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The Case for Keeping 120 MPs

A Citizens’ Initiated Referendum on the size of Parliament is to be held in conjunction with the general election later this year. Voters will be asked to answer the question, “Should the size of the House of Representatives be reduced from 120 members to 99 members?”

Those who favour a reduction in the number of MPs are no doubt sincere in their belief that this will improve the quality of democracy in New Zealand. But they are gravely mistaken. Apart from some modest fiscal savings, the consequences of a smaller House will be entirely negative. In particular, reducing the number of MPs to 99 is likely to:

· reduce the representativeness of Parliament, with fewer women, Maori and people from other ethnic minorities;

· reduce the quality of constituency representation;

· reduce the pool of talent from which the cabinet is selected;

· increase the relative power of the cabinet in both the legislative and wider policy-making process;

· reduce the effectiveness of select committees; and

· reduce the capacity of the electoral system to ensure that each party receives its proportionate share of seats.

For these reasons, the campaign to reduce the number of MPs should be strongly opposed. 

The following paper briefly outlines and considers the arguments for reducing the size of Parliament, and then examines in more detail the reasons for retaining 120 MPs.

The Arguments for Reducing the Size of Parliament

At least three arguments have been advanced for reducing the size of the House of Representatives from 120 to 99 members:

1.  
The New Zealand Parliament is disproportionately large given the size of the population.

2. Fewer MPs will save taxpayers’ money.

3. Voting to reduce the number of MPs is a way for citizens to register their concern about the current state of New Zealand politics, including the behaviour of politicians, the defection of MPs from the parties under whose banner they were elected, and the operation of the new electoral system.

Do any of these arguments stand up to scrutiny?

1. 
Is New Zealand’s Parliament disproportionately large?

It is frequently claimed that the New Zealand Parliament is relatively large given the small size of the population. Comparative data, however, demonstrate that this is not the case. 

Table 1 provides a list of 23 countries (both developed and developing) with less than 20 million people. Of these, only six have fewer than 120 MPs in their national Parliaments, and three of the countries concerned – Iceland, Malta and Fiji – are small island states with under one million people. If New Zealand were to cut the number of MPs to 99 it would have one of the smallest national Parliaments in the developed world; it would be even smaller than the new Fiji Parliament.

Table 1 also shows the relationship between the number of people in each of the 23 countries and the total number of MPs in their respective national Parliaments. At present in New Zealand there are around 31,000 people for every MP (using 1996 census data). Of the other 22 countries, 11 have more people per MP while 11 have fewer. New Zealand is thus in the median position, and is not significantly out of line with the average. Thus, if the number of MPs were cut to 99, New Zealand would have a relatively large number of people per MP in comparison with the other 22 countries included in the survey.

Table 2 shows the size of the various legislative assemblies at the sub-national level in Australia and Britain. It is notable that three of the regions in question – Victoria, New South Wales and Scotland – have more MPs than New Zealand, while more than half of the regions have fewer people per MP.

In summary, New Zealand’s current Parliament is not disproportionately large by international standards. It would, however, become disproportionately small if the number of MPs were reduced to 99.

There is a further matter that warrants consideration. Even with a Parliament of 120 MPs, there are more people per MP in New Zealand than has generally been the case since the mid-nineteenth century. As shown in Table 3, whereas in late 1996 there were nearly 31,000 people per MP, up until 1961 there were significantly fewer than this number. Indeed, in 1901 there were just over 11,000 people per MP, barely a third of the current number. If New Zealand were to return to having 99 MPs, there would be more people per MP than at any time since the establishment of parliamentary government in the 1850s.

2. Will a smaller Parliament save money?

A smaller Parliament will certainly cost less to operate. According to an analysis undertaken by the Parliamentary Service, reducing the number of MPs to 99 will bring a direct reduction in costs of about $7.1 million per annum. This assumes that there is no change in the size of the cabinet or the level of support for MPs, and that the reduction in MPs is achieved by cutting the number of list members rather than constituency members. 

This figure, however, needs to be seen in its proper context. It is significantly less than the cost of purchasing a single fighter plane. Moreover, it costs close to $100 million per annum to run our Parliament (excluding support for ministers), while total public expenditure exceeds $36 billion (i.e. $36,000 million). The likely net savings from a reduction in the number of MPs are thus tiny relative to the amount which Parliament approves each year for the provision of publicly-funded goods and services. 

Yet with fewer MPs, Parliament will be less able to scrutinize this expenditure and ensure that taxpayers receive value for money. Thus, what is saved on the one hand could readily be lost many times over on the other. In short, the fiscal case for fewer MPs is weak and potentially short-sighted.

3. Will reducing the size of Parliament improve the political system?

It is not hard to understand why there is significant public disenchantment with the conduct of politics in New Zealand. Voting to reduce the number of MPs might well provide a way for people to register their dissatisfaction. However, a smaller Parliament will not bring any of the improvements which people desire. Indeed, it could simply make matters worse.

· There is no reason to believe that the behaviour of MPs will improve simply because there are fewer of them. Unacceptable behaviour in Parliament was the subject of public concern long before the number of MPs was increased to 120.

· Fewer MPs will not make parliamentary debates any less raucous or facile. Altering the conduct of such debates will require changes of a different kind (e.g. less adversarial seating and speaking arrangements in the Chamber, as in many European democracies).

· Having fewer MPs will not stop them leaving the parties under whose banner they were elected. In fact, if the forthcoming referendum is successful and the number of MPs is subsequently reduced to 99, some MPs will have an incentive to leave their parties in order to increase their chances of re-election. Hence, rather than curbing the problem of defections, the move to a smaller Parliament will exacerbate it (at least in the short term).

In brief, reducing the number of MPs will not remedy any of the current complaints about Parliament or politicians.

The Arguments for Keeping 120 MPs

It is vitally important to retain the current 120 MPs for the following reasons:

· to ensure that Parliament is able to undertake its representative functions effectively;

· to ensure that there is an adequate pool of talent for the selection of ministers;

· to ensure that there are sufficient checks and balances on the power of the cabinet, and that its actions are subject to adequate scrutiny;

· to facilitate the effective operation of select committees; and

· to ensure the effective operation of the new MMP electoral system.

1. The effective representation of voters

If the number of MPs is reduced to 99 it is most likely that this will be achieved by cutting the number of list MPs. The close relationship between electorate MPs and their constituents is much valued in New Zealand. It is thus highly unlikely that Parliament would want to undermine this relationship by increasing the size of constituencies in order to accommodate fewer electorate MPs.

Yet reducing the number of list MPs will put at risk the gains achieved from the introduction of MMP (and the concomitant increase in the size of Parliament) in terms of the representation of women, Maori and other previously under-represented groups. At the 1996 general election, 60 per cent of Maori MPs, nearly three quarters of women MPs, two of the three Samoan MPs and the only Asian MP were elected via the party list. It is likely that a similar pattern will be evident at the next general election. Hence, if the number of list MPs were to be cut by 21, there could be a disproportionate impact on the representation of women, Maori and other ethnic minorities. In other words, it is highly likely that there would be proportionately fewer women MPs, and the ethnic diversity of Parliament would be undermined. This would not be healthy for New Zealand’s democracy.

Additionally, any reduction in the number of MPs – whether constituency or list MPs – would necessarily reduce the capacity of MPs to service the needs and interests of voters. This means, in effect, that citizens will have greater difficulty gaining access to their representatives. At the same time, MPs’ workloads are likely to increase – thereby making it less attractive for people to stand for public office.

2. The pool of talent for selecting the cabinet

In New Zealand, only MPs are able to serve in the cabinet (unlike the situation in many other parliamentary democracies). Accordingly, if the number of MPs is reduced there will be a smaller pool of talent from which ministers can be selected. Other things being equal, if the pool is smaller so too will be the range of expertise and depth of experience. Thus, there is a greater risk in a smaller Parliament that people of relatively limited experience and ability will be appointed to the cabinet. This, in turn, is likely to reduce the quality of policy making.

3. The relative power of the cabinet
In a smaller Parliament, each party will have proportionately fewer MPs (and thus a smaller caucus). This means that the government of the day (whether it is made up of one party or a coalition of two or more parties) is also likely to have fewer MPs. For instance, whereas the National-New Zealand First coalition government had the support of 61 MPs, in a House with 99 members it would have had the support of only 50. 

But there is little prospect that a smaller Parliament would give rise to a commensurate reduction in the size of either the cabinet or the ‘ministry’ (that is, the cabinet plus the ministers outside the cabinet). Instead, it is likely that the cabinet (and the ministry) would stay at their current size (or about 20 and 25 respectively). Under this scenario, therefore, the political executive would become somewhat larger, both in relation to the total number of government MPs and in relation to the Parliament as a whole. Other things being equal, this can be expected to increase the power of the cabinet relative to that of backbench MPs within the government caucus(es). 

Indeed, if there are only 99 MPs it is likely – as has happened previously in New Zealand – that the majority of the MPs in the government party (or parties) would be part of the executive or senior office-holders within the Parliament. This means that if the government enjoyed an overall parliamentary majority (which is very common in most parliamentary democracies even under systems of proportional representation) it would be able to dominate the legislature. In practice, this would mean less scrutiny of the government’s policies and conduct, and less scrutiny of the public service.

A Parliament of 120 MPs is the minimum necessary to ensure that the executive cannot dominate the legislature simply through its numerical strength. It is also necessary to ensure that individual ministers and their officials are properly held to account. 

4. The effective operation of Parliament

Reducing the quantity of MPs will also reduce the quality of Parliament. Fewer MPs inevitably means that more parliamentary responsibilities will fall on the shoulders of the remaining members. For instance, much of the work of scrutinizing legislation and public expenditure is undertaken by select committees. With 120 MPs it has been possible to ensure that most backbench MPs are only required to serve on one subject committee. This enables them to devote their energies to a particular area of public policy and to acquire a degree of expertise in this area. With 21 fewer MPs, a much higher proportion of MPs would have to serve on at least two subject committees. This will not only increase workloads significantly, but also reduce the effectiveness of the select committee process. In particular, it would make it more difficult for committees to conduct major inquiries, such as that currently being conducted into the operations of the Inland Revenue Department by the Finance and Expenditure Committee.

5. The effective operation of the MMP electoral system

The proposed reduction in the number of MPs could harm the effective operation of the MMP electoral system. As already noted, it is likely that any decrease in the size of Parliament will be borne by list MPs rather than constituency MPs. Hence, in a Parliament of 99 there will be only 32 list MPs instead of 53. This reduces the capacity of the electoral system to ensure that each party receives its proportionate share of seats. 

While there is no precise figure for the ratio of list seats required to guarantee proportionality, it has been estimated that under an electoral system like MMP at least 40 per cent of the seats in Parliament should be list seats. If there were only 32 list MPs in a Parliament of 99, the principle of proportionality would be endangered. For instance, there would be a greater chance of an overhang – that is, a situation where a party (or parties) wins more constituencies than its party vote entitles it to while the other parties are under-represented.

Moreover, given the basis upon which the number of constituency seats is currently calculated, this problem of achieving proportionality will become more acute over time.

Assuming that the population of the North Island continues to grow at a faster rate than that of the South Island, and assuming that the South Island continues to have a fixed quota of 16 constituencies, then after each redistribution of seats the number of constituencies will grow while the number of list seats will fall. This has already occurred; as a result of the 1996 census and the 1998 redistribution, the number of constituencies has increased from 65 to 67, and the number of list seats has fallen commensurately from 55 to 53. This means that, while there might be 32 list MPs in a Parliament of 99, the number can be expected to decline progressively during the next few decades, thus intensifying the problem of ensuring proportionality.

One way to resolve this problem would be to adjust the size of Parliament in the same manner that occurred between 1966 and 1993 to accommodate population changes. Under such a scenario, it is quite likely that there would be a Parliament of 120 MPs within three or four decades.

The other main alternative would be to reduce the number of constituencies. However, this would increase the size of each constituency, both in terms of population and geographic area, thereby making it all the harder for constituency MPs to fulfil their representative functions.

The Future of MMP and the Number of MPs

Regardless of the outcome of the forthcoming referendum, there will be a parliamentary review of MMP over the next few years. It is important to emphasize that there is a strong case for keeping a Parliament of 120 members irrespective of whether the current system of proportional representation is ultimately retained in its present form, modified or abandoned. Accordingly, it is not necessary to support MMP to endorse the case for retaining 120 MPs. 

Conclusion
There are no compelling reasons for reducing the size of Parliament. The only potentially valid argument is that it would save money. However, any savings will be greatly outweighed by the harm that such a move would cause. Not merely would a smaller House make it more difficult to ensure the adequate representation of women, Maori and other ethnic minorities, it would also reduce the pool of talent from which the cabinet is selected, reduce the capacity of Parliament to scrutinize public expenditure and the operations of the public service, and increase the relative power of the cabinet. 

At the same time, such a move could threaten the integrity of the new electoral system, while doing nothing to rebuild public trust and confidence in the nation’s political institutions. In fact, it is likely to have the very opposite effect; the very process of cutting the number of MPs is bound to cause internal party ructions and generate another wave of party defections. 

For such reasons, the proposal to cut the number of MPs to 99 should be firmly and steadfastly opposed. It is bad for democracy; it is bad for all New Zealanders.

Table 1:

The Size of National Parliaments in a Range of Small Democracies

(in ascending order of population per MP)

Country
Population
Lower House
Upper House
Total  Parliament
Population per MP

Iceland
277,000
63
-
63
4,396

Malta
373,000
65
-
65
5,738

Fiji
803,000
71
34
105
7,647

Ireland
3,641,000
166
60
226
16,110

Uruguay
3,203,000
99
31
130
24,638

Sweden
8,924,000
349
-
349
25,570

Finland
5,147,000
200
-
200
25,735

Hungary
10,193,000
386
-
386
26,406

Norway
4,417,600
165
-
165
26,773

Switzerland
7,085,000
200
46
246
28,801

Denmark
5,295,000
179
-
179
29,581

New Zealand
3,681,500
120
-
120
30,679

Austria
8,059,000
183
64
247
32,627

Greece
10,459,000
300
-
300
34,863

Slovakia
5,387,000
150
-
150
35,913

Czech Republic
10,315,000
200
81
281
36,708

New Zealand
3,681,500
99
-
99
37,187

Singapore
3,736,700
93
-
93
40,180

Papua New Guinea
4,401,000
109
-
109
40,376

Portugal
9,930,000
230
-
230
43,174

Israel
6,078,800
120
-
120
50,656

Costa Rica
3,442,000
57
-
57
60,385

Zimbabwe
11,423,175
150
-
150
76,155

Australia
18,500,000
148
76
224
82,589

Note: The above figures are based on census data and the number of MPs in the mid-1990s.

Table 2:

Legislative Assemblies in Australia and the United Kingdom

(in ascending order of population per member)

Country/

State
Population
Lower House
Upper House
Total Assembly
Population per Member

Northern Territory
191,000
25
-
25
7,640

Tasmania
471,000
25
15
40
11,775

Northern Ireland
1,700,000
108
-
108
15,741

ACT
309,000
17
-
17
18,176

Western Australia
1,848,000
57
34
91
20,308

South Australia
1,490,000
47
22
69
21,594

New Zealand
3,681,500
120
-
120
30,679

Victoria
4,690,000
88
44
132
35,530

New Zealand
3,681,500
99
-
99
37,187

Queensland
3,485,000
89
-
89
39,157

Scotland
5,120,000
129
-
129
39,690

New South Wales
6,384,000
93
42
135
47,289

Wales
2,900,000
60
-
60
48,333

Note: The above figures are based on census data and the number of MPs in the mid-to-late 1990s.

Table 3:

Number of MPs in Relation to Total Population 1901 - 1996






Date
Total Pop. at 31 December


No. of MPs
Population per MP

1901
830,800
74
11,227

1911
1,075,250
80
13,441

1921
1,292,717
80
16,159

1931
1,522,700
80
19,034

1941
1,631,200
80
20,390

1951
1,970,500
80
24,631

1961
2,461,300
80
30,766

1971
2,898,500
84
34,506

1981
3,194,500
92
34,723

1991
3,449,700
97
35,564

1996
3,681,500
120
30,679
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