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The United States, along with many other former British colonies, inherited a legislative electoral system that is an example of a “single member plurality” (SMP) system. “Single member” means that the population is divided up into districts of approximately equal size and each district elects one member to the legislature. “Plurality” means that the candidate obtaining the most votes wins, even if this is not a majority of the votes cast. This is the system used to elect the U.S. House of Representatives and both houses of the New Mexico Legislature.

Other systems are, of course, used in the United States. U.S. Senators and Santa Fe City Councilors are elected from two-member districts, but since the two seats are filled in different elections, these are still essentially single member plurality elections. The Los Alamos County Council is elected under a system called “block vote,” in which each voter gets as many votes as there are seats to be filled. Some states with bicameral legislatures use different electoral systems for one of the two houses.

SMP elections are simple to understand and administer. Over time, they tend to produce two major parties, which in turn leads to single-party governments (as opposed to coalition governments), but there have been many exceptions to this tendency. The major parties have strong incentives to seek broadly acceptable candidates and to offer inclusive positions. The flip side of these advantages are that minority parties seldom achieve representation in proportion to the number of their adherents, while major parties tend to differentiate themselves on relatively unimportant issues. Thus the system can be very slow to react to significant shifts in public opinion on important issues (think single payer health care!) Women and minority candidates are less frequently put forward than in more proportional systems. But probably the two biggest flaws in SMP systems are that

1. outcomes are extremely sensitive to the drawing of boundaries, and

2. a large plurality, and sometimes even a majority, of votes are “wasted” in the sense that they do not help to elect any representative. (In New Mexican legislative races, this already serious problem is aggravated by the fact that fewer than half of the seats are even contested in any given election.)

Originally SMP districts were presumed to be geographically logical, promoting strong links between constituents and their representatives. This was important in the late eighteenth century, when travel and communication across large distances were difficult. But since then, as the electorate became more inclusive, race, ethnicity and political considerations have come to influence heavily the drawing of boundaries, leading to the cynical observation that politicians choose their voters, not the other way around. Other articles in this series deal with “fixes” to this problem.

In recent years a number of new democracies have come onto the world scene, and it is noteworthy that very few have chosen SMP systems. Perhaps more relevant for the U.S., even established democracies are shifting away from these systems towards proportional representation (PR) systems. Among other effects, voter turnout is higher under PR systems, perhaps because far fewer votes are “wasted”; almost every vote goes toward electing a candidate from the party favored by the voter, although perhaps not one who resides near him. Proportional systems also encourage the formation of coherent parties, and significant minority views can obtain representation.

There are many flavors of proportional systems. Here we illustrate two that might be feasible for at least one house in the New Mexico legislature:  the “single transferable vote” (STV) and a mixed system. Both require the delineation of multi-member districts.  

For example, the 42 seats of the New Mexico Senate might be apportioned among seven to ten regional districts, each of which would elect between four and ten representatives using STV. Voters rank some or all of the candidates on their ballots. Counting is quite complicated, as it involves redistributing fractional “surplus” votes as well as the votes of the candidate with the fewest votes (similar to instant runoff voting.) The final result is reasonably proportional, allowing representation for smaller parties who can garner at least 10 to 25% of the vote in their district, while the geographical link between the voter and his representative is not completely lost. There are a good many theoretical criticisms of STV, but they do not seem to have occurred in practice. The fact that counting would require the use of computers might be of concern to the election integrity community.

Alternatively, perhaps 27 of the 42 seats could represent somewhat smaller, equal-size single-member districts, while the remaining 15 would be allocated to ensure that all parties receiving a certain threshold of the total vote statewide (say 5%) were represented in the Senate in proportion to that total vote.  This called a mixed member proportional system. Voters may vote both for one candidate and for one party (not necessarily the party of the selected candidate!). In other versions, voters vote only for a candidate and party preference is inferred. Usually the PR seats are filled at the discretion of the party, but systems that take into account how many votes the losing candidates received are possible.

Both of these systems tend to result in more proportional representation of the electorate, including third parties, and many fewer “wasted” votes. In an MMP system, parties often make significant efforts to promote ethnic and gender diversity through their PR seats, with the result that women in particular occupy a significantly higher fraction of seats in legislatures elected by PR or mixed systems.

As this discussion makes clear, it is important to establish criteria and priorities for what an electoral system should accomplish. No system can satisfy all desirable criteria. But as the next reapportionment cycle approaches, New Mexicans need to give serious thought to whether using a different system for at least one house of its bicameral legislature might do more to promote fair representation than merely tinkering with the boundaries of single member plurality districts.
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