



Green Party Dáil Constituency Commission Submission
Introduction
The Green Party’s position in this submission will focus on a primary proposition – the rejection of the current Terms of Reference and the need for legislative change to provide for 6 seat constituencies for Dáil elections. To support this argument, we focus on the attendant issues of proportionality, representation, continuity, and alignment with local authority areas. We are particularly concerned about the implications for female and minority political participation and representation in smaller constituencies.
This submission will thus focus on these principles rather than specifics of the constituencies under consideration. It is our recommendation to the Commission that they make a finding from the current review process to the government that they are unable to complete their work in a manner commensurate with the needs of Ireland’s modern political system and that legislative change is thus required.
Broad Principles
The Green Party notes that the current Terms of Reference for the Commission in this review create a series of competing constraints that will ultimately lead so sub-optimal outcomes for the voters of Ireland on a number of grounds. These include proportionality, the representation of underrepresented groups, and the breaking up of county and other local authority areas in ways which will endanger the coherence of local and national governance.
Due to the prohibition of 6 seat constituencies under current rules, it is our belief that the Commission will face very significant difficulties in completing the work of expanding the current Dáil by between 11 and 21 seats. Under the TOR and existing legislation, this will necessitate the breaking up of some existing 5 seat constituencies, most likely into separate 3 seat constituencies. 
It is the Green Party’s belief that this will create a proliferation of smaller constituencies, breaking up local authority areas that have previously been coherently represented in single Dáil constituencies. This will likely result in considerable political disquiet from affected populations, be unnecessarily complex and, most importantly, threaten the representativeness of the Irish political system, potentially disadvantaging and underrepresenting the views and preferences of many voters. 
The insistence on 3, 4 and 5 seat constituencies for Dáil elections is mandated by the Electoral Act 1997 and the Electoral Reform Act 2022; however it is the position of the Green Party that as the first Independent Electoral Commission established on a permanent statutory basis, the Commission should express concerns and make recommendations when existing legislation and Terms of Reference are likely to lead to deleterious outcomes to the political system.
It is the Green Party position that the use of smaller constituencies contradicts the principles of a proportional voting system, and that this situation has never been more pressing in light of current demographic patterns in Ireland. We submit that the Commission should issue a recommendation out of this consultation that their Terms of Reference and the supporting electoral legislation be amended to address this. 


Proportionality
The goal of our electoral system must be proportionality – the representatives elected in a constituency should represent the preferences of the voters that elect them. The principle of ‘one person, one vote’ is damaged by the lack of proportionality in our system, whereby voters for larger parties tend to get more political representation than those supporting smaller parties. The expert research on this points to a simple way in which PR-STV systems can be made more proportional: larger constituencies. 
The Gallagher Index is a measure of proportionality in elections. According to Dr. Michael Gallagher, “The level of disproportionality in any country is caused mainly by district magnitude (the number of MPs per constituency)” [footnoteRef:2], and “Average district magnitude, at 4.10 seats per constituency, is exceptionally low by the standards of PR electoral systems, which is a major reason for the level of disproportionality at recent Irish elections”[footnoteRef:3]. Although Ireland held a favourable Gallagher index of 2.22 in the 2020 General Election, other recent elections were far less proportional, with indices of 5.62, 8.69, 5.85 and 6.62 in the previous four elections.[footnoteRef:4] The best way to ensure that this remains low is to facilitate larger constituencies where possible.  [2:  https://www.tcd.ie/Political_Science/people/michael_gallagher/IrishElectSys.php ]  [3:  https://www.tcd.ie/Political_Science/people/michael_gallagher/Election2020.php ]  [4:  https://www.tcd.ie/Political_Science/people/michael_gallagher/ElSystems/Docts/ElectionIndices.pdf ] 

In order to preserve and improve the proportionality of our electoral outcomes, the Commission should recommend the creation of 6 seat constituencies, avoid the use of 3 and even 4 seat constituencies where possible and favour the use of 5 or larger seat constituencies in the future.
Representation
(For the information in this section, we are indebted to Ms Claire McGing of IADT Dun Laoghaire and her draft paper From the ballot paper to the Dáil: Gender and seat-winning in Irish general elections, 1992-2020, cited with the kind permission of the author.)
Integral to discussions of the proportionality of voting outcomes is the effect this has on the demographic makeup of our national elected representatives, and in particular the representation of women. Increasing female participation in politics is now an agreed aim across the Irish political spectrum and supported by the gender quota system in the Electoral (Amendment) (Political Funding) Act 2012. Ireland has made considerable progress in increasing the representation of women within the political system, from 12% of TDs in the 1992 election to 22.6% in 2020. However, progress has been slower than hoped and Ireland still has a considerable way to go to reach the true parity seen in countries like New Zealand, Mexico and others.
The discussion on the effects of constituency size on demographic representation is an evolving one, with the traditional view that larger constituencies allow parties to select new female and other candidates without challenging incumbent representatives, who will normally be male. Work by Claire McGing has analysed this effect and the implications for female candidates success based in 3, 4 and 5 seat constituencies over time, noting that while there was not a statistically very strong effect from constituency size on female representation, “there has been a tendency for women TDs to have higher representation levels in five seat constituencies” (McGing). When the larger parties were disaggregated in the analysis (due to their tendency to run multiple candidates in constituencies) the effect becomes clearer, with 5 seat constituencies again delivering higher rates of female representation over time. While McGing does note that the district magnitude effect is only one factor amongst many affecting the level of female political representation in Ireland, it is the only aspect currently under consideration by the Commission and this effect should make up part of the final report’s considerations. 
A focus on the greater use of 5 seat and larger constituencies would promote diversity and gender balance. Smaller constituencies have disadvantaged those currently under-represented in politics and act as a barrier to entry and success to these groups. This leaves women in particular under-represented and is contrary to other efforts to increase diversity and proportionality in representation amongst our public representatives. It is the Green Party’s opinion that 3 seat constituencies need to be avoided as a result.
Variance
The Electoral Commission’s Statement under Section 59(2) of the Electoral Reform Act 2022 provides a thorough examination of variance in constituencies. It highlights Article 16.2.3˚ of the Constitution, which holds that the number of people per TD should “so far as it is practicable, be the same throughout the country”. The examination of cases around this subclause indicate the Supreme Court considers variance to be a matter outside of its remit, and one in the remit of the Oireachtas. As the independent body charged with advising, it would be within the remit of the Commission to consider variance. We submit that the Commission should recommend a maximum level of variance between constituencies in terms of representation. 
Continuity
The Commission’s Terms of Reference include the following: “the Commission shall endeavour to maintain continuity in relation to the arrangement of constituencies”. 
As of April 2022, the population stood at 5,123,536[footnoteRef:5]. The increase in population between April 2021 and April 2022 of 88,800 persons[footnoteRef:6] will likely be overtaken by the figures for the year to April 2023. If this continues, the Constitutional minimum of one TD per 30,000 will be breached ahead of the following election cycle even if the upper legal limit of 181 seats (5,430,000 persons) is chosen for the coming election. If that growth accelerates, there is a slight possibility that that limit could be breached ahead of the coming election were it to be held at its final possible date (February 2025).    [5:  https://www.cso.ie/en/csolatestnews/pressreleases/2022pressreleases/pressstatementcensusofpopulation2022-preliminaryresults/ ]  [6:  https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-pme/populationandmigrationestimatesapril2022/keyfindings/ ] 

The population is likely to be quite different to when the census was conducted on the 3rd April 2022. Firstly, the Temporary Protection Directive took effect less than two weeks earlier on the 21st March 2022 and the full effect of the inflow of Ukrainians into Ireland had yet to be realised. Despite the fact that the Commission bases its report on the latest Census results, we feel that it would be prudent in the interests of continuity and future-proofing constituencies, that account be taken of the differences that we have seen already between the Census results and today’s population. 
For this reason, we would also submit that the Commission should make a recommendation of seats towards the higher end of the 171-181 range that has previously been indicated. The 20,000-30,000 range for population per TD, as Constitutionally mandated, includes all those living in the State, not just those registered to vote. Not taking into account these recent population increases would likely necessitate the redrawing of constituencies again ahead of the following General Election. The introduction of 6-seater constituencies would also provide enough flexibility to ensure that county boundaries are not breached, in so far as is practical. 
Continuity must be both past-, and future-focused. For this reason, we feel that it is important for the Commission to take into consideration the need for future-proofing constituencies to avoid certain geographical groups being pulled back and forth between constituencies. We would recommend that the Commission include a measurement of continuity in their analysis, such as the proportion of people who find themselves changing constituency from one election to another, both per constituency and nationwide. 
Recommendations
With the above considerations in mind, it is the central recommendation of this Green Party submission that the Electoral Commission should insist on the necessary legislative change to provide for the use of 6 seat constituencies, and to note in its report that the exclusion of constituencies larger than 5 seats is an unacceptable constraint on your work. Following such a legislative change, the Commission could initiate a new boundary review process focused on the use of 4, 5 and 6 seat constituencies.
Additionally, the Green Party recommends the following:
· The Commission should seek to facilitate an expansion of the total number of deputies towards the upper range (181) under consideration.
· The Commission should avoid where possible the division of county level local authority areas into separate constituencies.
· The Commission should opt for larger constituencies, on the basis of proportionality and representation. The Commission should avoid the use of 3 seat constituencies.
· The Commission should recommend a maximum level of variance between constituencies in terms of representation as part of its report. 




