The fashion to be federal

In federations, some votes count more than others. Is the price worth paying? 
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…with occasional exceptions
WHAT short rallying-cry sums up the hopes of people who risk their lives—anywhere from Tunis to Cairo to Rangoon—because they believe in free, universal suffrage? In years past, it was “one man, one vote”. That slogan was heard in apartheid South Africa, and in the 1960s in Northern Ireland, where Catholics said a property-based vote for local councils favoured Protestants.

The formula has since been corrected to “one person one vote” (OPOV, as wonks call it)—and the ideal itself has been challenged. Among campaigners for political change, it is agreed that universal suffrage is not enough to give power to the people. Other things, like the rule of law, are needed too. And less obviously, most federal systems violate the OPOV principle by giving some votes more weight than others. That is important because over a third of humanity lives in countries that aspire to be both democratic and federal. And many supporters of federalism say that deviating from OPOV is a price worth paying in order to make sure that all elements in a diverse country feel included.

According to Rupak Chattopadhyay, a Canadian scholar, federations (and the constitutional anomalies that go with them) are desirable in countries that are large or ethnically mixed or both. He thinks that Egypt, despite its history of strong state power, may now need to become decentralised to cope with the needs of around 84m people; even a small country like Libya may need a federal arrangement to accommodate its mixture of tribes and local interests. He is shortly to become president of the Forum of Federations, a body that is based in Canada and backed by nine governments.

Why is the tie between federalism and democracy so awkward? In most federations the units have formally equal status, regardless of population, so voters in small units fare better. Thus the 544,270 residents of Wyoming have two senators—the same as the 37m people of California. In Australia the 507,600 people of Tasmania have the same weight in the upper house as the 7m who live in New South Wales. In rich, consensus-based democracies, such anomalies are often accepted. They may be seen as an inevitable legacy of the past; when political units have freely come together, as the 13 original American colonies did, they keep their status as building blocks of the union. But the perverse electoral system of the European Parliament (to which the 1.2m voters of Northern Ireland elect three members, whereas 500,000 Greek-Cypriot voters send six) cannot claim the veneer of age. After a scolding over its democratic deficiencies from Germany’s constitutional court, the Euro-legislature has commissioned a study of federal systems, and the associated electoral quirks, all over the world.

As research at Queen’s University Belfast has shown, large deviations from OPOV are the norm in newly democratic federations, including ex-war zones where outsiders have designed systems to hold divided societies together. These systems are often very contentious. Iraq’s constitution is decentralising enough to please Shia and Kurdish voters, but anathema to the once-dominant Sunni Muslims. The Bosnian constitution—another text with American input—is a vast balancing act. Nearly half the country forms a “Serb Republic” and the rest is a mini-federation where the Croat minority does well. Many Bosnian Muslims want a unitary state. 

The UN plan for Cyprus, rejected by the Greek-Cypriots in 2004, would have created a loose federation, with Turkish-Cypriots getting a say that exceeded their numbers. A travesty of democracy, some Greek-Cypriots said. Others said that some violation of OPOV was inevitable in any form of the “bizonal, bicommunal federation” that both sides had accepted.

Iraq and Bosnia were under huge external pressure to accept arrangements that one or more groups disliked. It worked. But how long can a federation based on electoral oddities last if local parties truly don’t want it? Perhaps only as long as outsiders keep the screws on.

