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MEMO+ is an occasional series of briefing papers
on topics of interest to minority ethnic communities in Scotland.
MEMO+ is produced by the Scottish Council of Jewish Communities in partnership with BEMIS and is supported by the Scottish Executive.
	Briefing:

Scottish Parliamentary and Council Elections:

How to use your vote




Scottish Parliament and Local Council elections will take place on 3 May 2007.

It is important that as many people as possible vote so that national and local government reflect the views of people in Scotland. If your name is on the Electoral Register you will automatically receive a polling card and be able to vote. If your name is not on the Register you should contact the local Electoral Registration Officer in your area as soon as possible.

If you are unable to go to the polling station you can still vote by post or you can name another person to vote on your behalf at the polling station (voting by proxy). Contact your local Electoral Registration Officer for details of how to register for either of these options.

Important dates for these elections

18 April 2007 
Deadline for: a) registering to vote






       
b) applying for a new postal vote






       
c) changing or cancelling an existing postal or 

    proxy vote

25 April 2007 
Deadline for applying for a new proxy vote.

Note: if you are prevented from voting by a medical emergency you may apply for a proxy vote any time until 5pm on polling day.


3 May 2007 

Polling day – vote between 7am and 10pm

1)
Voting in the Scottish Parliament election

The election for the Scottish Parliament uses a system called the Additional Member System. This means that the majority of MSPs are elected to represent individual constituencies, and additional members are then elected to make the overall distribution of seats correspond more closely to the proportion of votes cast for each party.

Scotland is divided into 73 constituencies, each of which elects an MSP using the ‘first past the post’ system – the candidate who receives the most votes wins the seat. Candidates for constituency seats may represent a political party or may stand as Independents.
The constituencies are grouped together into 8 regions, each of which elects 7 MSPs using the Additional Member System. Candidates for regional seats may stand as an Independent or may be included on the regional list of one of the political parties. Proportional representation enables small parties that receive a significant proportion of the vote to gain seats in the Scottish Parliament even if they do not receive enough votes to win by ‘first past the post’. 

The Ballot Paper

The ballot paper for the Scottish Parliament election is divided into two differently-coloured columns, and lists candidates for your Region on the left and for your Constituency on the right. Vote by putting one  X  in each column beside the candidate or party that you want to support. 

Note: You do not have to vote for the same political party in both Constituency and Region, but you may do so if you wish.

How are votes counted?

For the first time in a Scottish Parliamentary election ballot papers will be scanned and votes will be counted electronically.

Votes for constituency MSPs are counted first, and in each constituency the person with the most votes is elected.  The number of seats won by each party is noted and used in the calculation of Regional seats.

The formula for working out Regional seats is complex. The principle is that in each region approximately the same number of votes contribute to winning each seat (see http://www.votescotland.com/stv/178.html). This is best illustrated by an example:

Region X is made up of 8 constituencies grouped together and 4 parties have put up candidates for election. 

Party A has won 4 constituency seats, 

Party B has won 3 constituency seats, 

Party C has won 1 constituency seat, and 

Party D has not won any constituency seats.

· To find the winner of the first regional seat: 
work out the average number of votes per seat each Party would have if they won the additional seat, by dividing the number of regional votes they receive by the number of seats they have already won plus 1:


Regional votes for Party A divided by 5

Regional votes for Party B divided by 4

Regional votes for Party C divided by 2

Regional votes for Party D divided by 1

The party with the highest figure has thus fewest seats per vote, and so to counter this wins the first regional seat. 
· To find the winner of the second and subsequent regional seats:

repeat the above calculation using the new distribution of seats (i.e. including this new seat). So, if the first Regional seat was won by Party D, the first three sums remain the same, but the fourth becomes

Regional votes for Party D divided by 2 

The Party that now has the highest average wins the next seat, and the calculation is then repeated again using the new number. This process continues until all the additional Regional seats are allocated.

· Each political party fills the Regional seats it has won with its candidates, in the order in which they appeared on the party list published before the election.

2)
Voting in the Local Council election

For the first time, the election of your local Council will be held under a (different) system of proportional representation, the Single Transferable Vote or STV system. Instead of each ward electing just one Councillor, several wards have been combined and each new ward will elect 3 or 4 Councillors. This enables smaller parties and independent candidates who receive a significant proportion of the vote to gain Local Council seats even though they might not receive enough votes to win using ‘first past the post’. 

Working out who is elected under STV is complex but the system enables more people to be represented by someone they voted for – at least 80% of voters as compared with a typical figure of 40% in ‘first past the post’ elections.

The Ballot Paper

The ballot paper for the Local Council shows each candidate’s political party (if any) and the emblem of their political party (if any) alongside the candidate’s name. 
· Vote by ranking candidates in order of preference in the right-hand column (number “1” for the candidate you most want to win the seat, “2” for your second choice, “3” for your third, and so on.)

Note: The numbers indicate your preferences; you are not awarding points.  The person to whom you give the highest number is your bottom choice, not your top choice.

· You may rank as many or as few candidates as you like – but you will make best use of your vote by ranking all of the candidates because 2nd, 3rd, 4th etc choices also contribute to deciding who is elected.

Note: You must list your choices in order without missing out numbers otherwise some of your preferences may not be taken into account; for example, if you rank candidates 1,2,3,5,6, only your first 3 preferences will be valid.

How are votes counted?

For the first time in a Scottish Council election ballot papers will be scanned and votes will be counted electronically.

Once the number of valid ballot papers has been counted, the minimum number of votes required to win a seat will be calculated.  This is known as the “quota” and is calculated by dividing the number of votes cast by one more than the number of available seats. 
1) All first preference votes are counted, and any candidates with more than the quota win seats.  Note: it is perfectly possible for no-one to win a seat at this stage.

2) If anyone wins a seat at this stage, then the number of votes that candidate has in excess of the quota (the “surplus”) is transferred to other candidates in proportion to the next preferences of each voter.  This results in fractional votes being added to each candidate’s first preference votes.  Any candidate who now has more than the quota is elected.  For example, if candidate A has 10 votes, B has 15, and C has 20 votes, and the quota was 16, then C’s surplus is 4 – 20% of C’s vote. So if 5 of C’s second preference votes went to A, 12 to B, and 3 were blank, then A gains 1 additional vote (5 x 20%) and B gains 2.4 additional votes (12 x 20%).  B now has 17.4 votes, which is more than the quota, and so is elected.

3) If there are still seats available, this process is repeated for the surplus votes of each elected candidate in turn.  It should be noted that the value of each transferred vote is reduced at each stage, as what are transferred are fractions of fractions. So in the above example, B now has a surplus of 1.4 votes, which will be transferred in proportion to third-preference votes.
4) If, at any stage, there remain unfilled seats, but none of the unelected candidates receives the minimum quota of votes, then the candidate with fewest votes is excluded and all that candidate’s votes (including transferred votes already received) are transferred to the voters’ next preferences. 

5) The above procedure is repeated until each of the available seats has been filled.

Election Results

Ballot papers can be opened and the count can begin immediately after polling stations close at 10pm but some Returning Officers may choose to delay starting the count until the following day, so it is not certain how early the results will be announced. 

Useful Websites

· VoteScotland
http://www.votescotland.com/stv/CCC_FirstPage.jsp
Website backed by the Scottish Executive and the Electoral Commission to provide information about the new voting system and encourage everyone to use their vote.

· About My Vote

http://www.aboutmyvote.co.uk/pcsearch/EntryPage.cfm
Electoral Commission website that includes step-by-step directions for registering to vote.
· ScotlandVotes
http://www.scotlandvotes.com/
Information about the Scottish Parliamentary election, including candidates, constituencies and very brief summaries of party policies.

· STV: Single Transferable Vote   
http://www.youthstart.org/STV/
Clear, simple explanation of how STV works.

· Voting Systems: 
A model STV election

http://www.electoral-reform.org.uk/article.php?id=51 

and

Additional Member System

http://www.electoral-reform.org.uk/article.php?id=53 

Electoral Reform Society description of the different voting systems and how they operate.

· Detailed description of how STV (Single Transferable Vote) works
http://www.votescotland.com/stv/files/FVS%20stv%20detailed%20description%20Jan%2023.pdf 
Please circulate this issue of MEMO+ among your membership and encourage people to register and to vote in the elections on 3 May!
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