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INTERNATIONAL EXPERTS TELL CITIZENS’ ASSEMBLY
“THERE IS NO ‘PERFECT’ SYSTEM”
November 12, 2006 (TORONTO) – Every electoral system has its strengths and weaknesses. Citizens’ Assembly members heard this message from seven of the world’s leading experts in electoral reform at the fifth of six learning sessions this weekend.

Speakers shared details of Canadian and international experiences in considering or enacting electoral reform: British Colombia, New Brunswick, Québec, New Zealand and other established or emerging democracies. The message that resonated throughout the day is that there’s no ‘perfect’ or ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution when it comes to electoral systems. Assembly members were told that they must listen to Ontarians, discover what matters most to them, and understand the specific needs of the province in order to make a meaningful recommendation.

The Assembly heard from André Blais, professor in the Department of Political Science and research fellow with the Centre de recherche et de développement en économique at the Université de Montréal who opened the weekend by speaking about the importance of principles in electoral reform, and the trade-offs involved in the process of selecting an electoral system that embodies the principles that are important to citizens.  “Clarify in your mind what is important... think about what principles matter more,” said Blais. “Ideally, we'd like to have them all, but that's not possible."
At this weekend’s session, Assembly members also conducted an exercise where they began to think about prioritizing principles and characteristics related to electoral systems. Principles such as: legitimacy; stronger voter participation; effective parliament; voter choice; fairness of representation; effective parties; accountability; simplicity and practicality; and stable and effective government. After listening to their fellow citizens, the principles that the Assembly deems most important will help determine which electoral system it recommends for Ontario.
Bill Cross, associate professor of political science at Carleton University and Louis Masicotte visiting professor in democracy and elections at the American University in Washington DC spoke about electoral reform processes and recommendations in New Brunswick and Québec respectively. Sarah Birch, a reader in Politics at the University of Essex talked to the Assembly about electoral system change in emerging democracies.

Ken Carty who served as Research Director for the B.C. Citizens’ Assembly on Electoral Reform gave Assembly members a firsthand account of Canada’s first-ever Citizens’ Assembly. Assembly members appreciated the opportunity to ask questions about the B.C. process. 
Elizabeth McLeay, who teaches comparative politics at the Victoria University of Wellington in New Zealand, spoke to the Assembly on the tenth anniversary of New Zealand’s move to a new electoral system. 
Commenting on his time with Assembly members, David Farrell, author of Electoral Systems: A Comparative Introduction, said, “It was inspiring to meet and speak with them. I hope that other countries will follow the Canadian example of citizen-led electoral reform.”  Dr. Richard Katz world-renowned political science professor, political commentator and author, from Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland, added “I found the Citizens’ Assembly both stimulating and reassuring.” 
Professor Cross provided a more personal perspective. He stated, “Unlike the rest of the experts, I’m an Ontarian. What you do will affect me, my family, and my community. I’m so impressed with quality of your discussions, how clearly engaged you are with the process, and how much work you are putting into it. It’s in good hands. I’ll watch with interest.”
This session further prepared the Assembly for the 37 consultation meetings they will host across the province beginning the week of November 20. Members of the public are invited to make presentations or attend  these meetings, and send written comments to the Assembly via its website at www.citizensassembly.gov.on.ca. Information about how to register to present at a consultation meeting is also available on-line. What the Assembly hears from Ontarians will inform its deliberations which will begin in February.
Consultation meeting schedules, member profiles, and useful resources about the Citizens’ Assembly and electoral systems are available on-line. The final meeting of the Assembly’s Learning Phase takes place at Osgoode Hall, York University on November 25th and 26th.
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