
The background to the use of P.R. in the Sligo borough 
election of January 1919 lay in the poor financial condition of 
Sligo Corporation. In August 1917 a Local Government Board 
inquiry into the corporation’s financial affairs blamed the poor 
financial situation of the corporation on ‘the neglect of proper 
administrative procedures’. 

The ratepayers decided to make an organised effort to remedy 
the finances of the borough and in November 1917 they formed 
the Sligo Ratepayers Association (S.R.A.). 

The well-known Protestant and unionist businessman Arthur 
Jackson was elected as chairman of the S.R.A. At the first meeting 
the S.R.A. decided that it could achieve more by putting pressure 
on the corporation rather than challenging it directly. 

The corporation had to accept that some kind of action was 
necessary and in January 1918 the corporation and the S.R.A. 
came to an agreement and they arranged to have a parliamentary 
bill drafted and submitted to 
the House of Commons which 
would increase the powers of 
the corporation and a new 
system of election to Sligo 
Corporation would also be 
introduced. The new system 
of election agreed upon was 
P.R. with Single Transferable 
Voting (S.T.V.) and quota 
counting. 

In early July 1918 Thomas 
Scanlon, M.P. for north Sligo 
introduced the bill to the 
House of Commons and on 
30 July 1918 it received the 
Royal Assent and the Sligo 
Corporation Act of 1918 came 
into operation allowing the 
use of P.R. in Sligo Borough elections. 

As a result of the media hype, the turnout 
for the election had been very high. The 
S.R.A. had done very well at the polls and 
had received 823 first preference votes in 
all three wards, securing thirty-seven per 
cent of the total vote and gaining eight 
seats for the party, five Protestants and three 
Catholics were elected. Sinn Féin got seven 
seats, Labour secured five seats while the 
independents gained four seats. Sinn Féin 

and Labour along with one pro-Sinn Féin independent held 
thirteen seats on the new corporation, while the S.R.A. and the 
other independents had eleven seats between them. 

Since the Sligo Corporation elections were the first to use P.R. 
in Britain or Ireland the election results attracted plenty of 
interest. The newspapers of all shades and opinions were quick 
to applaud the success of the new electoral system. The Sligo 
Champion declared that ‘the system has justified its adoption 
… and it is absolutely fair’. The Sligo Independent proudly stated 
that ‘Sligo has the honour of being the first municipality in 
Ireland to adopt the principle, and everyone agrees that it was 
a great success’. The extraordinary success of the Sligo election 
was quickly followed by the adoption of P.R. at national level. 

The first use of P.R. for the Sligo borough election of January 
1919 was a significant milestone for democracy in Ireland. 
However, importantly for Sligo the use of P.R. and the crisis 
created by the poor financial condition of the borough provided 

an ideal opportunity for Protestant 
and Catholic businessmen to come 
together outside the divisive politics 
of unionism and nationalism. 

On 15 January 1919 political theory became practice when the citizens of Sligo town went 
to the polls and wrote a new chapter in political history becoming the first electorate in 

Ireland or Britain to vote under the proportional representation (P.R.) system.
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