
Equal apportionment

Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (Art. 21) states in part:

The will of the people… shall 
be expressed in periodic and 
genuine elections which shall 
be by universal and equal 
suffrage…



Factors affecting equality of voting strength

■ Interstate apportionment of electoral district seats

■ Intrastate delimitation of electoral district 
boundaries

■ Frequency of reapportionment and redistricting



Interstate apportionment

■ Definition: allocation of legislative seats to administrative 
divisions such as states or provinces across the country 
prior to the drawing of electoral district boundaries

■ Seat apportionment usually done on basis of population 
(exception: many upper houses of parliament)

■ Choice of data (eg, census population data, voter 
registration data) and apportionment formula impacts 
number of seats allocated to each state



Formulas for interstate apportionment

■ Common apportionment formulas include:

▪ rounding method (eg, arithmetic mean)

▪ highest remainder method

▪ adjusted population quota method

■ These formulas rely on the population quota to distribute 
seats 

■ Population quota – total population of country divided by 
the total number of legislative seats to be distributed



Allocation by rounding to arithmetic mean

District Population

Representation 

Quotient

Seat 

Allocation 

Based on 

Arithmetic 

Mean

Kailahun 358259 7.2182 7

Kenema 487755 9.8272 10

Kono 341518 6.8809 7

Bombali 406012 8.1803 8

Kambia 276989 5.5807 6

Koinadugu 234330 4.7213 5

Port Loko 455025 9.1678 9

Tonkolili 345884 6.9688 7

Bo 472919 9.5283 10

Bonthe 139832 2.8173 3

Moyambra 259617 5.2307 5

Pujehun 234234 4.7193 5

Western Rural 164024 3.3047 3

Western Urban 786900 15.8544 16

TOTAL 4963298 101

Population quota  

4963298/100 

49,633



Allocation by highest remainder 

District Population

Representation 

Quotient

First 

Distribution 

(whole number 

only)

Second 

Distribution 

(allocation 

based on 

fractional 

remainder)

Seat 

Allocation 

Based on 

Highest 

Remainder

Kailahun 358259 7.2182 7 0 7

Kenema 487755 9.8272 9 1 10

Kono 341518 6.8809 6 1 7

Bombali 406012 8.1803 8 0 8

Kambia 276989 5.5807 5 1 6

Koinadugu 234330 4.7213 4 1 5

Port Loko 455025 9.1678 9 0 9

Tonkolili 345884 6.9688 6 1 7

Bo 472919 9.5283 9 0 9

Bonthe 139832 2.8173 2 1 3

Moyambra 259617 5.2307 5 0 5

Pujehun 234234 4.7193 4 1 5

Western Rural 164024 3.3047 3 0 3

Western Urban 786900 15.8544 15 1 16

TOTAL 4963298 92 8 100

Population quota  

4963298/100 

49,633



Comparison of allocation formulas

District Population

Seat Allocation 

Based on 

Arithmetic 

Mean

Seat Allocation 

Based on 

Highest 

Remainder

Kailahun 358259 7 7

Kenema 487755 10 10

Kono 341518 7 7

Bombali 406012 8 8

Kambia 276989 6 6

Koinadugu 234330 5 5

Port Loko 455025 9 9

Tonkolili 345884 7 7

Bo 472919 10 9

Bonthe 139832 3 3

Moyambra 259617 5 5

Pujehun 234234 5 5

Western Rural 164024 3 3

Western Urban 786900 16 16

TOTAL 4963298 101 100

• Set number of seats 

requires a method 

other than rounding –

either higher remainder 

or population quota 

adjustment



Exceptions to pure population-based apportionment

■ Guarantee of one (or more) seats for all 
administrative divisions regardless of population (eg, 
most federal systems)

■ Constitutional provision or law stipulating a specific 
number (or minimum number) of seats for certain 
administrative divisions (eg, UK, Canada)



Intrastate districting 

▪ Definition: demarcation of electoral district boundaries 
within each administrative division

▪ Criterion that all electoral districts be relatively equal in 
population is the most widely accepted districting 
criterion across countries

▪ Data used for determining population equality (eg, 
census population data, voter registration data) and 
the degree to which “equality” is required vary 
substantially across countries



Prevalence of population equality requirement

IFES survey of delimitation practices Percent of 

countries

Requirement that districts be nearly equal in population 100%

• No specific tolerance limit established by law • 75%

• Tolerance limit established by law • 25%

Tolerance limit – percent deviation above/below population quota which 
no electoral district may exceed 



Measuring population deviations

Population quota:  200,000 / 2 = 100,000

Total Percent

Population    Deviation Deviation

District 1   120,000        +20,000 +20.0%     (120,000 – 100,000/ 100,000)

District 2     80,000         -20,000 -20.0%      ( 80,000 – 100,000/ 100,000)

Total population deviation: 20.0% + 20.0% or 40%

Average population deviation: 20.0 + 20.0 / 2 or 20%

State X has a total population of 200,000 and has been allocated two 
electoral districts.  The proposed districting plan for this state offers one 
district with a population of 120,000 and the other with a population of 80,000.

sum of the population 

deviations of the 

districts with the 

highest and the 

lowest populations

average of all of the 

districts’ deviations 

(expressed as an 

absolute value) from 

the population quota 

percent by which the 

population of a 

district deviates from 

the population quota



Established tolerance limits vary

Tolerance limits vary substantially across countries:

▪ 0% (virtually no deviation permitted for US congressional districts) 

▪ 5% (eg. New Zealand) 

▪ 10% (eg, Australia, Italy) 

▪ 15% (eg, Germany, Czech Republic, Armenia) 

▪ 20% (eg, Zimbabwe) 

▪ 25% (eg, Canada, except in extraordinary circumstances)

▪ 30% (eg, Singapore)



Factors mitigating population equality 

Outside of tolerance limits

▪ Population density (eg, remote and unpopulated territories)

▪ Extraordinary circumstances (eg, islands in UK)

Inside of tolerance limits

▪ Need to balance population equality with other delimitation 
criteria such as respect for administrative boundaries and 
physical features

Malaysia rural weightage practice



Malapportionment

■ Malapportioned electoral districts: districts that vary widely 

in population (eg, fall outside tolerance limits) and therefore 

violate the principle of equal votes (one person, one vote)

■ Malapportionment may be:

▪ Active

▪ Passive (failure to redistrict in timely manner, conduct 

only partial redistricting)

▪ Systemic (eg, upper houses in many bicameral 

systems)



Over-representation in upper houses

■ Bicameral system – common for one chamber to represent 
population and other to represent geographical areas (eg, 
states or provinces) 

■ Some countries grant the same number of senators for each 
state, regardless of population (eg, USA, Australia); others 
make some differentiation based on population (eg, Germany) 
but still over-represent smaller states


