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single vote but can express any number of 
preferences. If the voter’s first preference 
candidate doesn’t have enough votes 
for a seat, or has already qualified for a 
seat, the vote passes to the second (or 
subsequent) preference.

Under this form of STV the ballot paper 
is identical (apart from the instructions 
to the voter), but the outcome is very 
different.  Under first-past-the-post all 
three seats will usually go to the same 
party. Under STV the most common 
result will be two seats for one party and 
one for another. 

But while the outcome is usually different 
at the level of the electoral district, or 
ward, it is surprising how often these 
differences cancel out across a local 
authority area and control of the council 
remains in the hands of the same party 
(though with a different pattern of 
support).

A council where all the Conservative 
councillors come from “the Tory end of 
the borough” and the Labour councillors 
come from “the Labour end”, may find 
a much more mixed picture under STV 
with some Tory councillors elected in the 
Labour end and some Labour councillors 
in the Tory end, reflecting the actual mix 
in the population. 

As we said in the opening paragraph, our 
objective is to change the voting system 
in a way that puts more power in the 
hands of the voter.  It is not our concern 
whether the new system helps one party 
or another party.  

However, it is in the nature of politics 
that politicians will want to know the 
impact of a new voting system on the 
number of seats they are likely to win.  So 

“A council where all 
the Conservative 
councillors come from 
“the Tory end of the 
borough” and the 
Labour councillors 
come from “the 
Labour end”, may find 
a much more mixed 
picture under STV”

In this pamphlet we make the case for 
a reform of the voting system for local 
elections in England. Specificallly, we 
are proposing a change in the voting 
system from first-past-the-post to single 
transferable vote. Our prime concern in 
proposing STV is the interest of the voter. 
The purpose of a voting system is to translate 
voters’ preferences into political power and 
STV does that in a way that is more accurate 
and more reliable than the increasingly 
dysfunctional first past the post.

There are many alternative voting systems 
that are more accurate and more reliable 
than first-past-the-post. We propose STV 
in three-member seats because it is the 
system that requires the least change for 
the voter.  The great majority of English 
electors are already represented by three 
councillors and a great many are already 
familiar with the experience of electing 
three councillors on the same ballot paper. 

The only essential difference in the 
mechanics of voting will be that voters 
mark their three preferred candidates 
1-2-3 instead of X-X-X.  

A second difference is that a voter can 
continue numbering all the candidates in 
order of preference under STV, but this is 
optional.  

It is only when the votes are counted that the 
main differences in the two systems emerge. 

Under first-past-the-post the three 
candidates with the highest number of 
votes are declared elected.  Under the 
system we propose the three candidates 
who reach (or come closest to) a quarter 
of the votes each are elected.  

Under first-past-the-post each voter has 
three votes.  Under STV each voter has a 

Foreword
Martin Linton
Chair, Make Votes Count
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“It will take a political 
crisis or an electoral 
meltdown for reform 
to find its way back 
onto the political 
agenda, but a political 
crisis or an electoral 
meltdown look 
increasingly likely”

5

with Ed Miliband” just as Nigel Farage 
warned his supporters “vote Conservative 
and you’ll end up with Labour”. This is 
precisely the problem that Alternative 
Vote is designed to avoid - that a new 
party will split the right-wing vote and 
allow a left-wing party to win on a 
minority (or vice versa).

Given the defeat of the referendum it 
will take a political crisis or an electoral 
meltdown for reform to find its way back 
onto the political agenda, but a political 
crisis or an electoral meltdown look 
increasingly likely in the current situation 
where a 19th century voting system and 
21st century multi-party politics are on a 
collision course. 

The 2015 election did not result in a 
hung parliament as the opinion polls 
had unanimously predicted. The 
Conservatives won an absolute majority, 
but a narrow one not guaranteed to last 
till the end of its five-year term.  Few 
doubt, however, that there has been a 
fundamental change in the way people 
vote that will not be reversed.  

The trend away from the main parties 
continued. The two main parties who 
received 98.8% of the vote in 1955 
received little more than two-thirds of the 
vote in 2015 (67.3%). 

we recognise it is important to estimate 
the effect of this voting system on the 
number of seats, the size of majorities 
and the spread of support for each party.  
Only when they know the likely impact of 
a change are they likely to engage in serious 
discussion about it.

For this reason it is only in the most 
unusual circumstances that reform of the 
voting system for general elections will 
force its way onto the political agenda. 

It did so after the 2010 election.  The 
Labour Party had a manifesto pledge 
to support a referendum on the voting 
system and the Liberal Democrats made 
it a red line in the coalition negotiations.  
A referendum was duly held in April 
2011 on the Alternative Vote system and 
this was a step forward in one sense.  It 
established that the voting system belongs 
to the public, not the politicians, and it is 
the public who will take any decision to 
change the voting system. 

But it was also a step back. Voting systems 
involve very simple choices, but they 
can be presented in a very complex way, 
sometimes deliberately. The public, for 
all their cynicism about politicians, will 
still listen to politicians and will rely on 
them to explain complex issues in simple 
terms. The majority of MPs were opposed 
to the change and the public defeated the 
Alternative Vote by 13 million votes to six 
million, more than two to one.  

The only party leader to campaign for 
a ‘no’ vote in the referendum was the 
Prime Minister, David Cameron, and 
he may have had cause rue his success 
when his party started to haemorrhage 
votes to UKIP in 2013. He was reduced 
to warning his supporters that they might 
“go to bed with Nigel Farage and wake up 



It will be necessary to find a staged 
approach, a one-step-at-a-time reform 
that will allow voters to get used to a new 
voting system before deciding whether 
to adopt it for parliamentary elections. 
That is why this report looks at the 
likely outcomes of a new voting system 
– the single transferable vote – on local 
elections in England. 

Of the five electoral jurisdictions in the 
British Isles, single transferable vote 
is already used for local elections in 
three – Scotland, Northern Ireland and 
Republic of Ireland – and it has been 
recommended by an executive-appointed 
commission in Wales. Thus the single 
transferable vote for local elections would 
be a sensible continuation, or completion, 
of an existing trend. There are already 
outcomes and experience that can be 
studied. 

As our maps show, single transferable 
vote will change the political map of 
England. Instead of large blotches of 
blue in the south and red in the north, 
there will be more of a patchwork with 
smaller specks of red breaking up the 
large expanses of blue and more specks of 
blue appearing in the large metropolitan 
areas with various combinations of 
yellow, green and purple spreading into 
new areas at the same time as receding in 
some of their strongholds. 

It will end the situation where most local 
authority wards are represented by three 
councillors of the same party. Instead 
most wards would have two councillors 
of one party and one of another, or three 
from different parties, reflecting the 
actual votes.  

“It will be necessary 
to find a staged ap-
proach, a one-step-
at-a-time reform that 
will allow voters to get 
used to a new voting 
system before deciding 
whether to adopt it for 
parliamentary elec-
tions”

The Conservatives became a governing 
majority party with only 36.9% of the 
vote. When non-voters are taken into 
account, they were supported by less than 
a quarter of the electorate (24.4%).  

The relationship between votes and seats 
remained as erratic as ever. The Labour 
Party increased its share of the vote, yet 
lost 26 seats. There was a slight swing 
away from the Conservatives, yet they 
gained 24 seats.

The system continued to award a massive 
winner’s bonus to the largest party not 
only in the whole country, but in each 
nation and region. The SNP won 95% of 
the seats in Scotland on 50% of the vote. 
Labour won nearly two thirds of the seats 
in Wales for just over a third of the votes.
The hard luck stories were there as well.  
UKIP and the Greens won more than five 
million votes between them, yet only one 
seat apiece.  Labour won nearly a quarter 
of the vote in Scotland (24.3%), but only 
one seat out of 59 (1.7%).

Superficially the 2015 election may seem 
like the reversal of a trend.  The coalition 
has gone. There is no hung parliament.  
But it’s not a reversion to the two-party 
system, or even to a three-party system. 
It’s a continuation of the trend towards 
multi-party politics. That trend will 
continue to make one-party governments 
less likely but it will also lower the bar so 
that one-party government can be elected 
on a lower and lower share of the vote. 

The unfair and erratic and arbitrary 
nature of election outcomes will increase 
pressure for the reform of the voting 
system.  But unless our political system 
goes into meltdown, the pressure will 
manifest itself in increasing support for 
organic, incremental change. 
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“The first-past-the-
post system will have 
to change. If it isn’t 
changed, multi-party 
politics will blow it 
apart. The simplest 
change now would be 
to single transferable 
vote”

7

would be a lot of seats won in areas where 
Labour has no seats at present and a lot of 
seats lost in the areas where it enjoys big 
majorities. 

From the point of view of individual 
councillors who would lose their seats, 
this might not recommend itself, but 
from the point of view of the party, it 
might gain more from winning a foothold 
in difficult areas than it would lose from a 
reduction in the size of its majority in its 
strong areas.

As Lewis Baston shows, huge majorities 
can bring their own potential problems 
of atrophy, complacency and indiscipline 
even if some councils – he mentions 
Newham and Stevenage, but there are 
more - have succeeded in being well-run 
councils with large majorities. 

In short, the first-past-the-post system 
will have to change. If it isn’t changed, 
multi-party politics will blow it apart. 
The smallest change would have been 
alternative vote, but that has already been 
rejected.  The simplest change now would 
be to single transferable vote. 

Since most councillors are already elected 
in three-member wards, it would be 
easy to switch to three-member single 
transferable vote. It would bring a fairer 
spread of councillors. It would ease the 
problem of one-party states and electoral 
deserts. It would avoid opening the door 
to proliferation of small parties. But most 
of all – and this is the reason it should be 
welcomed by all politicians – it would be 
much better for the voter.  More voters 
would get a councillor they voted for and 
more would have a say in the outcome of 
the election. And if the voters are happier, 
the system will work better.

On the basis of Lewis Baston’s detailed 
projections Labour would win seats for 
the first time in its ‘electoral deserts’ – 
parts of the country where it never wins 
any seats however well it is doing. The 
Conservatives would also win seats in 
their ‘electoral deserts’ in inner city and 
declining industrial areas. 

Labour would win seats for the first 
time in places like Harrogate in the 
North, Harborough in the Midlands 
and Worthing in the South. These 
places might seem quintessentially 
Conservative, but that is because the 
first-past-the-post system makes them 
seem like caricatures of themselves. 
There are significant numbers of Labour 
voters in all these places, just as there 
are Conservatives in the most run-down 
areas of our cities. The single transferable 
shows them as the mix they really are. 

For the Conservative Party the effect 
of single transferable vote in the 2013 
or 2014 elections would have been 
disastrous, but that is almost entirely 
due to the impact of UKIP who had 
reached a point in the polls where they 
were well placed to pick up seats under 
single transferable vote. If the UKIP surge 
recedes, so will the threat.

The Liberal Democrats have always 
supported the single transferable vote. It 
is ironic that it would normally give them 
more seats, but in the 2013 and 2014 
elections it would have given them fewer, 
but that is entirely due to their poor poll 
standing at the time.

For the Labour Party the change in 
system would make very little difference 
to their overall performance in terms 
in the percentage of seats they would 
win, but within the overall picture there 



And that’s the core of his case.  Parties 
may be obsessed with gaining and 
maintaining control of councils.  The 
media certainly find it easier to interpret 
trends by reference to changes of control.  
But the consumer of the local democratic 
process is surely more interested in the 
connection between the way in which 
he or she votes and the representative 
outcome, and the resultant quality of 
service and accountability of those 
representatives.

Whether, in the longer term, this 
improvement in the efficacy of their vote 
will result in a sustained rise in turnout 
in these Scottish elections has yet to 
be proved conclusively, but – from the 
electors’ point of view, as opposed to the 
elected politicians’ – this would seem to 
one of the few positive changes of recent 
years towards reconnection and re-
engagement.

This reform to the current system, which 
is currently challenged by so many as 
“not fit for purpose” in the multi-party 
environment of 21st century Britain, 
obviously would be modest.   Detailed 
analysis of the number-crunching in this 
study makes that clear.  Even using the 
data of the (perhaps) unprecedented and 
unrepeatable arrival of large numbers of 
UKIP challengers to Conservative ‘shire” 
strongholds in 2013 does not – with STV 
– involve revolutionary change.

In one respect Lewis Baston may be 
underestimating the advantages to the 
voter.  The narrow choice offered by 
first-past-the-post (FPTP) discourages 
any attempt to distinguish the relative 
merits of candidates of the same party 
and makes impossible an informed choice 
which includes those of different parties 
and independents on a preferential basis.  

“A change to STV in 
England has the po-
tential not just to nar-
row artificially wide 
gaps in seats between 
the parties, but to ar-
rest the growing chasm 
between government 
and governed”

At long last somebody is making a serious 
attempt to examine the voter system from 
the point of view of voters.

Hitherto, such limited analysis of the 
UK system as has been undertaken has 
tended to concentrate on its implications 
for the political parties, and almost 
exclusively on their representation in the 
House of Commons.   In the immediate 
aftermath of the May 2015 General 
Election this has been both a popular and 
largely fruitless area for speculation and 
academic study.

In the meantime, however, the present 
study is based on more robust evidence:  
the actual results of two rounds of Single 
Transferable Vote (STV) elections in the 
local government elections in Scotland in 
2007 and 2012.

No doubt the party psephologists and 
partisan experts will head straight 
for the tables, obsessed only with 
potential party advantage.  I urge fair-
minded commentators, especially those 
concerned by the widening gap between 
governors and governed, to consider the 
wider implications for the health of the 
body politic.

Previously, Scotland was not much 
different to English Counties in one 
respect:  of those who voted for council 
candidates barely half had the satisfaction 
of electing their choice. The average, on 
low turnouts, ranged between 40% and 55%.

With the introduction of STV in the 
2007 and 2012 Scottish local elections 
these electors – termed “happy voters” 
by Lewis Baston – jumped to 74% and 
76%.   When second and subsequent 
preferences are taken into account the 
voter satisfaction climbs to 90%.

Foreword
Lord Tyler 
Liberal Democrat Member 
of the House of Lords
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“The voter would no 
longer be faced with 
a forced and largely 
false choice – “take it 
or leave it” – of can-
didates selected by a 
tiny group of the local 
party faithful”

9

In England some of the most spectacular 
failures in local authorities have 
coincided with long periods of one-party 
domination.  That is surely not just a 
coincidence.

The absence of effective accountability 
and opportunity for change in English 
councils has been a recurrent theme 
in the debates on the Cities and Local 
Government Devolution Bill, now in the 
House of Lords:  Lord Heseltine, no less, 
has been very critical.

Based on the hard facts set out so 
comprehensively in this study the case for 
a new approach to the electoral system 
used for English and Welsh local elections 
deserves renewed and urgent attention.   
The alleged disadvantages of STV for the 
House of Commons (and for the mandate of 
a national government) do not apply here.

So, what are we waiting for?

He or she is faced with a forced and largely 
false choice – “take it or leave it” – selected 
by a relatively small group of party faithful.

Candidates regularly complain at the 
lack of public interest in the individual 
personalities standing for election, their 
achievements and special qualifications, 
especially when local contests are 
submerged in other national campaigns; 
they can scarcely complain when the 
system encourages more discernment.

Lewis Baston rightly resisted the 
temptation to estimate the extent to 
which electors might use the increased 
choice explicit in STV to spread their 
support down the preferential list, both 
between candidates of the same party and 
between different parties.  It would be 
pure guesswork.  All one can say is that it 
clearly does enable one to use one’s vote 
more powerfully.

In recent weeks the old refrain “they’re 
all the same” has reappeared.  Unfair, in 
general, it may be, but in some areas it 
carries real credibility.

If you live in a city, town or county where 
one party has continually dominated – 
not just in “control” but monopolising 
the whole gamut of council decision-
making, virtually unchallenged – then 
they may indeed be truly “all the same”.   
With perhaps only a minority of the votes 
cast, that party caucus can indeed govern 
without proper scrutiny or accountability 
from an effective opposition.

The experience in Scotland, as this study 
demonstrates, shows that the weakening 
of one-party hegemony has been wholly 
positive in reviving local democracy and 
indeed even giving new life to the local 
parties as well.



designed for two parties and does not 
work well with three.  When people start 
voting for third parties, what happens 
at first is that their votes are wasted. 
The voter suffers, because they get no 
representation, but the politicians do not, 
because the system lowers the bar so that 
candidates no longer needed a majority 
to win. In a two-way contest a candidate 
needs 50% to win.  If a third-party 
candidate takes 20% of the vote, the main 
parties need only 40%. In a three-way 
split they can be elected with 33 %. In a 
four-way split they can be elected with 25 %.  

If the voters persist in voting for a third 
party, they do eventually win – but what 
tends to happen over a series of elections 
is that the minor party becomes a major 
party and one of the major parties 
become a minor party. The effective 
contest in that ward or constituency 
becomes a battle between two main 
contenders again, but not the same two 
as before, and often not the same two 
that are in contention for control of the 
council or the government.

Politicians will blithely tell the voters 
that they should be ‘rational’ and return 
to two-party politics if they want the 
system to work effectively. But once a 
constituency has gone far enough down 
the multi-party road, it is difficult to 
reverse the process. If a third party has 
entrenched itself as one of the main 
contenders, voters are now trapped in a 
new logic where it is rational to vote for 
one of the parties that has no realistic 
chance of forming the administration.

It’s not a problem for politicians, it’s 
a problem for voters. More and more 
people are voting for candidates who 
do not get elected. Their vote, in other 
words, is becoming less effective. Greater 
choice, but less effect. In 1951 57% of 

“If a third party has 
entrenched itself as 
one of the main con-
tenders, voters are 
now trapped in a 
new logic where it is 
rational to vote for a 
party that has no real-
istic chance of winning 
power”

The theory of representative democracy is 
that a majority of voters elect representa-
tives and the majority of representatives 
elect an executive and this ensures that 
the executive represents the will of the 
majority. But in British elections, whether 
national or local, this is often no longer 
the case. 

In the days when politics was dominated 
by the two major parties it was generally 
impossible for an MP or a councillor to 
be elected without a majority of the votes. 
In many areas MPs and councillors were 
more often elected with 80 or 90 % of the 
votes and the average vote for an elected 
representative was in the region of 60 %. 
For most of the time that Britain has been 
a democracy there have been only two 
major parties and hung parliaments have 
been unknown.  For nearly a hundred 
years after the Great Reform Act the 
parties were the Conservatives and the 
Liberals. Three-party politics made a 
brief appearance during the Irish troubles 
and again in the 1920s when the Liberals 
and Labour fought it out to be the main 
alternative to the Conservatives, but then 
two-party politics reasserted itself for the 
next four decades.

Multi-party politics only began to emerge 
in the 1970s. In the 1951 election 96.75% 
of voters supported one or other of the 
two main parties.  The vote for all other 
parties was only 3.25 % but now in 2015 it 
is ten times that - 32.7 %. The percentage 
who do not vote at all has doubled in 
general elections from 16 % in 1951 to 
33.9 % in 2015 and is now around 65-70 
% in local elections. 1

There is no doubt that the trend towards 
multi-party politics has been driven 
to some extent by the desire for wider 
individual choice in a consumer world.  
The problem is that the voting system was 

10

1 Electoral registers are revised 
annually and people with two 
homes are allowed to register, 
but not vote, in two areas, so 
non-voting cannot be equated 
exactly to abstention.
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“Most voters are kick-
ing wildly into empty 
air as their boots fail 
to make contact with 
anyone’s backside. 
They can only hope 
that some other voter 
will do the job for 
them”

11

that some other voter who has the good 
fortune to live in the right constituency 
will be able to do the job for them.  

‘Boot-out-ability’ is the most basic form 
of accountability but what is important 
is that every voter should have a hand 
on the levers of power. The way to judge 
a system is to ask whether it gives the 
voter the representative and the executive 
they want.  People are more likely to feel 
connected to the system if the person 
they vote for is elected, firstly because 
they have something to show for their 
vote and secondly because they feel they 
have a claim on their representative. In 
turn the representatives feel they have a 
relationship with their voters.  They feel 
they need to earn the support of their 
voters and retain it. 

This has been called the ‘happy voter’ 
syndrome. Voters are happy if their vote 
elects a representative.  One can even use 
this as a measurement. The happy voter 
quotient or HVQ is the proportion of voters 
whose vote helps to elect a councillor or an 
MP and this can be used as a comparator 
across different voting systems. 

Scotland has provided us with a good 
opportunity to make a comparison. In 
2007 a Labour-LibDem administration in 
the Scottish Parliament changed the voting 
system in all Scottish local elections from 
first-past-the-post to single transferable vote.  

It was not easy to measure the effect 
of the change on turnout or on party 
support in district elections which were 
often held on the same day as elections to 
the Scottish parliament, but the Scottish 
county council elections were stand-
alone elections. They were held under 
first-past-the-post in 2003 and under single 
transferable vote in 2007 and again in 2012.  

voters got the MP they wanted.  In the 
general election of 2015 it was just 50% 
and in many local elections it is much 
lower.  The average vote for a successful 
council candidate in the 2013 county 
council elections was 44 %.  Add to that 
the fact that the effective contest in their 
ward or constituency may no longer be 
between the parties contending for power 
and you have fewer and fewer voters with 
their hands on the real levers of power. 
The corollary of that is that most people 
are now represented by people they did 
not vote for. Indeed that most people 
did not vote for. This does not worry the 
political parties. The bar has been lowered 
for them. The present government won 
an overall majority on 36.7%.  Labour 
won a comfortable majority in 2005 on 
35 %. One MP in the current parliament 
won his seat on just 24.2 % of the vote. 2

On top of that participation in elections 
has been falling and fewer than half the 
electors vote in local elections, so the average 
councillor is elected by less than a quarter 
of electorate.  In the last county council 
elections, mentioned above, the turnout 
was 31 % so when councillors were elected 
on less than a third of the vote they were 
supported by less than 10 % of the electorate. 

Does this worry people? It’s true that 
people still have the power to boot out 
a government or a representative they 
do not like. Defenders of first-past-the-
post often say that this ‘boot-out-ability’ 
is the great virtue of their system. But it 
is less and less likely to be delivered by 
first-past-the-post, both because there are 
more hung councils and parliaments and 
because fewer wards and constituencies 
have a contest between the two parties 
most likely to form an administration.  
Most voters are kicking wildly into empty 
air as their boots fail to make contact with 
anyone’s backside. They can only hope 

2 Dr Alasdair McDonald held his 
seat for the Social Democratic 
and Labour Party in a nine-way 
contest in Belfast South.



Liberal Democrat and Conservative 
at council level. Or a choice between 
SNP and Labour at constituency level 
and between Conservative or Labour at 
national level.  In both cases voters may 
feel disenfranchised because their choice 
at local level has only an oblique and 
uncertain effect on the choice of council 
or government. 

This dilemma has driven voters to cast 
their vote tactically, but tactical voting is 
no real answer because it is impossible to 
know in advance of the election who the 
real contenders are going to be. You may 
cast your vote reluctantly for a Liberal 
Democrat to stop a Conservative only to 
find on the day after the election that the 
Labour candidate lost by one vote and 
your vote could have made the difference.
 
The first-past-the-post system condemns 
thoughtful voters to agonising choices 
that could be made rationally only once 
the result of the election is known. The 
single transferable vote system resolves 
this dilemma as a first-choice vote for 
an unsuccessful candidate transfers 
automatically to a voter’s second choice.

Why, then, has the system not been 
reformed?  There are two answers.

The first is that it has been reformed.  
Of all the new elections that have been 
introduced in recent decades – the 
Scottish Parliament, Welsh Assembly, 
Greater London Authority, executive 
mayors, police commissioners – none 
has used the first-past-the-post system. 
It has also been abandoned in European 
elections and local elections in Northern 
Ireland and Scotland. Wales is also 
considering a new voting system for 
local elections. And if an election House 
of Lords is introduced, it will definitely 

“A voter can be faced 
with an effective 
choice between Liberal 
Democrat and Labour 
at ward level, but be-
tween Liberal Demo-
crat and Conservative 
at council level”

This provided almost laboratory 
conditions for studying the effect of a 
switch from FPTP to STV and the results 
were very dramatic. The HVQ rose 
sharply from 47.8 % in 2003 to 74.0 % in 
2007 and then to 76.7 % in 2012.  From 
under half to over three quarters.  Chart 
1 on page 14 shows just how different the 
HVQ is in local elections in Scotland as a 
result of the change of voting system. 

In terms of numbers there were an extra 
430,000 ‘happy voters’ in the county 
council elections in Scotland. If the same 
system had been used in the general election 
of 2010 and it had had the same effect, one 
can calculate that there would have been an 
extra 7½ million ‘happy voters’. 

There are also two senses in which 
even this dramatic rise in HVQ may 
be understating the impact of a change 
in voting system.  First, the ‘happy 
voter quotient’ is based only on first-
preference votes. The single transferable 
vote allows voters to express second, 
third and subsequent preferences.  The 
76.7 % HVQ, as measured above, is 
the proportion of voters whose first 
preference votes helped to get their 
councillor elected. The proportion whose 
second, third or subsequent preferences 
were elected was around 90 %.

Secondly, it’s not just a question of 
whether a vote helps to elect a councillor, 
but whether it helps to determine the 
outcome of the election in the sense 
of which party or group of parties will 
control the town hall or the government. 
In a two-party system the two decisions 
are the same, but in a multi-party 
system they are increasingly different. 
A voter can be faced with an effective 
choice between Liberal Democrat and 
Labour at ward level, but between 
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“The Conservative 
Party, which led the 
fight against the Al-
ternative Vote in the 
referendum, would 
have won more seats 
in the last election if it 
had been held under 
AV”
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in the last election if it had been held 
under the Alternative Vote system. 3

In this report we estimate to what extent 
the parties would have done better or 
worse if past elections had been fought 
under STV, but it cannot predict how 
they will do in the future. That depends 
on political change, demographic 
change and electoral strategy. Voting 
systems do not in themselves favour one 
party or another, but they may favour 
different electoral strategies or different 
demographic profiles at different times.   

Fortunately there are also politicians who 
have a strong instinct to support reforms 
that are in the public interest. And 
there are many that recognise that the 
first-past-the-post system is irreversibly 
broken. One can but hope that their 
numbers will grow and their arguments 
prevail. 

not be elected on the first-past-the-post 
system. 

The second answer is that voting 
systems are peculiarly difficult to change 
Politicians are used to making a calculus 
before any reform is proposed.  Who 
are the gainers and who are the losers?  
For the reform to succeed it must be 
pushed through by an alliance of the 
gainers and the unaffected. Reform of the 
voting system is the one reform that has 
to be voted through by people who see 
themselves as potential losers. Naturally, 
they find it easier to introduce voting 
systems for elections to new bodies where 
there are as yet no gainers or losers, or 
for lower-tier elections, where they are 
not directly affected.  But, to judge from 
their attitude to the very modest change 
to the voting system proposed in the 2011 
referendum, the great majority of MPs 
will resist any change. 

It has long been obvious that our voting 
system needs changing, but two things 
need to happen before there is any hope 
of change becoming a reality.  First, 
politicians need to see the problem from 
the perspective of the voter.  Secondly, to 
the extent that they look at the issue from 
a party political point of view, they need 
to distinguish between the short-term 
interest of individual candidates and the 
long-term interests of their party. 

Every party will lose seats in some areas 
and gain seats in others as a result of a 
change in the voting system.  Every party 
will lose seats in some situations and 
lose seats in others.  Witness the fact that 
the Conservative Party, which has long 
believed that it would be the main loser 
from the Alternative Vote and led the 
fight against the Alternative Vote in the 
referendum, would have won more seats 

3 The 2015 General Election: 
A voting system in crisis. 
Electoral Reform Society.



votes only and a proportion even of 
the remaining quarter of voters will 
have given their second preferences 
to someone who wins. The total 
proportion of voters feeling a sense 
of ownership and responsibility for 
one of their councillors could be as 
high as 90 % in some areas.
It is, in the long term, not good for 
faith in local democracy if fewer 
than half of the (depressingly few) 
people who bother to go out and 
vote have anything to show for it. 
Reforming the local government 
electoral system would produce 
a closer connection between the 
voter and the councillor, and that 
can only be positive for democratic 
engagement and good governance.

Most voters get no return from 
their participation

In all of the county elections in 
2013, the total vote for the winning 
candidates was between 40.0 and 
52.5 % – not just the winning party, 
but the total proportion of voters 
who saw their choice elected in their 
area. It has tended to be either side 
of 50 % in General Elections over 
the last 40 years, with a tendency to 
drift down as time has gone on and 
reached 47.8 % in 2010. 

The position in Scotland was fairly 
similar before the Labour-Lib Dem 
coalition government changed the 
electoral system. Although Scotland 

The Case For Reform
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had multi-party politics, the electoral 
system did not reflect this diversity 
and only around half of those voting 
in the local elections of 2003 got the 
candidate they voted for (52.3 %). 
As soon as the electoral system was 
changed to the Single Transferable 
Vote (STV) in 2007, the proportion 
of ‘happy voters’ – those who got 
their candidate elected – rose sharply, 
to 74 % in 2007 and 76 % in 2012.

Electoral reform has the clear, 
instant benefit from the voter’s point 
of view that the bulk of those who 
go out and vote get their favoured 
candidate elected. The chart may 
even understate the benefits of STV, 
because these count first preference 

Chart 1: proportion of voters whose vote helped elect someone, in English and Scottish local elections



candidate or no chance of winning, 
people who support Labour but feel 
they have to vote for Independents 
or Lib Dems to stand a chance 
of getting someone elected, and 
indeed Labour-inclined activists 
who want to do something for their 
local community but feel it is a 
waste of time to stand for election. 
Changing the electoral system can 
unlock some of this wasted potential 
support and activism.

The problem with landslides

As Sir Francis Pym, then the 
Conservative Chief Whip, 
incautiously observed on the eve 
of the 1983 election, ‘landslides 
don’t on the whole produce 
successful governments.’ Most party 
professionals would acknowledge, 
privately, that councils where a party 
has an overwhelming majority of 
seats are rarely good advertisements 
for that party. 

The existence of an opposition 
provides an opportunity for policy 
development and, even if control 
does not change hands, the scrutiny 
an opposition can provide makes 
for more honest and effective local 
government. It may be satisfying, 
particularly for election organisers 
and candidates, to win all or nearly 
all the seats on a council but it is 
a bit like gorging a whole box of 
chocolates. It may be sweet just after 
it has been accomplished, but it can 
leave one feeling sick and does not do 
one’s long term health much good.

One Nation, divided?

It has become common to talk and 
think about parts of the country 
as being ‘Tory-free zones’ or 
‘Labour-free zones’. ‘Not our natural 
territory,’ the party spokesperson 
will say to excuse a poor electoral 
performance in a local election or a 
by-election. The map is now dotted 
with ‘no go areas’ for one or other of 
the two main parties.

Conservative and Labour (and other 
parties in a few areas) pile up huge 
majorities in their strongholds, fight 
intensive campaigns in the marginal 
seats and neglect the ‘hopeless’ 
areas. While the Conservatives are 
unrepresented in many of the big cities 
at the core of England’s metropolitan 
areas  - Newcastle, Liverpool, 
Manchester, Sheffield – Labour 
organisation and representation has 
withered away in a lot of suburban 
and rural England. The damage done 
to the national status of the main 
parties in two successive long spells 
of national government has not been 
repaired, and both are now weaker 
and less balanced as a result. ‘One 
Nation’ is an ideal which is being failed 
by the electoral system.

But the truth is that, while the 
voters have polarised a lot, there 
is no such thing as a complete 
desert for a party. There are Labour 
supporters and voters in Surrey, and 
Conservatives in the big cities – it is 
just that they have no representation 
because they are swamped by the 
local majority party. In 2010, more 
people voted Labour in the East 
of England than did so in Wales, 
although they have only two MPs to 
show for it rather than 26. 

There are a considerable number 
of councils where Labour’s 
presence amounts to only one or 
two councillors in an authority 
dominated by the Conservatives 
and/or the Liberal Democrats. It 
is possible, even in some of the 
less promising areas, for such 
small groups to make an impact, 
as Labour councillors such as 
Ben Cooper in South Hams and 
Mike Le Surf in Brentwood have 
demonstrated. While there are 
disadvantages to being a one or 
two person presence on a council, 
such as lack of resources that are 
provided to recognised party 
groups, it is possible to use such 
toeholds creatively, build on them 
in contacting the electorate and 
associate one’s party with vibrant, 
authentically local campaigning. 

Electoral reform would, in England 
and Wales as it has in Scotland, end 
the non-democratic phenomenon 
of councillors being ‘elected’ 
unopposed. Uncontested seats 
fail to give the voters a chance to 
choose, and they also undermine 
the councillors thereby elected 
because they lack a proper mandate. 
Uncontested elections do not 
happen much in Labour heartlands 
– they are in Conservative and 
Independent-dominated rural areas. 
In some the problem has reached 
morbid dimensions, as with Fenland 
council in Cambridgeshire which 
was held by the Conservatives before 
a single vote had been cast in both 
2007 and 2011 – despite having been 
won by Labour in 1995!
There are latent votes out there for 
instance for Labour in ‘Labour-
free zones’ – voters who have given 
up because there is no Labour 
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The degeneration of a ‘safe’ council 
takes place in several clearly defined 
stages.

1.   Taking voters for granted. In an 
environment where 40 % of the vote 
on a 30 % turnout is enough to win 
a ward, and usually a substantial 
council majority, a dominant party 
does not have to be particularly 
good at contacting the voters in its 
core areas. Turnout in those areas 
will tend to fall and the party’s 
efforts will concentrate on squeezing 
the other parties out of their 
remaining footholds.

2.   The internal processes of debate 
and scrutiny on the council start 
to fail. When opposition parties 
become too small they will often fall 
short of the minimum size required 
to constitute a group, and therefore 
lose administrative back-up for 
their activities. Small opposition 
parties will find it difficult to look 
beyond parochial ward issues and 
mount a full critique of the council 
administration. Official council 
business becomes formal, with 
decisions being taken at best at the 
majority group level and often by 
a cabinet or just a leader, with the 
group also acting as a rubber stamp.

3.   Concentration of power and 
a lack of scrutiny leads to bad 
decisions being taken, and an 
arrogant attitude towards people 
who question those bad decisions 
– be they from the small number 
of opposition councillors, the local 
media, independent local bloggers 
or from within the majority group.

Some of the most difficult political 
changes are those that involve 
identifiable, existing losers from the 
reform but have beneficiaries who 
may not be aware that they will be 
winners. This is one of the basic 
reasons why the British electoral 
system has remained unreformed 
for so long – the power to change 
the system, and a lot of the influence 
brought to bear on the issue, are 
with those who will lose out while 
the beneficiaries are not organised 
or powerful. But that is the hallmark 
of redistributive politics in all 
its forms – standing up for the 
powerless against the powerful.

Labour in particular, although the 
same issue affects other parties 
too, has to ask whether these 
concentrations of representation 
and power are good for the party in 
the long term. The record, in terms 
of long-term electoral success or 
in providing good services for the 
people who need it, is often worst 
when the party has suffered from 
local complacency. In the mid-1990s 
Stoke-on-Trent and Hull were one-
party states for Labour, although 
control crumbled rapidly in both 
and neither were well-governed 
under Labour or their successors. 
In the virtual one-party state of 
Rotherham the record has been 
nothing short of disastrous, with 
commissioners being sent in to run 
the borough in February 2015.

Good government - which above 
all serves the vulnerable - is 
rarely delivered when there is no 
opposition or scrutiny (although 
there are examples, such as Newham 
and Stevenage, of consistently 
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popular and effective councils with 
massive majorities). Oversized 
council groups are usually a recipe 
for splits and troublemaking as well 
as complacency, and the average 
quality of the contribution of the 
councillors tends to fall with very 
large groups. A few more opposition 
councillors to keep the local 
leadership on its toes are probably 
better all round – including the 
interests of the governing party – 
than padding out the ruling party’s 
majority. Changing the electoral 
system in Scottish local government 
clearly had a galvanising effect 
on the Labour group in Glasgow, 
which successfully and surprisingly 
defended their control against the 
SNP in 2012 having cleared out a lot 
of dead wood.

Councils with massive majorities 
can breed electoral complacency, 
neglect and a turning inward of 
political competition, sometimes 
resulting in ferocious faction 
fighting within the party. 
Unchallenged control interferes 
with modern ways of running a 
party, i.e. campaigning and engaging 
with voters, which is particularly 
necessary in core Labour 
constituencies and authorities. It is 
to the great credit of authorities like 
Stevenage, Wigan and Newham that 
they have managed the challenges 
of overwhelming majorities so well, 
but there are unfortunately far more 
examples of landslides leading to 
electoral disaster and bringing the 
party into disrepute.



Effectively locking a proportion of 
voters – perhaps as high as 30 % – 
out of representation is bad not only 
on democratic grounds, but because 
experience shows that the withering 
of the Conservative Party in many 
areas does not produce more 
wholesome politics. It can lead, as 
it has in South and West Yorkshire, 
to the rise of irresponsible populist 
parties like UKIP and the English 
Democrats, and at worst the BNP, to 
fill the void on the right of politics. 
Labour, and local government, could 
do without voters turning in despair 
to such options. 

Having some Tories in northern 
councils could also help change the 
Conservative Party in ways that 
would make life easier for people 
and councils in areas the Tories have 
written off as hostile territory. There 
would be some internal opposition 
to policies such as the cuts imposed 
on the metropolitan areas by Eric 
Pickles, from Tories who had 
a stake in the well-being of the 
great cities. In the longer term, the 
Conservatives should also aspire to 
being a One Nation party. It would 
be a less divisive political force if it 
took regions beyond London and 
the South into greater account.

4.   Factional differences within 
the majority group become more 
common and more divisive, 
sometimes leading to formal 
splits with some members going 
Independent. Nature abhors a 
vacuum, and a party with a local 
monopoly on power will often 
end up manufacturing its own 
opposition.

5.   The lack of connection between 
the leadership of the council, and 
the lack of effort put into elections, 
leaves the council majority strong 
but brittle. Any crisis could 
trigger the coalescence of a local 
opposition movement and the lack 
of engagement with the electorate 
means that just by going out and 
listening to voters the new rivals will 
look good.

6.   The result will tend to be a 
sudden and indiscriminate collapse 
of the previous majority party, and 
the replacement political force may 
not be a constructive alternative.

7.   This will usually be followed 
by a chaotic period of poor local 
governance by inexperienced 
councillors, and perhaps a hasty 
adoption of measures such as 
directly elected mayors.

8.   And a number of skeletons 
falling out of the cupboard about 
prior errors and scandals during the 
period of complacency.

This pattern of events, even if not 
every step of the process takes place, 
is recognisable in several authorities 
where Labour had previously had 
overwhelming majorities on the 

council including Doncaster, Hull, 
Stoke on Trent, Burnley and Slough. 
Once mainstream party competition 
disappears, it is often replaced by 
more chaotic and pathological 
forms of political conflict. Labour’s 
interests as a party would be better 
served by not allowing safe areas 
to degenerate in the first place. 
And, uncomfortable as it may be 
from time to time, a democratic 
opposition exercising its proper 
function of scrutiny can help Labour 
councils deliver honest, efficient 
local government in the interests of 
the citizens – particularly those in 
need of public services.

More Conservative councillors 
popping up in the metropolitan 
boroughs and the north in general, 
will reflect the fact that these are 
not Tory-free zones in reality, just as 
there are thousands of Labour voters 
in rural areas and southern suburbs. 
The northern metropolitan areas 
may lack elected Tory politicians, 
but there are still Tory voters – just 
as there are Labour voters in Surrey 
and West Sussex who lack an elected 
voice. 

Labour has to accept that 
representing Tory voters on the 
northern councils is not just a 
necessary evil, but actually desirable 
just as Conservatives who take a 
longer-term interest in democracy 
should welcome representation for 
Labour voters in their strongholds. 
Some external opposition would 
positively help in some authorities, 
improving party unity and 
performance in government. 
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of geographical area, four unitary 
authorities in England (Shropshire, 
Northumberland, Wiltshire and 
Cornwall) are significantly bigger 
than Luxembourg and Durham is 
not far behind.

As the 2012 Democratic Audit of the 
United Kingdom notes, Britain is 
currently under-represented rather 
than over-governed:

UK local government is 
significantly less ‘local’ than in 
other countries, with councils 
typically occupying larger 
geographical areas and containing 
larger populations than in other 
established democracies. It has 
long been argued that the basic 
units of local government in 
the UK are too large to realise 
the democratic advantages 
associated with decentralisation. 
As Democratic Audit has 
previously noted, as measured 
by population, the UK has the 
largest units of local government 
in Europe, and possibly in the 
OECD, and the ratio of citizens to 
elected local politicians is higher 
in the UK than in any other 
European country. The average 
population per local authority in 
the UK is four times greater than 
in Sweden, 24 times greater than 
in Germany and 74 times greater 
than in France.  4

The problem with ‘big is better’ 
local government

The trend in UK local government 
has been for each set of reforms to 
create larger units. The outcome is 
now that many local authorities fall 
awkwardly between two stools. They 
are too small to obtain the desired 
economies of scale in providing 
public services, and too large to 
correspond to local identities and 
to be responsive and effective. The 
Heath-Walker reforms of the early 
1970s marked a vast simplification 
of the map of local government, 
and since then the structure has 
been pruned still further. The 
Labour government began to give 
unitary status to whole counties, 
as in Durham, Northumberland, 
Shropshire, Wiltshire and Cornwall.

The bigger the scale of an election, 
the more the result will tend to 
reflect a ‘wholesale’ variety of 
politics. County council election 
results are more determined 
by national party fortunes than 
district council elections, as the 
extreme results these elections have 
produced in years such as 1993 and 
2009 demonstrate. In the elections 
of 2008 there were a couple of 
exceptions, notably the Labour gain 
of Slough, to the general Tory tide 
but in 2009 there were none. Even 
when the national political climate 
is less one-sided than it was in these 
elections, for instance in 2005, the 
results tend to track opinion about 
the national parties pretty closely.

Elections for even larger units, such 
as the European Parliament, Police 
and Crime Commissioners and 
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some elected mayors, are based on 
party or personal branding. This 
may be long-standing party loyalties, 
or it may be temporary enthusiasm 
for a party’s image (as in different 
ways the success of UKIP in 
European Parliament elections and 
Independents in the PCC elections). 
It can even be on the basis of a 
manufactured media image, as with 
Boris Johnson in London.

Smaller-scale elections involve more 
personal knowledge, understanding, 
and appreciation for the person 
behind the rosette and the values 
they represent. There may be 
district council seats that are ‘not 
natural Labour territory’ but are 
won because the Labour candidate 
is held in high personal regard, and 
the willingness of such candidates to 
wear the red rosette sends a broader 
signal about the sort of party Labour 
is. At a time when voters seem to 
object to ‘professional politicians’ 
and wish for a closer link with local 
communities, it seems perverse to 
keep professionalising local politics.

The principled case against ‘big is 
better’

There is a pragmatic case against ‘big 
is better’ local government in terms 
of party-building and in principle 
that politics and government 
should be linked to communities 
as far as possible rather than being 
a technocratic exercise. County 
Durham has pretty much the same 
number of inhabitants (a little 
over 500,000) as the entire state of 
Luxembourg, which also has a lower 
tier of 106 municipalities. In terms 

4 S. Wilks-Heeg et al The Fourth 
Democratic Audit of the United Kingdom 
(2012), section 3.3.2 ‘The Democratic 
Accountability of Sub-Central 
Government’



did not recover significantly even 
in the by-election in 2013. Once 
a party has been shut out of local 
politics, it is very difficult to break 
back in and become a relevant force 
that electors will take seriously. The 
Conservatives are still shut out of 
the major northern cities nearly 20 
years after their representation was 
eliminated in 1994-96. Since then 
the Tories have drifted further and 
further from the concerns of people 
in the northern cities; cosmetic efforts 
at detoxification have not helped 
much and have been shown to be 
superficial once they were governing.

Labour risks being similarly excluded 
from the politics of a lot of suburban 
and rural England, and reinventing 
itself in only the most superficial sense. 
And it is partly the fault of the ‘big is 
better’ concept of local government.

The ‘big is better’ idea of local 
government has been taken further 
than its desirable conclusion and 
Labour should look at how to create 
better accountability relationships 
between local authorities and their 
electorates. This may involve moving 
towards authorities covering smaller 
areas, and an increase in the number 
of councillors rather than the 
current populist pressure to always 
reduce numbers. 

The electoral system needs to be part 
of this analysis, particularly if we 
keep large county unitary authorities 
like Wiltshire and Cornwall. If we 
have councils delivering services on 
a huge scale, there is all the more 
need for accountable, representative 
and above all lively scrutiny of what 
local executives do.

There is no evidence that unitary 
councils, or elected mayors for that 
matter, improve turnout or public 
engagement with local government, 
and yet these policies have had 
cross-party support for years.  It is 
interesting to note that turnout in 
local elections in different types of 
authorities does not reveal much 
benefit to larger or smaller local 
government when it comes to local 
election turnout. The main source 
of variation is whether there is a 
General Election on the same day as 
local elections or not, and particular 
circumstances (the poll tax in 1990, 
the referendum in 2011) can cause 
smaller increases. Between local 
authorities, the main explanation is the 
same sort of social and demographic 
factors that predict higher and lower 
turnout in General Elections.

Central government policy has 
concentrated on promoting 
leadership rather than local 
representation, and on the presumed 
economies of scale from having large 
service delivery units. However, 
other countries manage the best of 
both worlds with small democratic 
representative councils working with 
their neighbours to provide services 
on an efficient and appropriate scale. 

Giving unitary powers to county 
councils in rural areas has made life 
a lot more difficult for Labour. If one 
wants to wipe Labour out in market 
towns and smaller urban areas, this 
is the way to do it.

District council elections tend to use 
much smaller wards than county 
council elections. This means that 
the Labour areas, or at least areas 

where Labour is competitive, of 
small affluent towns can form the 
basis for district wards in which 
Labour can win seats. For a local 
Labour party in an area where 
Labour has been weak, the target of 
winning a district council toehold 
in a ward of 2-6,000 electors is 
achievable with a good candidate, a 
reasonable national climate and a bit 
of effort. Winning a larger and less 
favourable county council electoral 
division will be more difficult.

For instance, Labour has elected 
representatives in places such as 
Dartmouth (South Hams), Epsom 
& Ewell, Huntingdonshire and 
Winchester thanks to smaller 
councils creating potentially 
favourable areas that have 
responded to campaigns and the 
political climate and elected Labour 
councillors. Even in relatively 
good county council elections 
these areas have failed to elect any 
Labour councillors in 20 years, and 
sometimes well before that.

Having a Labour councillor at 
district level is a vital part of 
building support, in that it means 
that in other elections such as 
county and parliamentary elections, 
local politics has a Labour voice 
and is not dominated just by the 
Conservatives, Liberal Democrats 
and Independents. What has 
happened to politics in the Eastleigh 
borough and constituency is 
an example of this. Strong Lib 
Dem organisation and targeted 
campaigning have eliminated the 
Labour presence from the council. 
Over the same period the Labour 
vote in Eastleigh has collapsed, and 
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In these circumstances it seems 
perverse to persist with a system 
that elects three councillors of the 
same party in the great majority 
of seats. In London 81 % of wards 
are represented in this way even 
though most councillors do not win 
a majority of the votes. 

It is clear that in recent elections the 
voters have moved to a multi-party 
system in the way they vote and the 
clock cannot be turned back.  The 
only question is how long it takes 
before we adjust the system to the 
new way in which people vote. 

Most of the resistance from 
politicians is due to their fear that a 
new voting system would open the 
door to small parties and would lead 
to permanently hung councils.  This 
report is an attempt to forecast what 
would happen if local elections in 
England were held under STV and 
see whether those fears are justified.
 
If the proposal is for STV in three-
member wards, then it is clear that 
the threshold will still be too high 
for small parties.  A candidate 
has to win 25 % of the vote to be 
guaranteed election. A candidate 
with 20 % stands a good chance. 
And, while it is possible to imagine 
situations in which candidates could 
be elected with under 15 or even 
under 10 %, that is also possible 
under FPTP. 5

Reforming local elections in 
England

In an era of multi-party politics, it 
is very difficult to defend a voting 
system that gives the majority of 
voters nothing in return for their 
vote, shuts out sizeable minority 
views and creates oversized, 
complacent majorities on the basis 
of perhaps 40 % support. Party 
politics would be healthier and more 
‘One Nation’ if the voting system 
that elected councillors to town 
halls and county halls up and down 
the country gave a better reflection 
of the votes that parties actually 
received.

Changing to a system of single 
transferable vote would not be 
very complicated. We already elect 
three councillors for each area in 
most of English local government, 
so a switch to STV would not even 
require boundary changes. In 
areas where they have four-yearly 
elections, including London, the 
ballot paper would look identical 
and the only change from the voter’s 
point of view would be that instead 
of marking their three preferred 
candidates X-X-X, the voter would 
mark them 1-2-3 and would then be 
able to rank all the candidates on the 
ballot paper in order of preference. 

The differences would only emerge 
once the polling stations were 
closed and the voting boxes were 
transferred to the count. This would 
be held under different rules and 
would almost certainly take longer.  
The first councillor to be elected in 
each ward might emerge quickly 
from the counting of the first-
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preference votes. The second and 
third may take longer to emerge as 
the counting staff have to go through 
all the voters’ preferences, but this is 
what ensures that the outcome of the 
election reflects votes cast far more 
closely than it does at the moment. 

Under first-past-the-post it is 
possible for a party to take all three 
seats for a third of the votes. In a 
ward where the candidates of Party 
A win 34 %, those of Party B win 33 
% and those of Party C win 33 %, all 
three seats will go to Party A. 

In cases like this it is not difficult 
to see the merits of the STV system 
which – in the example above –
would allocate one seat to Party A, 
one to Party B and one to Party C. 
This is fairer not only to the parties 
but also to the voters, who will all be 
represented by a councillor of their 
own choosing. 

The present system is throwing up 
more and more cases where three 
councillors are elected on less than 
a third of the votes. In the 2014 
elections in London it happened 
in the Canbury ward of Kingston, 
where the Conservatives won all 
three seats on 32.5 %, in Wandle 
Valley ward in Sutton where Liberal 
Democrats won on 32.6 % and in 
West Hampstead in Camden where 
Labour won on 33.2 %.

As the multi-party system takes a 
stronger hold in local government 
there can only be more and more 
cases where an election results in a 
four or five-way split and councillors 
are elected on less than a quarter or 
less than a fifth of the vote. 

The Case For Reform
Lewis Baston 
PART 2: The Solution

5 A candidate was elected with 6.5 % of 
the vote in a first-past-the-post election 
in Papua New Guinea.



massive reduction in the number of 
electoral deserts – the ‘no go’ areas 
where one or other of the major 
parties has been frozen out. 

Under the last FPTP council 
elections there were 4 Labour one-
party-states, 21 electoral deserts 
for the Conservatives and 57 
electoral deserts for Labour.  Under 
STV there would be no one-party 
states, four electoral deserts for the 
Conservatives and 24 for Labour – a 
two-thirds reduction overall. 

For the voter it means a much 
better chance that their journey to 
the polling station will have made 
some difference, that they will have 
a representative that they voted for 
and that their vote will have played 
a part in the decision over who rules 
in the town hall.

For the parties it will mean that 
they will rule their strongholds 
by smaller majorities, that their 
councillors will be less concentrated 
in ‘safe’ seats and instead spread over 
a much wider area, giving them an 
opportunity to spread their message 
to new areas. 

Ramshackle Labour Party offices 
in market towns, neglected since 
the last Labour councillors lost 
their seats, will come into their own 
again.  Conservative working men’s 
clubs in unlikely industrial towns 
will find a new purpose in life.  
The Liberal Democrats will at last 
have a voting system that does not 
systematically discriminate against 
them.  The Greens and other small 
parties will still have a mountain 
to climb but their supporters will 

As for the fear of hung councils, they 
are already a reality. At least a fifth of 
English councils are currently hung 
and the proportion has been as high 
as a third. 

It was multi-party politics that 
brought the first big increase in hung 
councils and there is a new spike 
every time a party emerges that is 
capable of winning more than 20 % 
of the vote.  In turn that has been 
the Liberal Democrats, the SNP and 
Plaid Cymru, the Greens and more 
recently UKIP.

The UKIP surge caused major losses 
for the Conservatives (and to a 
lesser extent to other parties) in the 
local elections of 2013 and 2014. If 
these elections had been held under 
STV, the losses would have been far 
worse. They would have lost control 
of all their county councils and 
nearly three quarters of their district 
councils. 

However, the effect of a switch to 
STV would be far less dramatic 
in elections for the metropolitan 
boroughs and the London councils. 
On one assumption the number 
of Labour-controlled boroughs in 
London would have gone down 
from 20 to 19 under STV.  On 
another assumption it would 
actually have gone up from 20 to 21.  
On one assumption the number of 
Conservative-controlled boroughs 
would have gone down from 9 to 7 
and on another from 9 to 5. 

In the 36 metropolitan boroughs 
the number of councils under 
Labour control would have slipped 
back from 32 to 31 if the 2012 

elections had been held under STV 
and would have dropped back to 
25 if the switch had been made 
during the UKIP surge in 2014. The 
Conservatives would have lost the 
two boroughs they controlled.

In terms of the overall numbers 
of council seats won in London 
in 2014, Labour would have seen 
its share drop under STV from 
56 to 51 % (1,060 to 968) and the 
Conservatives would have slipped 
back from 32 to 31 % (612 to 596) 
while the Liberal Democrats would 
see their share increase from 6 to 8 
% (116 to 155). 

This does not sound like the 
major cataclysm that is feared by 
opponents of electoral reform.  If 
the reform was carried out at a 
time when there was no big swing 
between the major parties and no 
minor party enjoying a sudden surge 
in popularity, it might pass largely 
unnoticed by the voting public – 
causing a relatively small net change 
in the overall number of seats won 
and councils controlled. 

But the word ‘net’ conceals a huge 
shake-up in council seats with all the 
parties losing hundreds and gaining 
hundreds, with Labour winning 
seats for the first time in true-blue 
areas and the Conservatives winning 
seats for the first time in many years 
in previously impregnable Labour 
fortresses.

It also means the end of all the 
councils with no opposition, the 
one-party states where one party 
rules alone, with no scrutiny other 
than by its own members, and a 
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wards were not huge – Labour’s 
vote overall in Aberdeenshire was 
6.8 % and the highest share in any 
ward was 21.5 %. The two Labour 
councillors are now part of the 
administration of the council, a 
startling achievement given the 
history of the council. Labour has 
an opportunity to build up strength 
in areas which had previously 
seemed ‘no-go areas’. Having 
local councillors in place even in 
the weaker parts of the council 
has helped Labour consolidate 
recent advances in places such as 
East Renfrewshire and Dumfries, 
holding the Westminster and 
Scottish Parliament seats against the 
Tories while other apparently safer 
seats have been lost.
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such as South Ayrshire and 
Edinburgh.

Politicians are understandably 
interested in the concrete questions 
of who wins and who loses from 
any change, and there is nothing 
wrong with taking a look at the 
partisan consequences of reforming 
the electoral system. The bulk of 
this paper consists of a set of results 
to show what might happen if 
we translate the votes cast by the 
electorate into council seats under a 
reformed electoral system.

A Process, Not Just An Event:
The dynamic effects of electoral 
reform

The Scottish local election results 
in 2012 showed that changing 
the electoral system can unlock 
potential even in areas of historic 
weakness for that party. The 
clearest case is in the large mostly 
rural authority of Aberdeenshire. 
Before 2012, there had never been 
Labour councillors on this large 
unitary council. In elections for the 
predecessor authorities in the area 
from 1974 to 1994, Labour had won 
a grand total of two ward contests 
out of 379. There was hardly any 
point in standing, and this had 
an effect on morale, activity and 
organisation.

In the second set of STV local 
elections, Labour – by running 
popular local candidates and 
intelligent electoral strategy – 
elected two councillors in the SNP 
heartland of Aberdeenshire. The 
shares of the vote in multi-member 

at least be spared the agony of not 
knowing whether a vote for their 
preferred party will let in their most 
hated party.

Making the change has been 
done before, in Northern Ireland 
in 1973 and in Scotland before 
2007. The Scottish reform was 
actually more complicated than 
it would be in urban England, 
because a full boundary review was 
required before the new system was 
introduced. The Welsh government 
is responsible for local authority 
matters within its area, and has 
considered many of the same 
issues of unrepresentativeness and 
uncontested seats that occur in 
England. Its commission of inquiry, 
the Sunderland report, favoured 
STV for local government, and the 
Richard Commission favoured STV 
for the Welsh Assembly. 

The Scottish reform has been a 
proven success, with the end of the 
phenomenon of uncontested seats 
which meant that some councillors 
were ‘elected’ without a vote being 
cast. It has produced more choice 
for voters, more representative 
outcomes and a positive effect on the 
accountability and quality of local 
government. If a party has sufficient 
popularity, it can win outright, as 
Labour did in five councils in 2012 
and the SNP did in one, but in each 
case that majority control is based 
on a firmer foundation in public 
support and is tested by proper 
opposition. Forming coalition and 
minority administrations has gone 
smoothly in most authorities, even 
ones where politics has in the past 
been somewhat bitterly contested 
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The local electoral system in England is 
complicated.

While there are local elections somewhere 
every year, the selection of seats coming 
up for election is different each year of 
the four-year cycle. There are also, to the 
technically minded observer of electoral 
systems, two different electoral systems in 

use. One is the same as for Westminster, 
which is Single Member Plurality (SMP) 
where voters have one vote and there is 
one vacancy to be filled. The other is called 
Multiple Non-Transferable Vote (MNTV) – 
there are multiple vacancies to be filled and 
the elector has an X for every candidate who 
is elected. They are both grouped under the 
broad heading of ‘First Past the Post’.

Table 1: Voting systems 
currently in use

Areas	  covered	  

District	  councils	  (all	  out)	  

Metropolitan	  councils	  (by	  thirds)	  

Unitary	  districts	  (all	  out)	  

Unitary	  districts	  (by	  thirds)	  

District	  councils	  (by	  thirds)	  

Metropolitan	  councils	  (by	  thirds)	  

District	  councils	  (by	  thirds)	  

Unitary	  districts	  (by	  thirds)	  

District	  councils	  (by	  halves)	  

London	  Mayor	  

London	  Assembly	  

Shire	  county	  councils	  (all	  out)	  

Unitary	  county	  councils	  (all	  out)	  

City	  of	  London	  (all	  out)	  

London	  boroughs	  (all	  out)	  

Metropolitan	  councils	  (by	  thirds)	  

Unitary	  districts	  (by	  thirds)	  

District	  councils	  (by	  thirds)	  

District	  councils	  (by	  halves)	  

	  

Electoral	  system	  

Mostly	  MNTV	  

SMP	  

Mostly	  MNTV	  

SMP	  

SMP	  

SMP	  

SMP	  

SMP	  

SMP	  

SV	  

MMP	  

Mostly	  SMP	  

Mostly	  SMP	  

MNTV	  

MNTV	  

SMP	  

SMP	  

SMP	  

SMP	  

	  

2011,	  2015	  

2012,	  2016	  

2013,	  2017	  

2014,	  2018	  

	  

2011,	  2015	  

2012,	  2016	  

2013,	  2017	  

2014,	  2018	  

	  

2011,	  2015	  

2012,	  2016	  

2013,	  2017	  

2014,	  2018	  

	  

2011,	  2015	  

2012,	  2016	  

2013,	  2017	  

2014,	  2018	  

	  



Modelling Rule 2: Near enough

In Scottish local authority elections 
it is rare for a candidate with more 
than 0.8 of a quota to fail to be 
elected. In a three-member ward, 
this translates into 20 % of the 
vote. Parties that are more attractive 
to transfers can usually manage to 
elect a candidate with less than this, 
depending on how the votes shake out.

It is also unusual in Scottish local 
elections for a party to fail to 
convert multiples of 0.8 of a quota 
into the corresponding multiple 
number of seats. 

In the example above (Con 30, Lab 
46,  LD 8, UKIP 8, Green 8) Labour 
has 1.84 quotas, comfortably clear 
of the 1.6 quotas that the rule of 
thumb suggests are required to be 
reasonably sure of being elected. 

In these circumstances it would 
be nearly impossible for another 
candidate to overtake Labour’s 
second-best scoring candidate in 
real life, even though it is possible in 
a technical sense. The reasons are:

•    A fairly large proportion 
of voters do not use all their 
preferences, particularly when they 
have run out of candidates from 
their first choice party. Nearly half 
of Scottish voters in 2007 used one 
or two preferences. Usage varies 
also between parties, with some (like 
Greens) being more willing to think in 
terms of preference voting and others 
(Conservatives, quite often) less so.

This is, believe it or not, a somewhat 
simplified version. The complexity 
of the calendar is not based on any 
particular rationale, and the four-
year term conflicts awkwardly with 
the five-year Westminster term. There 
is a case in terms of rationalising 
electoral arrangements to simplify the 
timetable and use a common electoral 
system anyway, even leaving aside the 
demerits of FPTP.

The complexity also makes it 
difficult to model the outcomes of 
local elections under alternative 
electoral systems – it is always 
a speculative exercise, but the 
variation in when elections take 
place and whether the existing 
system is multi-member or not 
makes it impossible to use a uniform 
technique, or even have a single 
baseline year, for any set of model 
results. The political circumstances 
of the year in which that authority’s 
elections took place, and some 
technical factors discussed below, 
will produce varying results.

Modelling STV local results: the 
basic assumptions

The most important number in 
establishing who is (or would be) 
elected under STV is the quota. This 
is the number of votes that means 
that a candidate is guaranteed a 
seat – there is no way, however the 
transferred votes fall, that enough 
rival candidates can overtake that 
candidate to deprive them of a seat.

For a three member ward the quota 
for election is 25 % of the vote.
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Modelling Rule 1: Whole quotas

In a three-member ward, therefore, 
it is safe to assume that multiples of 
the full quota translate into seats, 
so 25 % always means one seat, 50 
% means two seats and 75 % means 
three seats. 

It is often possible to allocate all 
three seats using this first rule, .e.g. 
a ward that has 30 % Conservative, 
55 % Labour, and 5 % each for Lib 
Dem, UKIP and Green will elect 1 
Conservative and 2 Labour under STV.

In real life there may be occasions 
when for some reason a party fails 
to convert a quota’s worth of support 
into a seat, if it stands too many 
candidates and there is a poor rate 
of transfer of votes between the 
running mates, or (for multiple 
seats) if it stands too few candidates 
to take advantage of its electoral 
support. But there was only one case 
of this in Scotland in 2007. For these 
purposes, we assume that the parties 
have nominated the right number of 
candidates.

It is usually possible to allocate two 
seats out of three even in wards 
where there is multi-party electoral 
competition. In a ward where the 
Conservatives have 30 %, Labour 46 
% and 8 % each for Lib Dem, UKIP 
and Green, one can clearly say that 
there will be 1 Conservative and 1 
Labour elected, and one that cannot 
be determined using whole quotas.



main competition is between Lib 
Dem and Labour (e.g. Haringey) 
will be less willing to give second 
preferences to Labour than in 
places where the context is anti-
Conservative (like Barnet).

These basically tweak close results in 
one direction or another rather than 
overturning significant leads.

When the basis of political choice is 
different – as it probably is in Tower 
Hamlets – the projections are les reliable.

Modelling Rule 5 : Elimination order

Assumptions about vote distribution 
among candidates for larger parties 
can affect the final seat in an STV 
model. The most debatable element 
of any model is on the (unusual) 
occasions when one has to imagine 
what the last stages of the count 
will be like, which parties will be 
contending and in which order. This 
is sometimes not readily predictable 
from the information we have. 

•    Preferences do not flow 
unanimously – they scatter. Transfer 
rates between candidates of the 
same party in Scotland are between 
60 and 80 %, and when a party is 
eliminated from the count its vote 
rarely flows strongly enough to 
overcome a clear lead for one or 
other candidate.

So, what might happen if a UKIP 
candidate with 10 % support  is 
eliminated is that, say, 4 % goes 
Conservative, 2 % to Labour, a 
scatter of 1 % or so goes Lib Dem or 
Green and 3 % does not transfer. The 
net gain for the Conservative relative 
to Labour is 2 % rather than 10 %, 
even if they are the main gainers. 

In our ward above (Con 30, Lab 
46, LD 8, UKIP 8, Green 8) it is 
pretty unlikely that the non-Labour 
voters will fall into line to push two 
others ahead of the second Labour 
candidate. A vote distribution 
like this can be modelled without 
difficulty as Con 1, Lab 2.

This leads to different outcomes for 
the same share of the vote. If we have 
a situation where Labour are on 65 
%, how many seats does that mean? 
It has to mean 2 seats, and might 
mean 3. The answer depends on how 
the vote for others is divided. If it is 
Con 25, Lab 65, LD 5, Green 5, the 
Conservatives have qualified for a 
seat and the outcome is therefore 
Con 1, Lab 2.

But if we have a scattering of the 
non-Labour vote, for instance Con 
9, Lab 65, LD 9, UKIP 9, Green 
8, it becomes improbable that the 
voters will use their transfers so 

completely and consistently to get 
one of the other candidates past 
the third Labour candidate. Labour 
winning all three seats is a very 
likely outcome.

Modelling Rule 3: Vote distribution

The difference between winning two 
and three seats often comes down 
to the distribution of votes between 
candidates in the same slate. Usually, 
the more even the better. A party 
getting 60 % is more likely to win 
three seats if the first choices are 
distributed 20/20/20 than if it is 
25/25/10 or 40/10/10.  In the model 
the vote is assumed to be distributed 
reasonably efficiently, although 
in real life it may not be, with 
implications for the number of seats. 
Assuming efficient distribution 
means that the results (without 
for now taking transfers into 
account) resemble those of the most 
common system of proportional 
representation, the list system using 
the d’Hondt method of allocation  
applied on a small scale.

Modelling Rule 4: Transfer patterns

While preferences scatter, they do 
have some predictable patterns. 
Greens tend to flow to Labour, 
Labour to Greens and when 
necessary Lib Dems, Conservatives 
often don’t transfer but when they 
do it is to UKIP or Lib Dem, UKIP 
often flow to the Conservatives. 
However, these patterns will be 
subject to variations because 
of the personal characteristics 
of the candidates, and the local 
political context. For instance, 
Lib Dems in boroughs where the 
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probably minimums, and the same 
for UKIP and Green numbers under 
total vote.

The dynamic effects of STV may 
well produce a tendency for more 
candidate-centred voting and voting 
for smaller parties (and ‘smaller 
parties’ includes Labour in boroughs 
where the Conservatives and 
Liberal Democrats have been the 
leading parties). On its first outing, 
an STV election may resemble 
the ‘total votes’ percentage, while 
when the possibilities of the system 
become reflected in the behaviour 
of political parties, candidates and 
voters it may shift towards the ‘top 
candidate’ percentage.

Using ‘total vote’ measures the 
difference between control of 
London boroughs under STV and 
MNTV is fairly small. Using total 
votes, Labour would gain Barnet 
from the Conservatives and Tower 
Hamlets (council) from No Overall 
Control, while losing Harrow to No 
Overall Control. Labour control 
over Croydon and Redbridge would 
be vulnerable to a situation where 
voters behaved more like the ‘top 
candidates’ model, although in this 
case Labour would also gain the 
chance of influence in hung councils 
in Kingston and Sutton.

London Borough elections do not 
actually take place under First 
Past the Post (usually referred to 
as Single Member Plurality, SMP, 
in academic literature). They use 
a system called the Multiple Non-
Transferable Vote (MNTV). While 
converting from SMP to STV has 
its problems (particularly how to 
account for tactical voting), it is in 
some ways more straightforward 
than modelling STV results from the 
votes cast under MNTV.

There is not even a single way of 
calculating percentage votes under 
MNTV, but several. The main 
method used is simply to take 
the top candidate of each party as 
representing the party’s vote, and 
calculating a percentage based on 
that. This means that a party’s actual 
level of support may be exaggerated 
if its top vote-getter runs far ahead 
of his or her colleagues (for instance 
if they have a popular and long-
serving councillor). But it also 
means that votes for parties that 
do not stand three candidates for 
three vacancies are flattered by the 
comparison. If there is one UKIP 
candidate, that candidate has the 
support of everyone who votes 
UKIP, while if there are three Labour 
candidates there will be people who 
voted Labour once or twice without 
voting for the lead candidate.

Other methods exist. The main one 
is just using the total vote for each 
party’s slate. This has the opposite 
effect, of artificially suppressing the 
vote for parties that do not have 
complete slates. It is also possible 
to take an average for each party’s 
slate (which inflates the support 
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of smaller parties even more than 
using the top candidate), or to take 
an adjusted average.

MNTV votes often have an element 
of preferential intent buried within 
them. Someone voting for two 
Labour candidates, say, and one 
Green, might regard her vote for the 
Green lead candidate as being the 
main expression of her choice, and 
the two Labour votes as being lower 
preferences (she may take a realistic 
view of the Green’s prospects and 
want to help someone get elected in 
a Labour v Conservative marginal 
seat). Alternatively, another voter 
casting exactly the same ballot may 
feel that he is a Labour partisan, 
but the third Labour candidate has 
been a bad Executive Member for 
Planning and that voting Green is an 
appropriate rebuke. 

MNTV votes are therefore not 
simple to put into percentages, and 
cannot be regarded as equivalent to 
STV first preferences or FPTP votes.

The approach adopted here is to 
use two sets of percentages derived 
from the 2014 MNTV results in 
modelling what STV would be 
like in the London boroughs. The 
‘top candidate’ method is probably 
overshooting the vote, and therefore 
the representatives, for parties that 
only stood one candidate. The ‘total 
vote’ method underestimates the 
potential for smaller parties. In 
2014 UKIP and the Greens tended 
to stand incomplete slates while the 
Conservatives and Labour stood 
complete slates. Conservative and 
Labour councillor numbers under 
top candidate figures are therefore 

Model results 1: 
the London boroughs



Table 2: London Borough of Camden elections 2014 on MNTV (FPTP) and STV

Table 3: London Borough of Wandsworth elections 2014 on MNTV (FPTP) and STV
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Camden Con Lab LD Gr
Frognal & Fitzjohns Con 3 53.3% 21.6% 10.5% 14.6% Con 2  Lab 1
Swiss Cottage Con 3 42.5% 32.6% 11.0% 13.7% Con 2 Lab 1
Hampstead Town Con 3 38.0% 18.8% 29.8% 13.3% Con 1 Lab 1  LD 1
Belsize Con 3 33.6% 25.9% 27.4% 7.6% Con 1 Lab 1 LD 1
Fortune Green  Lab 2   LD 1 25.7% 29.6% 33.1% 11.6% Con 1 Lab 1 LD 1
West Hampstead Lab 3 25.3% 36.8% 29.4% 0.0% Con 1 Lab 1 LD 1
Bloomsbury Lab 3 22.1% 47.0% 7.7% 15.2% Con 1 Lab 2
Holborn & Covent Gdn Lab 3 19.0% 55.1% 6.6% 14.3% Con 1 Lab 2
Gospel Oak Lab 3 17.7% 47.0% 6.9% 15.3% Con 1 Lab 2
Regents Park Lab 3 17.4% 49.1% 6.8% 15.4% Con 1 Lab 2
Highgate Lab 2  Gr 1 17.4% 39.7% 5.3% 37.5% Lab 2 Gr 1
Camden Town Lab 3 16.8% 51.4% 7.9% 16.4% Con 1 Lab 2
Kings Cross Lab 3 15.9% 54.1% 9.7% 20.3% Lab 2 Gr 1
Kilburn Lab 3 12.2% 49.4% 26.3% 12.0% Lab 2 LD 1
Kentish Town Lab 3 10.9% 52.0% 9.0% 21.2% Lab 2 Gr 1
Cantelowes Lab 3 10.0% 53.5% 19.4% 17.1% Lab 2 LD 1
St Pancras & Somerstown Lab 3 10.0% 68.1% 6.6% 15.2% Lab 3
Haverstock Lab 3 9.0% 43.6% 27.6% 11.7% Lab 2 LD 1
Borough Con 12 Lab 40   LD 1  Gr 1 21.4% 43.2% 15.7% 15.5% Con 13 Lab 31 LD 7 Gr 3

FPTP councillors STV councillors

Wandsworth	   Con	  % Lab	  %
Wandsworth	  Common Con 3 65% 24% Con 2 Lab 1
Northcote Con 3 61% 24% Con 2 Lab 1
Thamesfield Con 3 59% 21% Con 2 Lab 1
West	  Putney Con 3 57% 22% Con 2 Lab 1
Balham Con 3 57% 28% Con 2 Lab 1
East	  Putney Con 3 56% 24% Con 2 Lab 1
ShaFesbury Con 3 56% 33% Con 2 Lab 1
St	  Mary's	  Park Con 3 54% 33% Con 2 Lab 1
Fairfield Con 3 54% 29% Con 2 Lab 1
NighMngale Con 3 53% 29% Con 2 Lab 1
Southfields Con 3 49% 29% Con 2 Lab 1
West	  Hill Con 3 48% 34% Con 2 Lab 1
Earlsfield Con 2 Lab 1 46% 41% Con 2 Lab 1
Queenstown Con 2 Lab 1 44% 44% Con 2 Lab 1
Bedford Con 1 Lab 2 44% 44% Con 1 Lab 2
Roehampton Lab 3 37% 52% Con 1 Lab 2
TooMng Lab 3 32% 53% Con 1 Lab 2
Latchmere Lab 3 32% 55% Con 1 Lab 2
Furzedown Lab 3 23% 64% Con 1 Lab 2
Graveney Lab 3 21% 64% Con 1 Lab 2
Borough Con 41 Lab 19 40% 32% Con 34 Lab 26

STV	  councillorsFPTP	  councillors

Kingston	   Con	  % LD	  % Lab	  % UK% Gn	  %
Coombe	  Hill Con 3 50 % 13 % 15 % 10 % 11 % Con 2 Lab 1
Coombe	  Vale Con 3 46 % 18 % 17 % 10 % 9 % Con 2 LD 1
Old	  Malden Con 3 42 % 19 % 14 % 16 % 9 % Con 2 LD 1
Tudor Con 3 41 % 18 % 14 % 11 % 16 % Con 2 LD 1
St	  James Con 3 38 % 22 % 18 % 12 % 6 % Con 1 LD 1 Lab 1
Alexandra Con 3 34 % 27 % 13 % 14 % 9 % Con 2 LD 1
St	  Mark's LD 3 34 % 39 % 13 % % 11 % Con 1 LD 2
Berrylands Con 2 LD 1 33 % 33 % 11 % 10 % 11 % Con 1 LD 1 Gn 1
Surbiton	  Hill LD 3 33 % 37 % 11 % 9 % 10 % Con 1 LD 2
Beverley Con 3 33 % 22 % 21 % 11 % 14 % Con 1 LD 1 Lab 1
Canbury Con 3 33 % 20 % 14 % 9 % 20 % Con 1 LD 1 Gn 1
Grove Con 1 LD 2 31 % 34 % 23 % % 13 % Con 1 LD 1 Lab 1
Chessington	  N	  &	  Hook Con 1 LD 2 28 % 31 % 12 % 20 % 10 % Con 1 LD 1 UK 1
Chessington	  S LD 3 25 % 35 % 12 % 24 % % Con 1 LD 1 UK 1
Tolworth	  &	  Hook	  Rise LD 3 22 % 41 % 17 % 17 % % Con 1 LD 1 Lab 1
Norbiton LD 1 Lab 2 16 % 27 % 32 % 11 % 12 % Con 1 LD 1 Lab 1
Borough Con 25 LD 18 Lab 2 39 % 31 % 17 % 5 % 7 % Con 19 LD 17 Lab 6 UK 2 Gn 1

FPTP	  councillors STV	  councillors
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Table 4: London Borough of Barnett elections 2014 on MNTV (FPTP) and STV

Table 5: London Borough of Kingston elections 2014 on MNTV (FPTP) and STV

BARNET Con	   Lab	   LD	   Gr
Golders	  Green Con 3 60% 25% 6% 9% Con 2 Lab 1
Edgware Con 3 57% 24% 9% 10% Con 2 Lab 1
Garden	  Suburb Con 3 56% 23% 8% 13% Con 2 Lab 1
Finchley	  Church	  End Con 3 51% 25% 6% 10% Con 2 Lab 1
Hendon Con 3 48% 27% 6% 9% Con 2 Lab 1
ToFeridge Con 3 46% 22% 7% 10% Con 2 Lab 1
Oakleigh Con 3 45% 26% 6% 10% Con 2 Lab 1
Hale Con 3 43% 40% 7% 11% Con 2 Lab 1
High	  Barnet Con 3 42% 23% 16% 19% Con 1 Lab 1 Grn	  1
Brunswick	  Park Con 1 Lab 2 41% 42% 6% 11% Con 1 Lab 2
East	  Barnet Lab 3 39% 44% 4% 13% Con 1 Lab 2
Mill	  Hill Con 3 36% 22% 13% 9% Con 2 Lab 1
West	  Hendon Lab 3 35% 43% 4% 7% Con 1 Lab 2
CoppeFs Lab 3 32% 47% 5% 13% Con 1 Lab 2
Childs	  Hill Con 2 LD 1 31% 29% 30% 10% Con 1 Lab 1 LD	  1
Underhill Lab 3 30% 38% 4% 10% Con 1 Lab 2
West	  Finchley Lab 3 28% 46% 5% 11% Con 1 Lab 2
Woodhouse Lab 3 28% 45% 4% 12% Con 1 Lab 2
East	  Finchley Lab 3 21% 57% 9% 13% Con 1 Lab 2
Burnt	  Oak Lab 3 19% 57% 6% 10% Con 1 Lab 2
Colindale Lab 3 15% 66% 4% 4% Con 1 Lab 2
BOROUGH	   Con 33 Lab 29 LD 1 38% 36% 8% 11% Con 30 Lab 31 LD	  1 Grn	  1

FPTP	  councillors STV	  councillors

Kingston	   Con	  % LD	  % Lab	  % UK% Gn	  %
Coombe	  Hill Con 3 50 % 13 % 15 % 10 % 11 % Con 2 Lab 1
Coombe	  Vale Con 3 46 % 18 % 17 % 10 % 9 % Con 2 LD 1
Old	  Malden Con 3 42 % 19 % 14 % 16 % 9 % Con 2 LD 1
Tudor Con 3 41 % 18 % 14 % 11 % 16 % Con 2 LD 1
St	  James Con 3 38 % 22 % 18 % 12 % 6 % Con 1 LD 1 Lab 1
Alexandra Con 3 34 % 27 % 13 % 14 % 9 % Con 2 LD 1
St	  Mark's LD 3 34 % 39 % 13 % % 11 % Con 1 LD 2
Berrylands Con 2 LD 1 33 % 33 % 11 % 10 % 11 % Con 1 LD 1 Gn 1
Surbiton	  Hill LD 3 33 % 37 % 11 % 9 % 10 % Con 1 LD 2
Beverley Con 3 33 % 22 % 21 % 11 % 14 % Con 1 LD 1 Lab 1
Canbury Con 3 33 % 20 % 14 % 9 % 20 % Con 1 LD 1 Gn 1
Grove Con 1 LD 2 31 % 34 % 23 % % 13 % Con 1 LD 1 Lab 1
Chessington	  N	  &	  Hook Con 1 LD 2 28 % 31 % 12 % 20 % 10 % Con 1 LD 1 UK 1
Chessington	  S LD 3 25 % 35 % 12 % 24 % % Con 1 LD 1 UK 1
Tolworth	  &	  Hook	  Rise LD 3 22 % 41 % 17 % 17 % % Con 1 LD 1 Lab 1
Norbiton LD 1 Lab 2 16 % 27 % 32 % 11 % 12 % Con 1 LD 1 Lab 1
Borough Con 25 LD 18 Lab 2 39 % 31 % 17 % 5 % 7 % Con 19 LD 17 Lab 6 UK 2 Gn 1

FPTP	  councillors STV	  councillors



FPTP   STV A STV  B
Barking  Lab 51 Con 1  Lab 35  UK 15 Con 1  Lab 44  UK 6
Barnet  Con 32  Lab 30  LD 1 Con 29 Lab 35  LD 1 Grn 1 Con 29 Lab 32 LD 1 Grn 1
Bexley  Con 45  Lab 15 UK 3 Con 28 Lab 18 UK 16 Oth 1 Con 35 Lab 25 UK 2 Oth 1
Brent  Con 6  Lab 56  LD 1 Con 11 Lab 39 LD 7 Grn 6 Con 11 Lab 41 LD 10 Grn 1
Bromley  Con 51  Lab 7 UK 2 Con 34 Lab 11 LD 2 UK 12 Grn 1 Con 37 Lab 16 LD 1 UK 6
Camden  Con 12  Lab 40  LD 1 Grn 1 Con 13 Lab 31 LD 7 Grn 3 Con 13 Lab 31 LD 6 Grn 4
Croydon  Con 30  Lab 40 Con 27 Lab 35 UK 8 Con 31 Lab 36 LD 1 UK 2
Ealing  Con 12  Lab 53  LD 4 Con 20 Lab 42 LD 3 UK 1 Grn 2 Oth 1 Con 19 Lab 46 LD 3 Grn 1
Enfield  Con 22  Lab 41 Con 19 Lab 38 UK 4 Grn 1 Oth 1 Con 24 Lab 38 Grn 1
Greenwich  Con 8  Lab 43 Con 8 Lab 30 UK 11 Grn 2 Con 14 Lab 37
Hackney  Con 4  Lab 50  LD 3 Con 3 Lab 41 LD 1 Grn 12 Con 3 Lab 45 LD 1 Grn 8
Hammersmith  Con 20  Lab 26 Con 22 Lab 24 Con 22 Lab 24
Haringey  Lab 48  LD 9 Con 1 Lab 38 LD 11 Grn 6 Oth 1 Con 1 Lab 39 LD 11 Grn 6
Harrow  Con 26  Lab 34  LD 1 Oth 2 Con 28 Lab 31 LD 2 Oth 2 Con 29 Lab 31 LD 2 Oth 1
Havering  Con 22  Lab 1 UK 7 Oth 24 Con 11 Lab 5 UK 19 Oth 19 Con 14 Lab 7 UK 9 Oth 24
Hillingdon  Con 42  Lab 23 Con 31 Lab 20 UK 11 Grn 1 Oth 2 Con 39 Lab 25 Oth 1
Hounslow  Con 11  Lab 49 Con 18 Lab 36 UK 4 Oth 2 Con 20 Lab 37 UK 1 Oth 2
Islington  Lab 47 Grn 1 Con 3 Lab 31 LD 5 Grn 9 Con 4 Lab 31 LD 4 Grn 9
Kensington  Con 37  Lab 12  LD 1 Con 34 Lab 12 LD 2 Oth 2 Con 36 Lab 11 LD 2 Oth 1
Kingston  Con 28  Lab 2  LD 18 Con 21 Lab 6 LD 17 UK 2 Grn 2 Oth Con 21 Lab 6 LD 19 UK 1 Grn 1
Lambeth  Con 3  Lab 59 Grn 1 Con 6 Lab 45 LD 5 Grn 7 Con 4 Lab 47 LD 6 Grn 6
Lewisham  Lab 53 Grn 1 Con 3 Lab 35 LD 3 UK 2 Grn 5 Oth 6 Con 3 Lab 40 LD 3 Grn 5 Oth 3
Merton  Con 20  Lab 36  LD 1 Oth 3 Con 17 Lab 35 LD 3 UK 2 Grn 1 Oth 2 Con 18 Lab 36 LD 3 Oth 3
Newham  Lab 60 Con 14 Lab 43 UK 3 Con 13 Lab 47
Redbridge  Con 25  Lab 35  LD 3 Con 23 Lab 30 LD 4 UK 3 Grn 1 Oth 2 Con 23 Lab 32 LD 3 UK 4 Oth 1
Richmond  Con 39  LD 15 Con 28 Lab 2 LD 21 Grn 3 Con 29 Lab 1 LD 23 Grn 1
Southwark  Con 2  Lab 48  LD 13 Con 4 Lab 39 LD 13 UK 1 Grn 6 Con 3 Lab 42 LD 15 Grn 3
Sutton  Con 9  LD 45 Con 16 Lab 4 LD 25 UK 9 Con 17 Lab 4 LD 33
Tower Hamlets  Con 5  Lab 22 Oth 18 Con 4 Lab 23 Grn 2 Oth 16 Con 5 Lab 23 Grn Oth 17
Waltham  Con 16  Lab 44 Con 10 Lab 35 LD 6 UK 6 Grn 3 Con 13 Lab 40 LD 7
Wandsworth  Con 41  Lab 19 Con 34 Lab 26 0 Con 33 Lab 27
Westminster  Con 44  Lab 16 Con 33 Lab 26 LD 1 0 Con 32 Lab 27 LD 1
LONDON  Con 612  Lab 1060  LD 116 UK 12 Grn 4 Oth 47     Con 554 Lab 898 LD 139 UK 129 Grn 74 Oth 57 Con 596 Lab 968 LD 155 UK 31 Grn 47 Oth 54
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Table 6: Seats won in London Borough Elections 2014 actual on FPTP (MNTV) and estimated on 
STV using estimated using ‘top candidate’ or ‘total vote’ method

Changes in control using ‘top candidate’ method: 
Lab gain 1 from Con and 1 from NOC, and lose 3 to NOC (net change -1)
Con lose 1 to Lab and 3 to NOC (net change -4)
LD lose 1 to NOC (net change -1)
NOC down 1 to Lab and up 3 from Lab, 3 from Con and 1 from LD (net change +6)

Top candidate
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Gains and losses using ‘total vote’ method:
Lab gain 1 from Con and 1 from NOC, and lose 1 to NOC (net +1)
Con lose 1 to Lab and 1 to NOC (net -2)
NOC up 1 from Lab and 1 from Con, down 1 to Lab (net +1)

Total voteFPTP   STV A STV  B
Barking  Lab 51 Con 1  Lab 35  UK 15 Con 1  Lab 44  UK 6
Barnet  Con 32  Lab 30  LD 1 Con 29 Lab 35  LD 1 Grn 1 Con 29 Lab 32 LD 1 Grn 1
Bexley  Con 45  Lab 15 UK 3 Con 28 Lab 18 UK 16 Oth 1 Con 35 Lab 25 UK 2 Oth 1
Brent  Con 6  Lab 56  LD 1 Con 11 Lab 39 LD 7 Grn 6 Con 11 Lab 41 LD 10 Grn 1
Bromley  Con 51  Lab 7 UK 2 Con 34 Lab 11 LD 2 UK 12 Grn 1 Con 37 Lab 16 LD 1 UK 6
Camden  Con 12  Lab 40  LD 1 Grn 1 Con 13 Lab 31 LD 7 Grn 3 Con 13 Lab 31 LD 6 Grn 4
Croydon  Con 30  Lab 40 Con 27 Lab 35 UK 8 Con 31 Lab 36 LD 1 UK 2
Ealing  Con 12  Lab 53  LD 4 Con 20 Lab 42 LD 3 UK 1 Grn 2 Oth 1 Con 19 Lab 46 LD 3 Grn 1
Enfield  Con 22  Lab 41 Con 19 Lab 38 UK 4 Grn 1 Oth 1 Con 24 Lab 38 Grn 1
Greenwich  Con 8  Lab 43 Con 8 Lab 30 UK 11 Grn 2 Con 14 Lab 37
Hackney  Con 4  Lab 50  LD 3 Con 3 Lab 41 LD 1 Grn 12 Con 3 Lab 45 LD 1 Grn 8
Hammersmith  Con 20  Lab 26 Con 22 Lab 24 Con 22 Lab 24
Haringey  Lab 48  LD 9 Con 1 Lab 38 LD 11 Grn 6 Oth 1 Con 1 Lab 39 LD 11 Grn 6
Harrow  Con 26  Lab 34  LD 1 Oth 2 Con 28 Lab 31 LD 2 Oth 2 Con 29 Lab 31 LD 2 Oth 1
Havering  Con 22  Lab 1 UK 7 Oth 24 Con 11 Lab 5 UK 19 Oth 19 Con 14 Lab 7 UK 9 Oth 24
Hillingdon  Con 42  Lab 23 Con 31 Lab 20 UK 11 Grn 1 Oth 2 Con 39 Lab 25 Oth 1
Hounslow  Con 11  Lab 49 Con 18 Lab 36 UK 4 Oth 2 Con 20 Lab 37 UK 1 Oth 2
Islington  Lab 47 Grn 1 Con 3 Lab 31 LD 5 Grn 9 Con 4 Lab 31 LD 4 Grn 9
Kensington  Con 37  Lab 12  LD 1 Con 34 Lab 12 LD 2 Oth 2 Con 36 Lab 11 LD 2 Oth 1
Kingston  Con 28  Lab 2  LD 18 Con 21 Lab 6 LD 17 UK 2 Grn 2 Oth Con 21 Lab 6 LD 19 UK 1 Grn 1
Lambeth  Con 3  Lab 59 Grn 1 Con 6 Lab 45 LD 5 Grn 7 Con 4 Lab 47 LD 6 Grn 6
Lewisham  Lab 53 Grn 1 Con 3 Lab 35 LD 3 UK 2 Grn 5 Oth 6 Con 3 Lab 40 LD 3 Grn 5 Oth 3
Merton  Con 20  Lab 36  LD 1 Oth 3 Con 17 Lab 35 LD 3 UK 2 Grn 1 Oth 2 Con 18 Lab 36 LD 3 Oth 3
Newham  Lab 60 Con 14 Lab 43 UK 3 Con 13 Lab 47
Redbridge  Con 25  Lab 35  LD 3 Con 23 Lab 30 LD 4 UK 3 Grn 1 Oth 2 Con 23 Lab 32 LD 3 UK 4 Oth 1
Richmond  Con 39  LD 15 Con 28 Lab 2 LD 21 Grn 3 Con 29 Lab 1 LD 23 Grn 1
Southwark  Con 2  Lab 48  LD 13 Con 4 Lab 39 LD 13 UK 1 Grn 6 Con 3 Lab 42 LD 15 Grn 3
Sutton  Con 9  LD 45 Con 16 Lab 4 LD 25 UK 9 Con 17 Lab 4 LD 33
Tower Hamlets  Con 5  Lab 22 Oth 18 Con 4 Lab 23 Grn 2 Oth 16 Con 5 Lab 23 Grn Oth 17
Waltham  Con 16  Lab 44 Con 10 Lab 35 LD 6 UK 6 Grn 3 Con 13 Lab 40 LD 7
Wandsworth  Con 41  Lab 19 Con 34 Lab 26 0 Con 33 Lab 27
Westminster  Con 44  Lab 16 Con 33 Lab 26 LD 1 0 Con 32 Lab 27 LD 1
LONDON  Con 612  Lab 1060  LD 116 UK 12 Grn 4 Oth 47     Con 554 Lab 898 LD 139 UK 129 Grn 74 Oth 57 Con 596 Lab 968 LD 155 UK 31 Grn 47 Oth 54
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Table 7: English county council elections 2013 on FPTP and STV

Model results 2: 
the Shire counties

FPTP 2013 STV
Buckinghamshire Con 36 Lab 1 LD 5 UK 6 Oth 1 Con 22 Lab 3 LD 8 UK 16
Cambridgeshire Con 32 Lab 7 LD 14 UK 12 Oth 4 Con 26 Lab 10 LD 18 UK 12 Oth 3
Cumbria Con 26 Lab 35 LD 16 Oth 7 Con 29 Lab 25 LD 17 UK 7 Oth 6
Derbyshire Con 18 Lab 43 LD 3 Con 18 Lab 31 LD 4 UK 11
Devon Con 38 Lab 7 LD 9 UK 4 Grn 1 Oth 3 Con 23 Lab 5 LD 13 UK 14 Grn 3 Oth 4
Dorset Con 27 Lab 5 LD 12 UK 1 Con 19 Lab 5 LD 9 UK 10 Grn 1 Oth 1
East Sussex Con 20 Lab 7 LD 10 UK 7 Oth 5 Con 17 Lab 5 LD 9 UK 14 Grn 1 Oth 3
Essex Con 42 Lab 9 LD 9 UK 9 Grn 2 Oth 4 Con 31 Lab 11 LD 7 UK 22 Oth 4
Gloucestershire Con 23 Lab 9 LD 14 UK 3 Grn 1 Oth 3 Con 21 Lab 8 LD 12 UK 6 Grn 2 Oth 4
Hampshire Con 45 Lab 4 LD 17 UK 10 Oth 2 Con 35 Lab 5 LD 17 UK 20 Oth 1
Hertfordshire Con 46 Lab 15 LD 16 Con 36 Lab 16 LD 13 UK 12
Kent Con 44 Lab 13 LD 7 UK 17 1 Oth 1 Con 34 Lab 16 LD 7 UK 24 Grn 1 Oth 1
Lancashire Con 35 Lab 39 LD 6 Grn 1 Oth 3 Con 29 Lab 32 LD 8 UK 12 Grn 1 Oth 2
Leicestershire Con 30 Lab 10 LD 13 UK 2 Con 27 Lab 14 LD 7 UK 6 Oth 1
Lincolnshire Con 36 Lab 12 LD 3 UK 16 Oth 10 Con 31 Lab 11 LD 2 UK 19 Oth 14
Norfolk Con 40 Lab 14 LD 10 UK 15 Grn 4 Oth 1 Con 30 Lab 20 LD 7 UK 21 Grn 4 Oth 2
Northamptonshir Con 36 Lab 11 LD 6 UK 3 Oth 1 Con 24 Lab 16 LD 2 UK 14 Oth 1
North Yorkshire Con 45 Lab 7 LD 8 UK 2 Oth 10 Con 31 Lab 10 LD 6 UK 12 Oth 13
Nottinghamshire Con 21 Lab 34 LD 8 Oth 4 Con 18 Lab 27 LD 7 UK 10 Oth 5
Oxfordshire Con 31 Lab 15 LD 11 Grn 2 Oth 4 Con 25 Lab 17 LD 8 UK 9 Grn 3 Oth 1
Somerset Con 29 Lab 3 LD 18 UK 3 Oth 2 Con 23 Lab 4 LD 15 UK 11 Oth 2
Staffordshire Con 34 Lab 24 UK 2 Oth 2 Con 24 Lab 21 UK 17
Suffolk Con 39 Lab 15 LD 7 UK 9 Grn 2 Oth 3 Con 34 Lab 15 LD 5 UK 15 Grn 4 Oth 2
Surrey Con 58 Lab 1 LD 9 UK 3 Grn 1 Oth 9 Con 39 Lab 4 LD 7 UK 20 Grn 1 Oth 10
Warwickshire Con 26 Lab 22 LD 9 UK 3 Grn 2 Con 24 Lab 23 LD 9 UK 2 Grn 2 Oth 2
West Sussex Con 46 Lab 6 LD 8 UK 10 Grn 0 Oth 1 Con 33 Lab 6 LD 10 UK 22
Worcestershire Con 30 Lab 12 LD 3 UK 4 Grn 2 Oth 6 Con 21 Lab 14 LD 4 UK 12 Grn 1 Oth 5
COUNTIES Con 933 Lab 380 LD 251 UK 141 Grn 19 Oth 86 Con 724 Lab 373 LD 231 UK 371 Grn 24 Oth 87
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FPTP 2013 STV
Buckinghamshire Con 36 Lab 1 LD 5 UK 6 Oth 1 Con 22 Lab 3 LD 8 UK 16
Cambridgeshire Con 32 Lab 7 LD 14 UK 12 Oth 4 Con 26 Lab 10 LD 18 UK 12 Oth 3
Cumbria Con 26 Lab 35 LD 16 Oth 7 Con 29 Lab 25 LD 17 UK 7 Oth 6
Derbyshire Con 18 Lab 43 LD 3 Con 18 Lab 31 LD 4 UK 11
Devon Con 38 Lab 7 LD 9 UK 4 Grn 1 Oth 3 Con 23 Lab 5 LD 13 UK 14 Grn 3 Oth 4
Dorset Con 27 Lab 5 LD 12 UK 1 Con 19 Lab 5 LD 9 UK 10 Grn 1 Oth 1
East Sussex Con 20 Lab 7 LD 10 UK 7 Oth 5 Con 17 Lab 5 LD 9 UK 14 Grn 1 Oth 3
Essex Con 42 Lab 9 LD 9 UK 9 Grn 2 Oth 4 Con 31 Lab 11 LD 7 UK 22 Oth 4
Gloucestershire Con 23 Lab 9 LD 14 UK 3 Grn 1 Oth 3 Con 21 Lab 8 LD 12 UK 6 Grn 2 Oth 4
Hampshire Con 45 Lab 4 LD 17 UK 10 Oth 2 Con 35 Lab 5 LD 17 UK 20 Oth 1
Hertfordshire Con 46 Lab 15 LD 16 Con 36 Lab 16 LD 13 UK 12
Kent Con 44 Lab 13 LD 7 UK 17 1 Oth 1 Con 34 Lab 16 LD 7 UK 24 Grn 1 Oth 1
Lancashire Con 35 Lab 39 LD 6 Grn 1 Oth 3 Con 29 Lab 32 LD 8 UK 12 Grn 1 Oth 2
Leicestershire Con 30 Lab 10 LD 13 UK 2 Con 27 Lab 14 LD 7 UK 6 Oth 1
Lincolnshire Con 36 Lab 12 LD 3 UK 16 Oth 10 Con 31 Lab 11 LD 2 UK 19 Oth 14
Norfolk Con 40 Lab 14 LD 10 UK 15 Grn 4 Oth 1 Con 30 Lab 20 LD 7 UK 21 Grn 4 Oth 2
Northamptonshir Con 36 Lab 11 LD 6 UK 3 Oth 1 Con 24 Lab 16 LD 2 UK 14 Oth 1
North Yorkshire Con 45 Lab 7 LD 8 UK 2 Oth 10 Con 31 Lab 10 LD 6 UK 12 Oth 13
Nottinghamshire Con 21 Lab 34 LD 8 Oth 4 Con 18 Lab 27 LD 7 UK 10 Oth 5
Oxfordshire Con 31 Lab 15 LD 11 Grn 2 Oth 4 Con 25 Lab 17 LD 8 UK 9 Grn 3 Oth 1
Somerset Con 29 Lab 3 LD 18 UK 3 Oth 2 Con 23 Lab 4 LD 15 UK 11 Oth 2
Staffordshire Con 34 Lab 24 UK 2 Oth 2 Con 24 Lab 21 UK 17
Suffolk Con 39 Lab 15 LD 7 UK 9 Grn 2 Oth 3 Con 34 Lab 15 LD 5 UK 15 Grn 4 Oth 2
Surrey Con 58 Lab 1 LD 9 UK 3 Grn 1 Oth 9 Con 39 Lab 4 LD 7 UK 20 Grn 1 Oth 10
Warwickshire Con 26 Lab 22 LD 9 UK 3 Grn 2 Con 24 Lab 23 LD 9 UK 2 Grn 2 Oth 2
West Sussex Con 46 Lab 6 LD 8 UK 10 Grn 0 Oth 1 Con 33 Lab 6 LD 10 UK 22
Worcestershire Con 30 Lab 12 LD 3 UK 4 Grn 2 Oth 6 Con 21 Lab 14 LD 4 UK 12 Grn 1 Oth 5
COUNTIES Con 933 Lab 380 LD 251 UK 141 Grn 19 Oth 86 Con 724 Lab 373 LD 231 UK 371 Grn 24 Oth 87

Table 7: English county council elections 2013 on FPTP and STV



grouping existing county electoral 
divisions (which are mostly 
1-member but with occasional 
2-member divisions and one 
3-member division). District 
council boundaries were not crossed 
(this rule means that occasional 
2 and/or 5 member wards are 
required, particularly in the larger 
counties). New model wards 
were based on the most sensible-
looking arrangement of existing 
wards (a mixture of sandwich and 
doughnut solutions to towns with 
rural hinterlands was followed 
to try to avert systematic bias). 
Divisions that are non-contiguous 
by road are avoided, except when 
the existing county divisions are 
non-contiguous. In most areas 
these rules were not unduly 
complicated, but in some there were 
some jagged edges to the existing 
county divisions (Essex and North 
Yorkshire in particular). In a real 
transition to STV, fresh boundary 
lines could be drawn, as they were 
in Scotland, rather than existing 
units combined.

Gains and losses in shire counties: 
Every county council would be 
under No Overall Control under 
this STV projection.

The net effect on party holdings 
of seats is essentially a big transfer 
from Conservative to UKIP. 
Movement for other parties is small.
Labour loses heavily in the county 
councils where it is the leading party 
under FPTP, with a net loss here 
of 36 seats (Cumbria, Derbyshire, 
Lancashire, Nottinghamshire) 
for a net gain of 30 in the other 
authorities.

Labour would benefit most from 
STV in rural areas in the east of 
England and East Midlands where 
the Lib Dems are comparatively 
weak.

It would not benefit Labour much in 
some rural counties where Labour 
depends on a single stronghold area 
but is very weak in the rest of the 
county. The party loses seats to the 
minority parties in the stronghold 
but does not pick up in the rest of 
the county because its support is 
too low. The best example of this is 
Devon, where Labour is strong only 
in Exeter.

Why the contrast with the London 
boroughs?

Control was hardly altered in the 
model results for London, and 
representation was not changed all 
that radically. This is a huge contrast 
to the model results in the counties. 
There are several factors:
Multi-party politics is rarer in the 
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London boroughs. In most London 
boroughs, there is one or more 
among the main parties that is not 
a major player, and in most UKIP 
and Independents are weak. In the 
London boroughs it was not unusual 
for a party to get well in excess of 
40 % of the vote, which can often 
lead to majorities under STV, while 
in the counties the vote was much 
more fragmented.

London wards are smaller. They 
have three members for 5-10,000 
people and it is possible for a single 
party to dominate an area of this 
size. Some of the county STV wards 
would be huge (up to 40,000). There 
is only one model STV county 
ward where a party gets 3 out of 3 
seats (Cowley, Oxfordshire), while 
it is unusual but not unheard-of in 
London.

It might make sense to make county 
councils larger to allow smaller 
electoral units.

London borough STV elections are 
modelled using, nearly everywhere, 
existing three-member wards, while 
a uniform three-member pattern is 
not possible for the shire counties. 
As a result, there is a significant 
minority of wards that are 
4-member and a handful of them 
that have 2 or 5 members. A 3-4 
member STV pattern is significantly 
more proportional than a 3-member 
only rule (as was demonstrated 
by the variation in results in 
Scotland between councils with 
more or fewer 4 member wards). 
Higher proportionality means that 
majorities are less likely.
Model wards were compiled from 



necessarily elect two Independents 
under STV. 

Results

Few councils change hands, largely 
because most of the metropolitan 
areas are dominated by Labour and 
the party has large majorities in 
many of the 36 boroughs. On the 
2012 model STV results, Labour 
would preserve large majorities in 
a considerable number of councils, 
although in 2014 the results are 
strongly affected by the UKIP 
vote in many of the metropolitan 
boroughs outside the core cities.

The current composition of these 
councils is set by three sets of 
elections for a single seat in each 
ward (at the time of writing elections 
in 2011, 2012 and 2014). 
For fair comparison with FPTP, and 
to strip out the effect of elections 
that took place in different years 
from electoral system effects, one 
needs to compare model STV results 
not with the full council but with 
a model in which the council seats 
won in a given year are multiplied by 
three. The results are rather different 
if one starts from 2012 or 2014 
figures and both calculations have 
been performed.

The shares of the vote in each ward 
were regarded as being first preference 
shares in an STV ward electing 3 
members and seats allocated as per the 
method used for London. 

This method will sometimes 
overstate a party’s support because 
it happens to have a particularly 
popular candidate up for election 
that year; in such cases the party 
shares of the vote may not reflect 
the basic party allegiance. This 
is particularly possible in some 
wards where there is a popular 
Independent who might gain 50 % 
of the vote but this vote would not 
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Model results 3: 
The metropolitan boroughs

	  

Table 8: Metropolitan boroughs that would change hands
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FPTP 2014 STV
G MANCHESTER
Bolton Con 15 Lab 36 LD 3 UK 6 Con 12 Lab 31 LD 2 UK 15
Bury Con 12 Lab 36 LD 3 Con 17 Lab 26 LD 3 UK 5
Manchester Lab 96 Lab 73 LD 6 UK 8 Gr 9
Oldham Lab 42 LD 9 UK 6 Oth 3 Con 3 Lab 29 LD 8 UK 18 Oth 2
Rochdale Con 9 Lab 48 LD 3 Con 10 Lab 32 LD 3 UK 14 Oth 1
Salford Con 9 Lab 51 Con 12 Lab 37 UK 10 Gr 1
Stockport Con 12 Lab 21 LD 27 Oth 3 Con 15 Lab 21 LD 18 UK 7 Oth 2
Tameside Con 6 Lab 51 LD 0 Con 8 Lab 35 UK 12 Gr 1 Oth 1
Trafford Con 33 Lab 27 LD 3 Con 28 Lab 30 LD 2 UK 3
Wigan Con 3 Lab 69 Oth 3 Con 8 Lab 46 UK 14 Oth 7
MERSEYSIDE
Knowsley Lab 63 Con 1 Lab 50 LD 2 UK 4 Oth 6
Liverpool Lab 81 Gr 6 Oth 3 Con 1 Lab 74 LD 6 UK 2 Gr 5 Oth 2
St Helens Con 3 Lab 42 LD 3 Con 4 Lab 32 LD 3 UK 9
Sefton Con 6 Lab 39 LD 18 Oth 3 Con 8 Lab 30 LD 12 UK 14 Oth 2
Wirral Con 21 Lab 36 LD 6 Gr 3 Con 17 Lab 33 LD 5 UK 9 Gr 2
STH YORKSHIRE
Barnsley Con 3 Lab 54 Con 3 Lab 41 UK 9 Oth 10
Doncaster Con 9 Lab 45 UK 3 Con 4 Lab 28 LD 1 UK 22 Oth 5
Rotherham Lab 33 UK 30 Con 3 Lab 26 UK 32 Oth 2
Sheffield Lab 51 LD 18 UK 9 Gr 6 Con 1 Lab 45 LD 12 UK 19 Gr 7
TYNE & WEAR
Gateshead Lab 54 LD 12 Con 0 Lab 41 LD 9 UK 12 Oth 2
Newcastle Lab 48 LD 27 Oth 3 Con 2 Lab 47 LD 16 UK 8 Oth 5
North Tyneside Con 9 Lab 48 LD 3 Con 13 Lab 30 LD 2 UK 14 Oth 1
South Tyneside Lab 51 Con 1 Lab 30 UK 18 Oth 5
Sunderland Con 9 Lab 63 Oth 3 Con 11 Lab 40 LD 1 UK 20 Oth 3
W MIDLANDS
Birmingham Con 39 Lab 66 LD 15 Con 32 Lab 59 LD 16 UK 12 Gr 1
Coventry Con 18 Lab 36 Con 10 Lab 33 UK 10 Oth 1
Dudley Con 21 Lab 30 UK 21 Con 20 Lab 26 UK 25 Gr 1
Sandwell Lab 69 UK 3 Con 6 Lab 49 LD 1 UK 16
Solihull Con 27 LD 9 UK 3 Gr 12 Con 25 Lab 3 LD 6 UK 9 Gr 5 Oth 3
Walsall Con 21 Lab 27 UK 9 Oth 3 Con 19 Lab 21 LD 2 UK 15 Oth 3
Wolverhampton Con 12 Lab 45 UK 3 Con 12 Lab 31 LD 1 UK 16
W YORKSHIRE
Bradford Con 21 Lab 51 LD 9 UK 3 Gr 3 Oth 3 Con 14 Lab 45 LD 9 UK 15 Gr 2 Oth 5
Calderdale Con 18 Lab 27 LD 3 Oth 3 Con 19 Lab 16 LD 6 UK 7 Gr 1 Oth 2
Kirklees Con 18 Lab 30 LD 15 Gr 3 Oth 3 Con 21 Lab 35 LD 5 UK 2 Gr 3 Oth 3
Leeds Con 18 Lab 60 LD 12 Gr 3 Oth 6 Con 18 Lab 50 LD 8 UK 16 Gr 4 Oth 3
Wakefield Con 3 Lab 51 UK 6 Oth 3 Con 12 Lab 35 UK 14 Oth 2
METRO ENGLAND Con 375 Lab 1677 LD 198 UK 102 Gr 36 Oth 42 Con 390 Lab 1310 LD 165 UK 455 Gr 42 Oth 78

Table 9: Metropolitan boroughs under FPTP and STV



a lot of metropolitan England in 2014, 
to one where one party is ahead with 
35-40 % and there are two others on 
20-25 %, that majority can vanish.

Seats

The principal effect of STV if the 
pattern of votes cast in 2012 were 
to persist is that Labour, as by far 
the largest party, would shed a 
fairly modest number of seats in its 
strongholds, the gains distributed 
mainly to the Conservatives 
and independents. But the 2014 
implications would be a much larger 
transfer, from a lower Labour base, 
going overwhelmingly to UKIP.

Compared to a block FPTP version 
of 2012, Labour would have gained 
one council) under STV (Walsall) 
and lost one (Calderdale). The 
Conservatives would lose one 
(Solihull) and two more councils net 
would be under No Overall Control.

Compared to a block FPTP version 
of 2014, Labour would suffer a 
more serious net loss of 7 councils: 
Oldham, Sefton, Doncaster, 
Birmingham and Calderdale to 
NOC, plus North Tyneside and 
Wirral where Labour would lose an 
overall majority but still have exactly 
half the seats in the (inexact) model. 
The most dramatic loss would be in 

Rotherham, where control would 
be flipped from being narrowly 
Labour to narrowly UKIP. Labour 
would, however, gain Kirklees. The 
Conservatives would lose Trafford 
and Solihull.

The difference between 2012 and 
2014 illustrates that a party doing 
reasonably well in votes (getting 
50 % or near enough in the 
majority of wards and having 25 
% or near enough in the rest) can 
win a comfortable majority under 
3-member STV, as Labour would 
have done in many boroughs in 2012 
and did in the London 2014 model. 
But if the situation changes, as it did in 
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4.    District unitary authorities 
electing all-out: Bath & North East 
Somerset, Bedford, Blackpool, 
Bournemouth, Bracknell Forest, 
Brighton & Hove, Central 
Bedfordshire, Cheshire East, 
Cheshire West & Chester, 
Darlington, East Riding of 
Yorkshire, Herefordshire, Luton, 
Leicester, Medway, Middlesbrough, 
North Lincolnshire, North 
Somerset, Nottingham, Poole, 
Redcar & Cleveland, Rutland, 
South Gloucestershire, Stockton, 
Stoke-on-Trent, Telford & Wrekin, 
Torbay, West Berkshire, Windsor & 
Maidenhead, York  (30). These are 
on the same cycle as many district 
councils, i.e. 2011, 2015. Unlike with 
shire districts, there is no county 
election that can serve as a proxy 
for modelling these elections and 
one often has to assemble model 
wards from one and two member 
wards, often with incomplete slates 
of candidates.

5.    Re-warded authorities: Milton 
Keynes, Slough, Swindon (3). 
These authorities normally have a 
different electoral cycle but had all-
out elections in 2012, 2014 or 2015 
because of boundary changes.

6.    Bristol.

The geography and timetabling of the 
elections for the unitary authorities is 
the most complicated part of the local 
government election timetable. For 
these purposes, unitary authorities 
can be grouped into several 
different categories, each requiring a 
somewhat distinct approach.

1.    County unitary authorities: 
Cornwall, Durham, Isle of Wight, 
Northumberland, Shropshire, 
Wiltshire(6). These authorities elect 
all councillors in the same year as 
shire counties, e.g. 2013. Electoral 
divisions vary in size, with many 
two and one member divisions, 
requiring an extensive exercise in 
re-mapping their electoral divisions 
to achieve three member model 
electoral divisions (with some 
4-member and even 5-member 
where necessary). These authorities 
are also some of the most likely to 
have incomplete contestation: Labour 
in Wiltshire and the Conservatives 
in Durham, for example, field very 
incomplete slates.  

2.    ‘Quasi-metropolitan’ authorities: 
Derby, Hartlepool, Portsmouth, 
Southend-on-Sea, Southampton 
and Reading (which has one single-
member ward) (6). These elect by 
thirds and have a reliable pattern of 
three-member wards, making the 

Model results 4: 
Unitary councils
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creation of model wards unnecessary 
and permitting a choice of base year. 
In the model 2014 has been used to 
fit in with the work already done for 
the metropolitan authorities whose 
electoral cycle they resemble, and 
because 2014 is something of an ‘even 
year’ between the main parties.

3.    Irregular elections by thirds: 
Blackburn & Darwen, Halton, 
Kingston upon Hull, North East 
Lincolnshire, Peterborough, 
Plymouth, Thurrock, Warrington, 
Wokingham (9).These are some of 
the trickiest to model – councils 
with (mostly) a mix of three and 
two member wards with partial 
elections, the two-member wards 
being ‘fallow’ in a round of elections 
in which the other wards have 
elections (different two-member 
wards in the same council usually 
have different fallow years). 
This makes choosing a base year 
problematic, because for any year 
some wards will have no data; if 
there were more than a couple of 
two member wards it also requires 
some re-modelling of wards so 
that the two-member wards are 
combined, in order that the STV 
model is not distorted by having 
too many very small model wards 
(two-member STV generally being 
unsatisfactory).  



First-‐past-‐the-‐post	   Single	  transferable	  vote	  
	             Control	   	               Control	  
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Table 10: Number of councillors on unitary county councils under FPTP and STV

The general effect, as with all 
the other STV models, is for the 
locally dominant party to lose seats 
through the change in the electoral 
system – Labour in Durham and 
the Conservatives in Shropshire 
and Wiltshire. UKIP would gain 
everywhere, although for the other 
smaller parties in each area the 
results tend to amount to little net 
change. Except in Durham, where 
they are the main opposition group 

to Labour, Independents and local 
parties are also little changed. 

Although the Conservatives in 
Shropshire and Labour in Durham 
lose seats, the parties maintain their 
overall majorities. In Wiltshire the 
Conservatives slip from overall 
control to just short of that position, 
although they would still almost 
certainly run the council as a 
coalition or minority. 
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in control and representation from 
2011 to 2013 reflect the sudden rise in 
the UKIP vote - and effects caused by 
the different boundaries used for the 
model – as well as the electoral system 
change. The exact figures should 
not be taken too literally because of 
the imprecise nature of modelling 
elections under different systems, in 
this case aggravated by a change in the 
number of seats that is required in the 
model.

The net effect of the changes between 
the actual seat holdings as of February 
2015 (mostly based on the 2011 
elections) and the model results based 
on 2013 are as follows.

The 201 English district councils in 
two-tier areas (the ‘shire districts’) 
are the most complex part (excluding 
Bristol) of the local election calendar 
and present particular problems in 
modelling (see technical note). Most 
of them were elected all-out in 2011 
and, with some unitary authorities 
working to the same calendar, are 
therefore the most ‘stale’ elections in 
the four year English local electoral 
cycle at the time of writing. A number, 
though, mostly in the more urban 
authorities, have elections by thirds in 
a similar manner to the Metropolitan 
councils, in the same years, and have 
had elections in 2012 (a very good 
Labour year) and 2014 (after the rise 
of UKIP). The districts also show the 
largest proportion of uncontested 

Model results 5: 
The shire districts
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seats and irregular patterns of parties 
contesting seats, and an irregular 
pattern of multi- and single-member 
FPTP seats.

Fortunately there is a more recent and 
rather clearer and more uniform set 
of local elections in the shire areas – 
the county councils in 2013 where 
the patterns of party contestation are 
clearer and where there is a UKIP 
vote to measure. The model districts 
analysed here are based on using the 
2013 county council electoral divisions 
as model STV wards. Four-member 
STV provides a rough approximation 
for the size of district councils, 
although the comparison is inexact. 

Voting behaviour in 2013 was 
radically different from 2011; changes 

The primary effect of the change is a 
huge switch from Conservative to UKIP. 
The big Conservative preponderance 
in the shire districts would vanish and 

be replaced by a more plural mode of 
politics in rural, town and suburban 
England. The proportion of council 
seats going to Labour and the Lib Dems 

Table 11: Number of councillors on shire districts under FPTP and STV

would be barely altered, but they 
would be redistributed away from 
each party’s isolated strong points and 
better reflect the actual votes cast.

Council	  seats	   Real	   STV	  model	   Change	  

	   Number	   %	   Number	   %	   Number	   %	  point	  

Conservative	   4,973	   56.2	   2,808	   38.9	   -‐2,165	   -‐17.2	  

Labour	   1,817	   20.5	   1,514	   21.0	   -‐303	   +0.5	  

Lib	  Dem	   1,169	   13.2	   859	   11.9	   -‐310	   -‐1.3	  

UKIP	   126	   1.4	   1,500	   20.8	   +1,374	   +19.4	  

Green	   67	   0.8	   114	   1.6	   +47	   +0.8	  

Ind	  and	  Other	   702	   7.9	   415	   5.8	   -‐287	   -‐2.2	  

TOTAL	   8,854	   	   7,210	   	   -‐1,644	   	  

	  

FPTP



(North comprises all the district councils of the northern three regions, i.e. 
those districts falling within Cumbria, North Yorkshire and Lancashire)
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Table 12: Changes in percentage share of councillors between FPTP and STV by region

%	   East	   East	  
Midlands	  

North*	   South	  
East	  

South	  
West	  

West	  
Midlands	  

Total	  

Con	   -‐20	   -‐13	   -‐8	   -‐23	   -‐16	   -‐16	   -‐17	  

Lab	   +4	   -‐5	   -‐4	   +2	   0	   0	   0	  

LD	   -‐2	   -‐1	   +1	   -‐2	   -‐1	   0	   -‐1	  

UKIP	   +20	   +20	   +13	   +23	   +21	   +15	   +19	  

Green	   +1	   0	   0	   +1	   +1	   +1	   +1	  

Ind/	  Oth	   -‐3	   -‐1	   -‐3	   -‐1	   -‐6	   +1	   -‐2	  

	  

The size of the switch from 
Conservative to UKIP has a certain 
amount to do with the fact that 
voting patterns were different in 
2013; UKIP’s vote was much higher 

and the party contested many more 
seats. However, the continuing 
Conservative dominance of county 
government despite polling low 
shares of the vote under FPTP 

Table 13: District councils where major parties have zero councillors (electoral deserts) 

	   FPTP	   STV	   Change	  

	   Number	   %	   Number	   %	   Number	   %	  
change	  

Conservative	   6	   3.0	   1	   0.5	   -‐5	   -‐2.5	  

Labour	   55	   27.4	   25	   12.4	   -‐30	   -‐14.9	  

Lib	  Dem	   54	   26.9	   60	   29.9	   +6	   +3.0	  

UKIP	   148	   73.6	   4	   2.0	   -‐144	   -‐71.6	  

Green	   177	   88.1	   153	   76.1	   -‐24	   -‐11.9	  

	  

in 2013 shows that changing the 
electoral system is the essential 
step towards a more plural and 
representative local politics.



Of the principal parties, Labour 
suffers next after UKIP from 
being shut out of representation 
in the district councils when it has 
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Table 14: District councils where major parties have zero councillors (electoral deserts) 

Councils with Labour unrepresented 
under either system (24+1)

Councils with Labour represented 
under STV but not FPTP (31)

Castle Point
Cheltenham
Christchurch
East Cambridgeshire
East Hertfordshire
Eastbourne
Fenland
Fylde
Hambleton
Harborough
Harrogate
Lewes
Malvern Hills
Mid Devon
New Forest
North Kesteven
North Norfolk
Purbeck
Reigate & Banstead
Ribble Valley
Runnymede
Ryedale
Shepway
South Norfolk
Spelthorne
Teignbridge
Tewkesbury
Torridge
West Devon
West Dorset
Worthing

Chichester
Cotswold
East Devon
East Dorset
East Hampshire
Eastleigh
Eden
Elmbridge
Fareham
Hart
Horsham
Mole Valley
North Devon
North Dorset
Oadby & Wigston
Richmondshire
South Bucks
South Holland
South Somerset
Tandridge
Test Valley
Uttlesford
Waverley
Wealden

Also Brentwood has Labour 
seats at present but would not 
under the STV model.

The Liberal Democrats would gain 
representation in four councils 
(South Bucks, South Kesteven, 
Waverley and West Somerset) but 
notionally lose it in ten (Daventry, 
East Lindsey, East Staffordshire, 
Gedling, King’s Lynn & West 
Norfolk, Lichfield, Richmondshire, 
Scarborough, Stafford, Swale) for a 
variety of reasons. 

It is worth noting that, while the 
party is shut out of many of the big 
cities under FPTP, the Conservatives 
are represented in nearly all of the 
shire districts.

Even in areas where Labour would 
not unlock representation just 
with a change of system, there are 
often wards with potential, some 
of which having previously elected 
Labour representation, where local 
campaigning could increase support 
sufficiently to win seats, as has 
happened in Scotland.

sufficient votes to merit it, and 
STV would sharply reduce the 
number of councils with no 
Labour representation.
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Table 15: District councils under FPTP and STV
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and that a system that ties seats more 
closely to votes should not create as many 
artificial majorities based on well under a 
majority of votes.

Control

It should come as no surprise that the 
big reduction in Conservative seats and 
the growth of UKIP are reflected in the 
model results for council overall control, 
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Table 16: Parties in overall 
control of district councils 
under FPTP and STV

Party	  	  	   FPTP	   STV	   Change	  

	   Number	   %	   Number	   %	   Number	   %	  point	  

Conservative	   123	   61.9	   28	   13.9	   -‐95	   -‐48.0	  

Labour	   33	   16.4	   13	   6.5	   -‐20	   -‐9.9	  

Lib	  Dem	   9	   5.5	   2	   1.0	   -‐7	   -‐4.5	  

Ind	  and	  Other	   2	   1.0	   2	   1.0	   0	   0	  

No	  majority	   34	   16.9	   156	   77.6	   +122	   +60.7	  

TOTAL	   201	   	   201	   	   	   	  

	  

The results would cut a swathe through 
Conservative dominance of small town 
and rural England, although in most 
cases the Conservatives would remain 
the largest party and could govern as a 
minority or in coalition.

It is worth noting that a side-effect of 
the model means that the number of 

councillors in each model council is 
divisible by four, and therefore makes the 
situation where a party has exactly half 
the seats and therefore might be able to 
rule with a casting vote more probable 
than under the real FPTP results.  In the 
table below councils in this position are 
regarded as being under the effective 
control of a party.

Table 17: Parties in effective 
control of district councils 
under FPTP and STV

Party	  	   FPTP	   STV	  model	   Change	  

	   Number	   %	   Number	   %	   Number	   %	  point	  

Conservative	   129	   64.2	   44	   21.9	   -‐85	   -‐42.3	  

Labour	   33	   16.4	   19	   9.5	   -‐14	   -‐6.9	  

Lib	  Dem	   9	   5.5	   2	   1.0	   -‐7	   -‐4.5	  

Ind	  and	  Other	   2	   1.0	   2	   1.0	   0	   0	  

No	  majority	   28	   13.9	   134	   66.7	   +106	   +52.8	  
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strength of the parties resulting from 
the difference between districts that 
elect by thirds and those that were 
all-up in 2011. Districts electing by 
thirds will have councillors elected 
in 2012 and 2014, rather better years 
for Labour and UKIP than 2011 in 
most areas.

•      District council elections, 
particularly in rural areas, are 
sometimes uncontested and often 
have incomplete party competition, 
which makes it difficult to extrapolate 
what might happen. County 
elections are much more likely to 
have complete slates of candidates 
(although the Lib Dems and UKIP 
in particular are absent in some of 
them) making model results more 
likely to reflect the basis of party 
opinion in the area. In estimating 
Labour performance in weaker areas, 
this is particularly important.

•     The 2013 county council 
elections are newer than the 2011 
district council results, and reflect 
the state of party competition that 
looks likely to persist for some time; 
the 2011 elections took place at a 
time when English parties other 
than Labour and the Conservatives 
were weak, while 2013 has multi-
party competition and a significant 
UKIP vote. Projections based 
on 2011 results are likely to be 
misleading with respect to possible 
future results under a different 
electoral system.

Disadvantages

•     Some county councils have 2 
(or in one case 3) member electoral 

There is an interesting case of 
one council which switches from 
effective Conservative control to 
an actual Labour majority under 
STV – West Lancashire. This 
authority has few marginal wards 
and is divided between very safely 
Labour Skelmersdale and rather 
less overwhelmingly Conservative 
Ormskirk and rural areas. Labour’s 
minority representation in the latter 
areas would be stronger than Tory 
representation in Skelmersdale, 
making this very two-party area 
more Labour under STV. But in 
general, the tendency is for marginal 
authorities where Labour has 
gained control as a result of strong 
performances (particularly in more 
urban councils electing by thirds 
where Labour did particularly well 
in 2012 and sometimes 2014) to slip 
to casting-vote control based on the 
2013 results under STV.

Using the 2013 county council 
election results to estimate the 
composition of district councils 
under STV has a number of 
advantages and disadvantages.

Advantages

•      There is no need to make up 
model multi-member wards where 
they do not exist, and then model 
party competition and transfers 
in imaginary wards; the county 
electoral divisions can be used as 
the district wards. For the purposes 
of the model, these are regarded as 
4-member STV wards.

•     Using the same baseline (2013) 
avoids distortions in the relative 

divisions, which require additional 
assumptions to model (usually 
these are regarded as two identical 
4-member seats with the thresholds 
for election that 4-member STV 
implies, rather than 8-member seats).

•    People may make different 
choices at county and district level – 
the smaller scale of district elections 
means that more Independent and 
other candidates are elected than 
a model based on county elections 
can reflect.

•     The model does not hold the 
number of councillors constant, 
making exact comparisons with 
actual district council elections 
problematic. Assuming 4 members 
per county electoral division tends 
to reduce the total number of 
councillors and redistribute them 
slightly; the number of councillors 
in rural areas in particular is 
sometimes considerably reduced. 
While this may reflect future policy, 
it does introduce an artificial change 
in party strength on councils.

•    County election results, 
although normally fairly partisan, 
can be distorted by particularly 
popular candidates, be they for 
a party or – particularly – for 
Independents. An Independent 
winning, say, 60 % of the vote in a 
county election does not mean that 
there are three Independents who 
would win in a 4-member STV 
seat, In reality the surplus for the 
very popular Independent would 
flow in a different way in each 
electoral division, but the modelling 
assumptions cannot capture these 
patterns.

Technical note
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Maps Colour Key

The maps on the following pages 
are an attempt to express in pictures 
what the text has expressed in words 
and the tables in figures. They are 
based not on constituencies or local 
authorities but on the smallest unit 
of political representation, the ward 
or electoral area. They take the three 
primary colours – blue, red and yel-
low – to represent what are still the 
three main parties in England (at 
least in numbers of representatives).  

These colours are used for the wards 
where all the councillors are of the 
same party.  Where the wards have 
mixed representation, as some do 
now and as many more will under 
the Single Transferable Vote system, 
they use the colours in between – 
mauve, orange and green – to rep-
resent all the possible combinations. 
Where a seat has one Conservative, 
one Liberal Democrat and one La-
bour, brown is used.

As there are only three primary 
colours, the maps can only show the 
division of seats between the three 
main parties. Where other parties or 
independents win all the seats in a 
ward, it is shown as grey and where 
they win one or two seats, the map 
uses a paler colour. Thus where the 
Conservatives have two seats and 
Ukip or the Green Party one, this is 
shown by a paler blue. Where the 
Conservatives have two and La-
bour one, this is shown by a violet 
or mauve colour.  Shades of green 
indicate seats with Conservative and 
Liberal Democrat (not Green Party) 
representation.

Thus the maps showing what might 
happen under the single transfer-
able vote are already a much more 
accurate reflection of the political 
demography of England. Instead of 
blotches of red and yellow on a blue 
background, it is a patchwork quilt 
of pastel shades with occasional 
blobs of primary colours but much 
more mauve, green and orange.

Of course the fact that blue (or 
mauve) are the preponderant col-
ours on both maps reflect the fact 
that the Conservatives are a more 
rural party and Labour are more 
urban. Even when their support is 
equal, the map will look more blue 
than red. But the more important 
message of the map is that very little 
of the country is actually blue or red.  
Very few ‘strongholds’ are really 
strong. Very few electoral ‘deserts’ 
are really deserted. Our electoral 
system just holds up a distorting 
mirror to the country. 
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Maps

First-past-the-post
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Single transferable vote
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London: First-past-the-post
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London: Single transferable vote
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Midlands: First-past-the-post
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Midlands: Single transferable vote
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South: First-past-the-post
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South: Single transferable vote
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Northwest: First-past-the-post
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Northwest: Single transferable vote
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Do you still vote in the same 
area? Yes in most areas, including 
London and the mets, where people 
are already represented by three 
councillors. In districts the divisions 
used to elect county councillors can 
be used. In other areas that elect one 
councillor per ward, wards will need 
to be merged.
 
What does the ballot paper look like? 
No change in London boroughs and 
other areas where there are all-out 
council elections. In other areas it 
will look the same except that there 
will be up to three candidates per 
party. 

How do you vote? 
123 instead of XXX. At present 
voters put three Xs against three 
names in three-member elections 
(or one X against one candidate in 
single-member elections). In STV 
they number candidates in order of 
preference 1,2,3 and as many as they 
like.

How do you win a seat? 
Under STV parties win one seat  
for every 25% of the vote. Any 
remaining seat is awarded to the 
candidate that comes nearest to 
25% after votes for eliminated 
candidates and surplus votes for 
elected candidates are re-allocated 
to the voter’s second or subsequent 
preferences.  

What difference does that make? 
In a three-councillor ward where the 
results are Party A 34%, Party B 33% 
and Party C 33%, FPTP will give all 
three seats to Party A while STV will 
give one seat each to Party A , B and C.
 

STV in local elections: 
what difference it makes?

Outcome in one-party states and 
electoral deserts: 
Under the last FPTP council 
elections there were 4 Labour one-
party-states, 21 councils where the 
Conservative won no seats and 57 
where Labour won no seats. Under 
STV all the one-party states would 
disappear, the Conservatives would 
win seats in 17 of their 21 electoral 
deserts and Labour would win seats 
in 33 of their 57 deserts.

Change in seats from FPTP to 
STV: London boroughs Con 
612/596, Lab 1,060/968, Lib Dem 
116/155; county councils Con 
933/724, Lab 380/373, Lib Dem 
251/231;  metropolitan boroughs 
Con 375/390, Lab 1,677/1,310, Lib 
Dem 198/165; county unitaries Con 
177/157, Lab 149/121, Lib Dem 
96/87; other unitaries Con 822/663, 
Lab 533/491, Lib Dem 112/151; 
shire districts Con 4,973/2,808; Lab 
1,817/1,514; Lib Dem 1,169/859. 
(Con losses mainly caused by UKIP 
surge).
 
Changes in political control from 
FPTP to STV: London boroughs 
Con 9/5 or 7; Lab 20/19 or 21;  Lib 
Dem 1/0 or 1; county councils 
Con 16/0, Lab 2/0; metropolitan 
boroughs Con 2/0; Lab 29/25; 
county unitaries Con 2/1; Lab 
1/1; other unitaries Con 16/7; Lab 
8/4; shire districts Con 129/45; 
Lab 33/19; Lib Dem 9/2. (Read 
the report for assumptions and 
definitions; Con losses mainly 
caused by UKIP surge)
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