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INTRODUCTION

The Prince Edward Island Advisory Council on the Status of Women serves as a provincial
government advisory agency dedicated to equality and supporting women’s full and active
participation in social, legal, cultural, economic and political spheres of life.  In fulfilment of
our responsibilities, the Advisory Council wishes to take this opportunity to recommend
electoral reform measures that will help create real political equality for all Island women
within our elected provincial government.   

Many might argue that women have already achieved that equality.  After all, women can
vote, hold leadership positions in political parties, run for political office, win seats, even
take cabinet posts, or become Premier.  We have set gender precedents here on Prince
Edward Island.  We elected the first woman Premier in Canada and, at one time, the
Premier, the Leader of the Opposition, the Speaker and Deputy Speaker of the House, and
the Lieutenant-Governor were all women.  Right now, the Provincial Treasurer and the
Speaker are both women, and there is a woman in charge of the Transportation and Public
Works portfolio.  Don’t such positive results prove that women have become an equal
political force in our province? 
 
Certainly, the small numbers of Island women who have worked to gain political power
deserve credit for their efforts.  It is not easy for anyone, especially a woman, to take the
risks, gather the resources, and expend the energy required to attain and hold political
office in this province.  But, as remarkable as their individual achievements may be, their
experience does not reflect the reality of women as a group on Prince Edward Island, and,
thus, it cannot be used as evidence of real equality in the Island’s political system.  Instead,
we have to look at a bigger picture, examining the system itself and asking how it needs to
change so that women can assume the power that rightfully belongs to them.

REAL EQUALITY

Since the inception of Canada’s Charter of Rights and Freedoms, our country has worked
hard to define the meaning of real equality.  Canadians have used Section 15 of the Charter
as their starting point to address inequitable policies, practices, and legislation.   Over the
years, this work has shown that we move closer to real equality when we take these three
steps: 

• Name the inequality.  
• Redress the inequality. 
• Alter the environment that enabled the inequality so that it treats individuals and

groups appropriately, helping them to achieve equal outcomes while not necessarily
treating everyone the same.  
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In other words, to create real equality, a society must understand and take responsibility for
what has happened in the past and must take the steps required to change the future.  It is
not up to women alone to make changes.  Even if women made concerted efforts to get
nominated more often, to campaign harder, and to vote for more women, they would still
not achieve real political equality because it is the system that requires transformation, not
individual women or groups of women.  

NAMING THE INEQUALITY

The Island’s political system has always excluded women, withheld their power, ignored
their contributions, and left their needs largely unmet.

Island women had no part in the development of the Island’s political system.  In fact, our
political institutions were set up at a time when women were not even considered persons.
The system was an entirely male invention, borrowed from British traditions and designed
to keep power in the hands of a small group of well-off men within political parties where
power meant doing business and making money.  

Excluded from business and politics, historically, Island women have made their mark
through community work, taking political action and showing political leadership at that
level.  However, even though the political system changed and became more responsible
and representative over the years, women are not, and have never been, properly
represented in the PEI Legislature or in Island politics at any level.  Until Jean Canfield was
elected in 1970, there were no women members at all.  The most women members ever at
one time was in 1993 when there were eight women in a House of 32 members.  Right
now, there are six women in a House of 27 members.  These numbers do not reflect the
reality that women make up 52% of the province’s population.

Women do important work at the community level but, without access to elected office,
their power is limited.  Low numbers of elected women mean that women’s values and
concerns are not reflected in government action.  Women mostly remain outsiders,
working to exert influence on a system that is closed to them.  And, just because a woman
gets elected does not necessarily mean that she has gained any real power because, within
government itself, there are inner and outer circles of decision making.

Sometimes, people try to argue that if women and men are equal, then it does not matter
whether women have equal representation in elected office.  That argument fails to reflect
the truth that, although women and men should be treated equally, they really are different. 
Women’s experiences and priorities are different than men’s for a number of reasons
including physical, sexual, and social realities.  But, their life experiences and priorities are
not being represented in the province’s policies and legislation.  



PEI Advisory Council on the Status of Women ~ page 3

The Island Legislature has evolved over the years to accommodate changing needs and to 
maintain certain interests.  For example, just a few years ago, the Legislature moved to
one-member ridings and changed the electoral boundaries.  In doing so, it acknowledged
the reality that voters were no longer demanding representation based on religious
affiliations.  It also faced the reality that urban dwellers were under-represented and, at the
same time, used its power to balance rural and urban representation.

Similar actions are needed in order to address gender concerns.  Islanders need 
fair representation by gender, class, and race - not just by geographic area.  Everyone is
losing out by our failure to be represented by women and men.  The biggest loser is
democracy.  For a political decision to be considered legitimate and binding, all voices
must have a fair chance to be heard and each person must have an equal part in the
decision-making process.  While women continue to occupy marginal places, our society is
still not a full and complete democracy.  

REDRESSING THE INEQUALITY

One way to provide redress to the thousands of Island women who have gone without
representation in the past would be to reverse the province’s post-1873 representation
patterns.  How would this work?  From 2003 until 2100, only women would be allowed to
run for office and sit in the Legislature.  Then, after 97 years, one man would be elected. 
From that point onwards, men could gradually become Members until they occupied about
25% of the seats. 

In other words, there really is no way to provide redress.  Over the years, though, steps
have been taken to encourage the involvement of Island women in elected government and
to address women’s priorities.  Throughout the early to mid 1990s, many women’s groups
across the country, including the PEI Advisory Council on the Status of Women and
Women’s Network PEI, worked to understand why women were not running for office in
equal numbers and why, if elected, they were not assuming positions of real power or
staying in office for long.  

Through this work, Canadian women shared their reasons for their lack of involvement in
public politics.  When contemplating public office, women:

• see that many politicians come from feeder fields that have traditionally been men’s
fields (i.e. law) and find that, even though women may be members of the feeder
field, they may not be part of the development process that encourages future
political leaders;
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• may believe that, in the past, political parties have had a tendency to use women as
sacrificial lambs, nominating them for unwinnable seats in order to give the
perception of advancing women candidates without actually having to give them any
power;

• wonder whether public perceptions of women’s roles and their traditional lack of
power make voters unwilling to support them;

• find it more difficult to raise money for campaigns;

• need supports that have not traditionally been necessary for male candidates (e.g.
child care, elder care);

• may not have the time required to run an effective campaign or have the capacity to
do the travelling and after-hours work that is often part of political life due to family
responsibilities, ;

• are concerned about the consequences for family life during campaigns and while in
office;

• describe feelings of inadequacy, worrying that they do not have the skills required for
political office;

• negate their considerable political experience at the community level;

• may not have accurate perceptions of the skills required for political leadership;

• if elected, are faced with additional expenses that are not necessarily a concern for
male candidates (e.g. child care, elder care);

• with about 75% of men’s wages, typically have less disposable income which leads
to more limited choices;

• may not be able to meet any restrictive nomination criteria imposed by political
parties due to time and/or financial restraints;

• wonder whether political parties, the gatekeepers to public office, are really
supportive - citing backroom manipulation, suspicions of tokenism, perceived
differences between official and unofficial party policy, and unwelcoming behaviours
by party members, especially the elites, as concerns;
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• talk about a lack of support from other women, wondering whether women are
concerned about being criticized and/or ostracized for challenging gender
stereotypes; and

• talk about the difficulty of overcoming a lifetime of being socialized to serve others
and cooperate rather than consider their own careers and take partisan positions.

Given the broad range of their concerns, their history of non-involvement in elected political
life, and the unavoidable realities of their daily lives, women have needed support to take
part  in political processes and to do the work required in elected office.  Many political
parties across the country have taken action to address women’s long-time exclusion by
doing things such as setting up funds for women’s campaigns, organizing training and
outreach programs for potential women candidates, providing mentoring support, and
instituting policies on gender parity in leadership and structure.  Parties recognized that, in
order to include women, it was not enough to just say that women could run.  What
women needed were specific, targeted efforts that tried to address the barriers that they
faced.  So far, party work and individual women’s efforts have sufficed to add a few more
women to elected office, but we are still a long way from having equal representation.

ALTERING THE ENVIRONMENT

So, we have a history of acknowledging the inequality and we have made some efforts to
address, if not redress, the inequality, but such measures have only taken us so far.  Why
have those efforts had such limited success?  Likely because they were being done in
relation to a system that does not provide real representation to anyone, including women.  
   
That is why the possibility of electoral reform on Prince Edward Island is such an exciting
prospect for women.  Although, the Commission for Electoral Reform may have had other
reasons for starting this learning and discussion process, its recommendations could mean
that Island women will finally take their rightful place in our elected Legislature.  

The current “winner take all” approach has meant that women “take” very little.  They do
not win seats and, with a public agenda that does not match their needs, their votes may
count for less.  Alternative ways to run and decide elections can only help women move
towards real equality.  Proportional representation - a variety of systems that allocate seats
based on the proportion of votes received - has been shown to bring a much higher
percentage of women into legislatures than in the traditional “first past the post” system. 
The increases show up immediately.  In Germany, the number of women’s seats in their
national government increased by 40% in the first election.  In New Zealand, the number of
women’s seats went up by 50%.  Just recently, Wales made history when, under a form of
proportional representation, its assembly became the first legislative body with equal

numbers of women and men.  And, this happened in a jurisdiction where, up until 1997,
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only four Welsh women had ever served as Members of Parliament.  Proportional
representation can mean real power, too, even with small numbers of women.  For
example, a few years ago, an Icelandic all-woman party, elected through a form of
proportional representation, won six seats and, thus, held the balance of power in a
coalition government.

Obviously, the choice of electoral system is crucial for the representation of women.  In
particular, equality advocates like what the party list system can do for women’s
representation.  Typically, this list is used after an election when members have won
individual seats in the usual way.  Then, the proportion of the total vote is calculated and 
people on the list become Members of the Legislature in proportion to the total vote for
that party.  It has been found that most parties are inclined to place women and minority
candidates at the top of their lists, virtually guaranteeing their election.  No party wants to
appear to be sexist and they know that, to maximize their share of the popular vote, they
must appeal to a broad spectrum of voters, including women.  These are new and powerful
incentives to be more representative of not only women, but also of racial and ethnic
minorities, and geographical areas.  Right now, parties may actually avoid nominating
women or minorities if they believe that the candidacy will cause controversy in the riding
and/or in the party.   

Canadian jurisdictions may soon have no choice about changing their electoral practices. 
At present, Joan Russow and the Green Party of Canada are presenting a constitutional
challenge to the Canada Elections Act, arguing that the Act violates the right to vote and
the right to equality guaranteed to Canadians in the Charter of Rights and Freedoms.  They
argue that the Charter creates an obligation of the part of the Government of Canada to
ensure that votes are counted in a way that is consistent with the democratic nature of our
system of government.  In other words, the votes of all citizens must count equally.  And,
they present evidence that women are disadvantaged by the current election system
because numbers show that it is harder for women to get elected.  They note that, while
one in five legislators in Canada is a woman, twice as many or even more women are
elected in countries that use some form of proportional representation.  
 
Women need the opportunities provided to them by the system of proportional
representation in order to claim the power that has always belonged to them.  It is
important, though, that we not view proportional representation as the cure-all for women’s
political equality.  Real equality will require a more comprehensive approach.  Research
from the University of Toronto suggests that proportional representation alone will not
guarantee equal representation.  In fact, women generally comprise between 25% and 35%
of elected officials under proportional representation systems.  That is an improvement, but
still not where women need to be.  Although most countries with proportional
representation systems have a higher proportion of women representatives, others,
including Italy, Belgium, and Spain, actually have a smaller percentage of women
representatives.  And, in New Zealand, we see that, as women increased their overall
representation, their numbers in cabinet actually went down. 

We must also be careful about assuming that having larger numbers of elected women is
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enough to ensure that issues relevant to women’s equality finally get addressed.  Nobody
knows for sure what the impact of those numbers of women may be.  Some Scandinavian
research suggests that, once you get up to 30% women, there is a significant, qualitative
change in the nature of debate.  But, will the legislative agenda change?  However they get
into the Legislature, women will still need to adhere to the party discipline in their roles as
legislators, possibly limiting their effectiveness as advocates on issues relevant to women’s
equality and reflective of the diverse interests of women.  

At any rate, Island women deserve the opportunity to be an equal part of a reformed
process, forming it and shaping it to look more like a government that represents everyone,
including them.  Right now, we have a system wherein three parties each offer a particular
agenda for voters to choose from.  Once the choice is made, the party in power is put in
the position of trying to “sell” their agenda to the public, the majority of whom might have
voted against it.  And, the Opposition has absolutely no incentive to cooperate on the
issues or to engage in any discussion other than criticism.  The “win/lose” paradigm
continues for the entire course of the party’s mandate.  Proportional representation usually
produces a government that is assured of a mandate from the people and is reliant on
collaboration rather than competition for the continuation of its mandate.  Collaborative
approaches better suit the brand of political experience that women have gained through
their community involvements.  The survival of grassroots initiatives and the advancement
of their agendas have depended completely on the ability of leaders and participants to
collaborate, sharing their power for the greater good.  

What kind of government can we expect with the increased participation of women?  The
suffragettes of the 1920s believed that women would act with more honesty, compassion,
and effectiveness than male politicians.  A few years ago, the Advisory Council on the
Status of Women publicly credited former Premier Catherine Callbeck for leading a
government that finally took action on family violence issues.  Initial analyses of the political
backgrounds of women elected through proportional representation showed leanings
towards the left.  Who knows?  Wouldn’t it be exciting to find out?  The main issue is that at
least the government will be representative of all the people in the province.  

The success of proportional representation in producing real change for Island women will
depend upon complementary measures that encourage and support women to take their
political places. Political parties must be committed to recruiting women and placing them 
high on their party’s list.  Once elected, parties must appoint women to cabinet posts, free
up their discipline on certain issues to make room for group interests instead of partisan
interests, and invite all members to speak with a range of voices on their diverse
experiences.  On a practical level, we must recognize women’s unique role in society as

primary caregivers for their families and be prepared to accommodate that reality.  This can
by accomplished by providing women with the support required to ensure that their homes
and dependents receive good care while they are serving their province. 

And, of course, all of society needs an overhaul in its attitudes towards, expectations for,
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and support of women in all their choices - including political ones.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Therefore, to work towards the goal of altering the environment that has enabled the
political inequality of women, the PEI Advisory Council on the Status of Women suggests
that the Electoral Reform Commission make these recommendations to the Province of
PEI:

• Implement a system of proportional representation for the Province of PEI that
includes party lists.

• In collaboration with individual women and equality-seeking groups, develop a
complementary strategy for increased representation of women in the Legislature.

CONCLUSION

It is exciting to imagine the women who might one day sit in the Provincial Legislature,
setting our public agenda.  We could see women who have lived in poverty and know its
challenges.  Young mothers who know what it takes to provide care for children while
working outside the home.  Homemakers who understand the contributions of women’s
unpaid work.  Caregivers who understand Islanders’ health needs, the needs of people with
disabilities, and children’s needs.  Women in business who know how to help the Island’s
economy grow.  Lesbian women, free to pursue a variety of issues without fear of
discrimination based on their sexuality.  Survivors of violence with first hand experience of
what it takes to recover from that trauma.  Educated women with expertise in numerous
areas.  Senior women bringing their years of experience to the decision-making table.  
Who knows what women and men could create together in such a diverse environment?   



For more copies, contact:
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