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Electoral Systems Reforms-Which way for Zimbabwe?
Background
Post election conflicts currently bedeviling Zimbabwe have generated fundamental questions about the extent to which  winner-take-all Fast Past the Post electoral frameworks are still relevant in Zimbabwe. This question is even more pertinent in view of elections to be held in 2011. The interim period should be viewed as an opportunity to search for electoral frameworks that accommodate both the losing and winning political parties in government. Contemporary Zimbabwe also needs electoral systems that are sensitive to issues of gender disparity in key positions of political authority.
Good electoral systems create representative assemblies in which contesting parties get seats that correspond approximately to their proportional shares of votes. Elected assemblies therefore reflect the political composition of the electorate as well as other aspects such as geography, gender, ethnicity, etc. The electoral system must support the accountability of the elected members, support stable governments, accommodate small parties in the assembly, give equal weight to each voter, should not discriminate voters on account of geography, ethnicity and gender; resist tactical voting behavior; promote conciliation among different groups, cross-community parties, dialogue and compromise, and that it should be simple for the voters.
Electoral Systems Options

While there are various electoral systems in the world, focus in this paper will be restricted to those that are mostly used regionally and continentally, namely plurality and majority based systems, the list proportional system, and mixed systems.

First Past The Post which is also known as plurality or relative majority or simple majority systems, are the most commonly used in the SADC region-in Botswana, DRC, Tanzania, Swaziland, and Zimbabwe. Candidates with the most votes become MPs for the constituency even when they have won by very small margins. Like in horse racing, the winner of the race passes while all other runners automatically and completely lose. There is no requirement that the winner gain an absolute majority of votes but simply the most votes-hence “furthest past the post”. The winner acts as representative of the entire electoral area. FPTP are also single winner voting systems as each voter is allowed to vote for only one candidate. In an election for a single seat, such as president - the same style of ballot is used and the candidate who receives the largest number of votes represents the entire population.
The advantages of this system lies in that it is simple to understand and cheap to run and does not take very long to count as results can be declared a handful of hours after polls close. The system also allows for better ethnic and geographical representation. Accountability of MPs to constituencies is also ensured as candidates stand in their own right though endorsed by party.  Disgruntled party faithful can also stand as independent candidates.
 Its disadvantages are that it over represents one party promoting minority government leading to disgruntlement as was the case in Zimbabwe 2000, Lesotho 1998, and Zambia 2001. FPTP systems also encourage tactical voting. It also wastes huge numbers of votes as votes cast in a constituency for losing candidates are not considered. Rather than allocating seats in line with actual support, FPTP rewards parties with “lumpy” support, that is, with just enough votes to win in each particular area. FPTP models do not work well in multi-party culture-politics of accommodation and hence generate political conflict, apathy and legitimacy problems. They also advantage the dominant party while marginalizing those in opposition. 

With proportional representation each party contesting elections makes a list of candidates, voters voting for the party and not an individual candidate. When all the votes are counted, the parties are allocated seats in parliament on the basis of the people who voted for them. South Africa, for example, has proportional representation. 
PR systems take the form of Open, Closed or Free. Closed List Systems mean that the order of candidates elected by that list is fixed by the party itself. South Africa and Ireland are good examples of closed list systems. Voters are not able to express a preference for a particular candidate. In such systems, the ballot paper contains party names and symbols, and a photograph of the party leader, but no names of the individual candidates. Voters simply choose the party they prefer. The individual candidates elected as a result are predetermined by the parties themselves. Their disadvantages therefore arise from the fact that voters have no say in determining who the representative of their party will be. They are also criticized for being unresponsive to rapid changes in events.

Open List systems are in practice in the United Kingdom. Voters indicate not just their favored party, but their favored candidate within the party. The vote for a candidate as well as a party is optional. The number of seats received by each party is determined by the total number of votes gained by its candidates. Its advantages are that voters are given much greater freedom over their choice of candidates while its major disadvantages are that candidates from within the same party compete with each other for votes, scenarios that can lead to internal party conflict and fragmentation.

Free List systems were adopted to add flexibility to open-list systems by allowing voting for more than one candidate across different party lists or to cast more than one vote. Cited advantages are promotion of inclusivity by allowing other political players, minority groups and sub groups within society to be represented in parliament; healing deep societal divisions through power sharing, avoiding wastage of votes as well as promoting majority rule in government. In SA, PR systems have historically played a big role in allowing peaceful transitions from apartheid to multiracial democracy by creating an atmosphere of inclusiveness and reconciliation. By allowing third parties to be represented in Parliament and local institutions, PRs played major roles in allowing small parties to survive. PR systems thus provide new spaces for opposition politics to emerge providing a meaningful watchdog mechanism within government itself.

Noted disadvantages include that they are not designed to get representatives of constituencies to whom they are accountable but rather representatives of parties that are loyal to the party. Voters vote blindly as they do not know who they vote for. The principle of accountability is not promoted as it is difficult to vote an individual out of office. Small parties are ever present in government despite weak electoral performance from time to time. For instance, the FDP of Germany was in a governing coalition for 50 years and never got more than 12% votes. 
In Majority System, candidates are elected with an absolute majority [more than 50% of votes cast]. Its advantages include simplicity, representativeness and relative stability. Where there is no ultimate winner, the Two Round System [Run Offs] are used to determine the winner as in France and some jurisdictions of the United States such as Louisinia and Georgia. Zimbabwe also used this system in the 2008 June Elections. If any candidate in the first round gains a majority of votes, then there is no second round; if not the two highest-voted candidates of the first round compete in a two-candidate second round.  

Mixed member proportions combine the advantages of the constituency based systems with those of the proportional ones. In most countries using this system, half the seats are elected from the FTPT race and half from the List PR race. The List PR race is used to top up the FPTP results so that the result is full proportional for the whole parliament. This system is used in Lesotho, Germany, and New Zealand. Its advantages include enhancing democracy, inclusivity, power sharing at the legislative level, reconciliation and tolerance, gender balance and party coalition. However, it is complicated, not familiar systems in Africa, too dependent on political will and commitment for implementation, very expensive, and also promotes proliferation of political parties.
However there is no electoral system which is perfect. Mathematical economist Kenneth Arrow’s Impossibility Theorem highlights this by arguing that there is no single election procedure that can always fairly decide the outcome of an election that involves more than two candidates or alternatives.
Recommendations
	· While there is no perfect electoral system in the world, good electoral system are, representative,  accountable, support stable government, accord equal weight to each vote, resist tactical voting, are accepted by parties and the public, promote conciliation among different groups, promote cross-community parties, allow change, respond logically to changing support, and are above all, sustainable. 

· Unfolding political and leadership challenges in Zimbabwe can hardly be resolved through winner-take-all, zero sum frameworks based on the West-minister system of first past the post [FPTP]. There is need for an electoral paradigmatic shift from the FPTP/Majority System to PR and mixed electoral systems. 

· ZESN proposes a mixed system for the allocation of seats at various levels. The FPTP can be used at the House of Assembly level. 

· Proportional Representation can be used at senatorial and local government levels. The electoral system advocated is inclusive, participatory, democratic, gender-sensitive and responsive to present political realities. It is a choice based on observations that while the PR route is persuasive, the system on its own cannot hold.  It has to be infused with some elements of mixed system. PR systems are also sensitive to gender parity. In countries such as Rwanda, SA, Mozambique and Tanzania where the PR systems have been adopted, high percentages of gender parity have been recorded while in countries following the FPTP system [Zimbabwe, Zambia, Sierra Leone, and Mauritius]-very low gender parity percentages have been recorded.

· However there is no single perfect electoral system.


