lewis was a 10-member division.  
The Wigtown Authority comprised two divisions: the Machars with seven members 
and the Rhins with ten. 
 
55.  There were four STV-PR elections: in 1919, 1922, 1925 and 1928.  The number 
of candidates varied from 1,897 in 1919 to 1,356 in 1928.  The average electorate 
during this period was just under two million and the average turnout was 38%, 
ranging from 29% in 1919 to 44% in 1922.  These turnouts compare favourably with 
more recent local government elections in Scotland, particularly as these STV-PR 
elections were for special purpose Authorities dealing only with school education.  
This use of STV-PR ceased when responsibility for school education was transferred 
in 1929 from the ad hoc Education Authorities to the all-purpose Local Authorities. 
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Scottish Education Authorities as at the 1919 Elections 

Number of 
Divisions 

within 
Authority 

Number of 
Authorities 

Number of 
Members in 
Authority 

Number of Seats 
in each Division 

1 2 
9 9 

10 10 

2 3 
15 9, 6 

17 
9, 8 

10, 7 

3 10 

11 4, 4, 3 
12 5, 4, 3 
14 5, 5, 4 
16 6, 6, 4 

17 
7, 6, 4 
9, 4, 4 

18 7, 6, 5 
21 7, 7, 7 
22 9, 7, 6 
24 9, 9, 6 

4 4 

20 6, 6, 4, 4 

22 
7, 6, 6, 3 
9, 7, 3, 3 

35 10, 9, 9, 7 

5 9 

21 6, 4, 4, 4, 3 

23 
5, 5, 5, 5, 3 
7, 5, 4, 4, 3 

25 8, 5, 4, 4, 4 
26 8, 7, 4, 4, 1 
29 8, 7, 6, 5, 3 
30 7, 7, 6, 5, 5 
32 10, 9, 7, 3, 3 
33 8, 8, 7, 6, 4 

6 2 
34 9, 5, 5, 5, 5, 5 
37 10, 7, 6, 6, 4, 4 

7 5 

33 6, 5, 5, 5, 4, 4, 4 
35 7, 6, 6, 5, 4, 4, 3 
42 7, 7, 7, 6, 6, 5, 4 
44 10, 9, 9, 8, 5, 4, 3 
45 9, 7, 6, 6, 6, 6, 5 

9 3 
41 8, 6, 5, 4, 4, 4, 4, 3, 3 
46 8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 4, 4, 4, 4 
49 8, 6, 6, 6, 5, 5, 5, 5, 3 

 
 
Disclaimer 
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Dr James Gilmour is a member of the Electoral Reform Society and of the Fairshare 
Voting Reform Campaign Committee, but he has prepared this note and made this 
submission in a personal capacity. 


