Manifesto “Reforming the Electoral System: Renewing Democracy”

Portugal faces several challenges, some new and others less so, arising from the erosion
of the relationship between Portuguese citizens and institutions and political actors, particularly
evident in recent decades. This situation also reflects the current digital transformation of our
societies, economies, industries, and ways of living and interacting with others. In addition to
these challenges, there have been recent transformations in the Portuguese political landscape,
especially within the party system, the implications of which we are still trying to understand.

Fifty years after 25 April 1974 and 48 years after the approval of the Constitution of the
Republic, which established the electoral system for the Assembly of the Republic (by enshrining
proportionality based on the allocation of seats using the d’"Hondt method), few changes have
taken place. The maximum number of seats was reduced to 230, the method of seat allocation in
the autonomous regions and in the constituencies of Europe and outside Europe was altered, but
the design of mainland constituencies, coinciding with districts, has remained unchanged.

Much has changed in Portugal over the past 50 years. The concentration of the population
along the coast has led to a reduction in the number of members of parliament elected from
inland constituencies. This results in an injustice for voters in those constituencies, who must
choose between a “useful” vote for larger parties or the “waste” of a vote on a party that elects
no representatives, compared with large constituencies such as Lisbon and Porto where this
dilemma does not arise. On the other hand, the significant increase in education levels and access
to information among voters, as well as their aspirations for greater democratic participation, has
not been matched by an electoral system that grants greater power and scrutiny to the voter,
allowing them to vote for both parties and individual candidates.

In this regard, Portugal is out of step. It is one of only three countries in the European
Union where voters can only vote for party lists (closed lists) in legislative elections. Across the
world, most democratic countries with proportional electoral systems allow some form of vote
personalisation. This may take the form of a mixed-member proportional representation system,
in which each voter has two votes—one for a party and another for a candidate (e.g. Germany
and New Zealand)—or preferential voting within party lists, in which the voter selects a list and
may also indicate a preferred candidate (e.g. Belgium and Poland).

Electoral systems are known to have an impact on parliamentary fragmentation—which
in turn affects political stability—as well as on the degree of proportionality between votes and
seats, and on the strength of the relationship between candidates and voters. The signatories of
this manifesto recognise that reforming the electoral system, by ensuring greater personalisation
of mandates and reducing wasted votes, is not a panacea for solving the problems facing the
Portuguese political system, but it may represent an important contribution in that direction. It is



urgent to remove barriers and continue the unfinished project of improving Portuguese
democracy, beginning with the much-needed reform of our electoral system.

There are now structural conditions in place to begin this work. First, following the
Constitutional revision of 1997 —namely Article 149, which opened the door to the creation of
single-member constituencies alongside multi-member constituencies—it is now possible to
move towards a mixed-member proportional representation system. Alternatively, preferential
voting within party lists remains a viable option. Second, since 2020 (Law 51/2020), citizens have
had the conditions necessary to propose a legislative initiative on electoral system reform (a topic
previously excluded). Third, there has been extensive reflection on electoral reform—a recurring
theme in Portuguese politics. Academic studies have been conducted and political parties have
put forward proposals in their electoral programmes. More recently, civil society groups have also
advocated concrete ideas on the matter. We are therefore now well positioned to implement a
long-desired change.

In this context, the signatories of this manifesto consider it necessary to reform the
electoral system for the Assembly of the Republic in order to give voters greater freedom of
choice, bring voters and elected representatives closer together, and reduce wasted votes, while
maintaining the proportionality of the system. This reform should be based on strengthening
citizens’ literacy regarding electoral systems—their characteristics and potential consequences—
and on deepening the (extensive) national academic reflection, with a view to designing a new
electoral system for the Assembly of the Republic suited to the realities of 21st-century Portugal.

We are convinced that contributions from different sectors of civil society—converging in
the presentation of a Citizens’ Legislative Initiative—can serve as an important catalyst for the
political consensus required for such reform.

In this symbolic year marking the 50th anniversary of 25 April, we call for the renewal of
the Portuguese electoral system through citizen participation and mobilisation, which are
essential to improving the quality of our democracy and building consensus among political
parties. It is necessary to reinvent the democracy we aspire to. The time to move forward is now.
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