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Issue

On May 5th, 2011, a referendum was held in the United Kingdom on the voting system asking: “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?”  This was the first UK-wide referendum since 1975 and it was held in conjunction with some local elections.
Results and Turnout:

· The No vote won with 67.9% of votes cast (approx. 13 million votes).

· The Yes vote totalled 32.1% of votes cast (approx. 6.1 million votes).

· A total of 19.1 million votes have been cast across the UK, giving a turnout of 42%.
· Legislation allowed the voting system to be changed automatically if there was a ‘yes’ vote (i.e. more people vote ‘yes’ than ‘no’), with no need for further laws.  If more people voted ‘no’ than ‘yes’ the ‘first past the post’ (FPTP) system would continue to be used.
Background & Legislation:

For a referendum to take place in the UK, new legislation has to be passed covering details such as the date, the question and the detailed rules for running the referendum.  In this case, Parliament passed the Parliamentary Voting System and Constituencies Act.  There was some debate about having a required 40% participation rate for the referendum to be valid, but the Act was approved without the measure.  The referendum on the voting system is part of broader political reform initiatives.
The UK Electoral Commission designated one organisation to represent each outcome of the referendum (Yes/No).  These designated organisations received benefits, including equal grants, to ensure a minimum level of campaign activity on each side and were subject to spending limits.
Yes Campaign (Yes to Fairer Votes): Alternative Vote (AV) 
· Under the AV system, voters rank candidates in order of preference.  The winner is the first candidate to garner 50% of the votes either in the first round of counting or subsequent rounds by picking up votes as lower-ranked candidates are eliminated.

· The Yes campaign argued that AV makes votes count, cuts safe seats for political parties and makes MPs work harder to get 50% of the vote.
· The Conservatives and Liberal Democrats negotiated a referendum on AV during the formation of the governing coalition.  The Liberal Democrats favour AV as a system for offering more choice to electors. 
No Campaign (NO2AV): FPTP 
· Under FPTP, the candidate who gets the most votes in their constituency is elected as the MP.
· The No campaign was defending the “one person, one vote” principle and argued that AV was costly, unfair and complicated.
· The Prime Minister and most Conservatives campaigned for the No side. 
Outcomes:

· Liberal Democrats lost seats in local elections and lost the referendum.  Since the two parties in the Conservative-Liberal Democrat Coalition were on opposite sides of the issue, questions arise in the media as to the future of the coalition, the Liberal Democrats and Nick Clegg, the party leader.
· A major media story following the May 5th elections and referendum was the Scottish National Party (SNP) winning, for the first time, a majority in the Scottish Parliament.  The SNP intends to hold a referendum on Scottish independence in their five-year term. 
Links for More Information:
· On referendums in the UK: http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/elections/referendums 

· On the May 5th referendum: http://www.aboutmyvote.co.uk/referendum_2011.aspx 

· On the results: http://ukreferendumresults.aboutmyvote.co.uk 
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