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Explanatory Note on Voting Systems 
 

1. Introduction 

 

Jersey currently uses a plurality voting system. It uses single-member plurality (‘First Past 

The Post’) to elect the Connétables and some Deputies. It uses multi-member plurality (‘The 

Block Vote’) to elect the remaining Deputies and all of the Senators. 

Most alternative voting systems would not be appropriate for Jersey. Given that Politics in 

Jersey is broadly non-partisan, party-based systems would not be suitable. However, the 

alternative vote (AV) offers a possible option for single-member contests and the single 

transferable vote (STV) presents a potentially different system for multi-member contests. 

This paper explains each system, outlining their benefits and drawbacks.
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2. ‘First Past The Post’ (FPTP)/‘The Block Vote’ 

 

Under the current system, voters have as many votes as there are seats to be filled. Once the 

 votes have been counted, the candidates with the most votes are elected until all seats are 

 filled. 

The system has the virtues of being simple and familiar. A valid vote requires only one mark 

 beside the name of one candidate, even in multi-member contests. The count is easy for 

 electoral officials to conduct. Because it is simple, the system is inexpensive to administer. 

 The argument is often made that the current system has served for generations, isn’t broke 

 and is well-understood by the people.  

Critics of FPTP and the Block Vote argue that it has several flaws.  

First, it may fail to elect the most popular candidates. By not taking into account the 

 preferences of electors, a candidate who is derided by the majority but supported by a 

 large-enough minority can be duly elected. A simple example would be a 3-way contest in 

 which two similar candidates ‘split the vote’, thus enabling a diametrically different candidate 

 to sweep to victory. Under plurality systems, the result does not always reflect the full 

 spread of opinion among the electorate.  

                                                           
1
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A second criticism is that the system itself might reduce voter turnout. In many districts, it 

will be clear which group is in the plurality. This could reduce the incentive to vote, as some 

voters in ‘safe seats’ might consider the result to be a foregone conclusion. 

A further criticism is that the system in effect ‘wastes’ large numbers of votes, as votes cast in 

 a constituency for losing candidates, or for the winning candidate above the level they need to 

 win that seat, count for nothing. It is argued that this can also depress electoral turnout. There 

 is evidence that greater proportionality in elections leads to higher turnout. 

Critics of plurality systems also argue that they leave voters with little choice. Voters are not 

 given an opportunity to indicate an order of preference among the candidates. It has been 

 argued that voters do like the idea of having more choice at the elections. 

Most small democracies use a system which involves one or both of FPTP/the Block Vote.  

3. The Alternative Vote – for single-member contests 

 

AV is similar to FPTP in that it is used in districts that elect one member each. Under AV, 

 voters can rank the candidates according to preference, placing a ‘1’ by their favourite 

 candidate, a ‘2’ by their next most favoured candidate, and so on.  

In the first stage of the vote count, only first preferences are counted. If a candidate has more 

 than 50 per cent of first preferences, that candidate is elected and the counting process is over. 

If no candidate wins more than 50 per cent of first preferences, the candidate with fewest first 

preferences is knocked out of the race. The ‘losing’ ballots are looked at again and added to 

the piles for the remaining candidates according to the selected second preferences.  If a 

candidate has now passed 50 per cent of all votes, that candidate is elected. If still no one has 

met this mark, the process continues until someone does pass 50  per cent or until there are 

only two candidates left, in which case the one with more votes is elected. 

 The logic underlying AV can be seen using our previous example of a 3-way contest 

 between 2 similar candidates (Candidate A and B) and one diametrically different candidate 

 (Candidate Z). A vote is taken to choose among these, with the  following result: 
 

Candidate A Candidate B Candidate Z 

Votes received 32 33 35 

 

 If FPTP is employed, Candidate Z wins. But is this the most popular candidate? 

 

 Under AV, after the first round of counting, Candidate A has the least support. She is 

 therefore eliminated and we look at the second preferences of those who voted for her.  

 

 If most  of those voters preferred the comparable Candidate B to the dissimilar Candidate Z, 

 Candidate B will be duly elected. Here the employment of AV has negated the ‘vote split’ 

 effect and delivered a result more in line with overall public opinion. The greatest 

 advantage of AV then is that all Members would have the support of a majority of their 

 voters.  

 

 Proponents also consider that AV: 

 

 Penalises extremist candidates, who are unlikely to gain many second-preference 

votes; 
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 Encourages candidates to chase second- and third-preferences, lessening the need 

for negative campaigning (one doesn’t want to alienate the supporters of another 

candidate whose second preferences one wants) and rewarding broad-church 

policies; 

 Reduces the need for tactical voting as electors can vote for their first-choice 

candidate without fear of wasting their vote; and 

 Reduces the number of “safe seats” where the election is a foregone conclusion. 

 

 However, AV is not without its disadvantages. In terms of its introduction, voters would need 

 to be educated on how to use their preferential votes and how the results of the elections 

 would be calculated. Educational programmes would also have to be implemented for 

 persons appointed to carry out the count. The count would take longer to conduct, 

 though not starkly so. The system would be more expensive to administer than FPTP. 

 

In addition, because AV is more complicated than FPTP, it has been suggested that the 

number of spoilt ballot papers might increase under AV. Some also argue that AV is prone to 

so-called 'Donkey voting', where voters rank candidates in the order they appear on the ballot 

paper. 

 

AV is used in numerous American city, mayoral and district elections and Australian House 

of Representatives elections. It is also employed in many internal contests, most prominently 

in the selection of leaders of the Labour Party and the Liberal Democrats. 

  

4. Single Transferable Vote – for multi-member contests 

 

 STV applies basically the same logic as AV to an election in which multiple candidates are to 

 be elected. As under AV, voters rank the candidates in order of preference.  
 

 The first step of the counting process is to work out how many votes a candidate needs to 

 secure election – the so-called electoral ‘quota’. The general rule is that candidates must 

 reach what is called the Droop quota to secure election: 

 

𝐷𝑟𝑜𝑜𝑝 𝑞𝑢𝑜𝑡𝑎 = (
𝑣

𝑛 + 1
) +  1 

 

 where v is the total number of valid votes cast and n is the number of seats to be filled. 
 

 The count begins by counting only voters’ first preferences. If no candidate meets the Droop 

 quota, then, as under AV, the bottom candidate is eliminated and the second preferences of 

 that candidate’s supporters are added to the piles of the remaining candidates. 
 

 The difference from AV is that, even after a candidate has met the quota, the counting process 

 continues: there are still some seats to fill. One of the goals of STV is to ensure so far as 

 possible that every vote should count equally. To achieve this, it is necessary to redistribute a 

 winning candidate’s ‘surplus’ votes to the remaining candidates.  
 

For example, suppose that a club is planning three social excursions for the coming year and 

five possible venues have been suggested. The members rank the options in order of 

preference. Their first preferences are shown in the first row of Table 1, on the next page. 
 

The first step is to determine the quota needed for election. 100 votes have been cast and three 

venues are to be chosen, so the Droop quota is 

(
100

3 + 1
) +  1 = 26 
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So a venue needs 26 votes to be chosen. This makes sense, as 26 is the smallest number of 

votes that only three venues can secure: if the quota were 25, it would (just) be possible for 

four venues to hit this mark. 

 

Table 1. A hypothetical application of STV 

 

 Kew 

Gardens 

Blenheim 

Palace 

Tate 

Gallery 

Alton 

Towers 

Legoland 

First preferences 52 15 5 20 8 

Transfer of Kew surplus –26 +15 +8 +2 +1 

Second round totals Chosen 30 13 22 9 

Transfer of Blenheim surplus  –4 +3 +1 +0 

Third round totals  Chosen 16 23 9 

Transfer of Legoland votes   +2 +7 –9 

Fourth round totals   18 30  

    Chosen  

 

It is clear from the first preferences on the top row of the table that Kew Gardens is the most 

popular choice. It has just over half of all the votes cast, and twice the Droop quota. In order 

to ensure that half of Kew’s supporters have not wasted their votes, we need to consider their 

second preferences. We therefore take the surplus of 26 votes from the Kew pile and 

redistribute them to the other venues according to the voters’ second preferences.  

 

This redistribution is shown in the second line. It turns out that most garden lovers also like 

country houses, and some like art galleries, while few are so keen on theme parks. The effect 

is that Blenheim, with 15 extra votes and 30 votes in total, now also passes the quota and is 

confirmed as the second venue to be chosen. Blenheim has a surplus of four votes, which is 

redistributed to the remaining venues. Again, the more sedate pleasures of the Tate Gallery 

secure more of these votes than the theme parks. 

 

We have now reached the row labelled ‘Third round totals’. One more venue remains to be 

chosen, but none of the three remaining venues has met the quota, so we eliminate the venue 

with fewest votes – namely, Legoland. As would be expected, if those who want to go to 

Legoland don’t have that option, most choose the alternative theme park as their second 

preference. The transfer of these preferences pushes Alton Towers over the quota, so Alton 

Towers is the venue of the third excursion. 

 

If we look at the votes, we can see that the majority of the club’s members prefer sedate 

excursions, but a significant minority would prefer something more lively. The STV system 

ensures that both these preferences are reflected in the final choice. If, by contrast, the multi-

member plurality method currently used in Jersey elections had been employed, each member 

would have had three votes, and those preferring sedate pleasures might well have captured 

all three slots. STV is therefore a good way of capturing the spread of public opinion.  

 

 Proponents consider that STV: 

 

 Penalises extremist candidates, who are unlikely to gain many second-preference 

votes; 

 Encourages candidates to chase second- and third-preferences, lessening the need 

for negative campaigning (one doesn’t want to alienate the supporters of another 

candidate whose second preferences one wants) and rewarding broad-church 

policies; 

 Reduces the need for tactical voting as electors can vote for their first-choice 

candidate without fear of wasting their vote; and 

 Reduces the number of “safe seats” where the election is a foregone conclusion. 
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However, the STV system also faces challenges. More so than AV, detractors highlight the 

complexity of STV as the main argument against its introduction.  

 

There is little doubt that voters would need to be educated on how to use their preferential 

votes and how the results of the elections would be calculated.  Election officials too would 

require proper training in order to carry out the count. In terms of logistics, specific computer 

software might be required to calculate the results, particularly in the case of Island-wide 

elections, which would be complicated to calculate by hand. The count would take longer to 

conduct, and in the case of elections to the role of Senator, the results might not be declared 

on the same night as the vote took place. All of this would make STV more expensive to 

administer than both FPTP and AV.  

 

It has also been pointed out that the process of voting might become cumbersome under STV. 

Suppose 18 candidates stood for 8 Senatorial positions. Voters would be invited (though not 

obliged) to rank these candidates from 1-18. This could be seen as overly taxing and 

confusing. It has been suggested that this complexity might lead to more spoilt ballot papers. 

A corollary of the above, some argue that STV, like AV, is prone to so-called 'Donkey 

voting', where voters rank candidates in the order they appear on the ballot paper. 

 

STV is used for most elections in Ireland (both north and south), local elections in Scotland, 

parliamentary elections in Malta, and Senate elections in Australia.  


