Mixed-Member Proportional Systems (MMP)

Just like STV and List systems, this also is a ‘proportional’ electoral system (i.e. PR):
it seeks to provide a fair representation in parliament for all parties contesting the
election roughly in proportion to the votes they win. This means that smaller parties
have a chance of winning some seats.

As its title suggests this system is a mix of two separate electoral systems. While any
number of possible mixes is possible, the most common mix is of the First-Past-the-
Post system used in the UK and the PR-List systems common in much of Europe
(both dealt with in separate briefing notes). As we shall see, in recent Irish debates
over electoral reform there has been some discussion of mixing STV and List (e.g.
with some TDs elected in multi-seat STV constituencies and others elected on
national party lists).

Parliamentary constituencies

The big feature that stands out with this system is the fact that it produces two
different types of MPs: a portion of the MPs (commonly half of the parliament) are
elected in single-seat constituencies, with the remainder elected on party lists usually
with constituencies that are large regions (though it can be the whole country).
Supporters of the system argue that it offers the best of both of these systems because,
it results in some MPs with a focus on constituency work and other MPs focused
more on national political issues. Critics suggest that the two types of MP means the
two might be regarded as having different levels of authority. As a matter of fact, this
is not always borne out in practice.

How voting occurs in this system

Sample ballot papers from Germany and New Zealand are provided below. As you
can see, in both cases, voters are asked to vote twice, for constituency candidates and
for (closed) party lists.

How politicians are elected
The count occurs in three stages as follows:

1. First, the returning officer counts the FPTP constituency part of the ballot
paper. The candidate with the most votes in the constituency race is deemed
elected. However there is nothing to say that one could not use AV in this part.

2. The returning officer then counts the list part of the ballot paper, just like in
the list electoral system dealt with separately. This determines how many seats
each party is entitled to overall. The rules as to what the proportionality is
based on can cause very different seat allocations.

3. Given that this is a proportional electoral system, the focus is on trying to
ensure as much as possible that parties are awarded seats in proportion to the
number of votes they win overall. Therefore, in this final stage, now that it is
known how many seats each party is due, the returning officer has to subtract
from that total any constituency seats already won in the first stage of the
count and this determines how many list seats each party is awarded. This
should result in a proportional result.



The consequence of the final calculation (in point 3) is that larger parties can end up
having a lot of constituency seats and far fewer list seats; indeed, in one MPP election
in Wales the Labour party ended up with only constituency seats).

Countries using this system

Germany is the first place in the world to use this system, having adopted it after the
second world war. In recent years a small number of other countries have adopted it,
most notably New Zealand, but also Bolivia and Venezuela. At sub-national level it
is used to elect the Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly.

Variations
Clearly this system offers the greatest scope for variation, among the most important
being:

e The choice of which two systems to mix;

e Whether this system should be fully or only partially proportional (in the case
of the latter there is no linkage between the results of the two systems so that a
party that wins lots of constituency seats is still allowed to sweep up as many
list seats as possible);

e The proportion of parliamentary seats that should be allotted to each part (e.g.
in Germany half of MPs represent individual constituencies and the other half
are elected on party lists);

e How open or closed the ballot should be on the list part of the system;

e Whether candidates should be allowed to run both as constituency and list
candidates.



A German MMP ballot paper
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A New Zealand MMP ballot paper
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