
Memorandum

To:  John Chisholm, Department of Community and
Cultural Affairs

From: Kirstin Lund, Chairperson
Date: April 11, 2006
Subject: Comments on the Municipal Legislative Reform

report from the Advisory Council on the Status of
Women 

Thank you for the opportunity to review the Municipal Legislative Reform report submitted by the

Municipalities Act Review Committee in June 2005. We are pleased to submit analysis of several

issues in the report that could have an impact on women in leadership and government in Prince

Edward Island municipalities. It is our legislated mandate to make recommendations to

government about ways to equitably enhance the status of women in the province. This includes

increasing women’s full and active participation in political life.

On the whole, our review of the Municipal Legislative Reform report suggests that it has been

carefully considered and that its practical recommendations would generally benefit both women

and men across the Island. That being said, we note one item particular to women’s equality that

we hope you might look at further. The recommendation that “mayors and chairperson be elected

at large” may require some additional research to assess whether or not it would disadvantage

women candidates for mayor or chairperson positions.

Over the past several years, the PEI Coalition for Women in Government has engaged in research

and projects towards the goal of increasing women’s representation in elected office. Also towards

this end, the PEI Advisory Council on the Status of Women prepared and presented to government

a Policy Guide on Women and Electoral Reform in the fall of 2005. Our response to the Municipal

Legislative Reform report draws on the research of both the Coalition and the Advisory Council. 

Electing Mayors and Chairpersons at Large (Section 5.8.4)

The PEI Coalition for Women in Government did a limited analysis of municipal data as part of its

research, examining results from the last two elections. The data collected indicate that electing

mayors and chairpersons at large (as recommended in section 5.8.4 Election at Large) could have

a negative impact on the number of women elected as chairs in smaller municipalities. 

The research showed that women are more likely to be elected as municipal councillors in

communities which do not hold election polls. In 2003, women held 33.8% of the seats in smaller

communities that hold special election meetings, and just 17.9% of council seats in larger

municipalities which hold election polls. (This research is available at

http://wnpei.org/womeningovernment/phase1research.pdf.)/
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The Municipal Legislative Reform report cites several reasons for changing municipal legislation to

require electing mayors and chairpersons at large. Reasons include the need for uniformity and

democracy and the desire to address the problem that electing the chairperson from among

council members “perpetuates the misconception that community councils are volunteer

organizations.” These are reasonable but limited goals; the goal of encouraging women to

participate in municipal councils, especially in leadership roles, is equally important. 

The PEI Coalition for Women in Government’s research did not seek to explain the discrepancy in

numbers between women elected in election polls and those elected in special election meetings.

The data do not make it clear if women are inhibited from running for leadership by the style of

election or by other factors. Ironically, though, “the misconception that community councils are

volunteer organizations” might be part of the reason more women feel confident putting their

names forward in smaller communities. This information is not known; the issue requires more

analysis and research. Nevertheless, the numbers suggest it would be hasty to move to electing

mayors and chairpersons at large without first considering the factors that affect women’s

participation.

National Analysis: Women in Municipal Government

Over the past several years, the Federation of Canadian Municipalities has led a project on Women

in Government. Their report, Increasing Women’s Participation in Municipal Decision-making

Processes: Strategies for More Inclusive Canadian Communities (available at

http://www.fcm.ca/english/policy/women.html) is a useful resource for considering barriers to

women in municipal government. That report finds, “Women are actively involved in their

communities but may have given up on municipal government as a way of making change.” The

report continues, “Women choose to work outside of municipal processes because they feel they

can be more effective and exert more influence. Women with limited time want to work where they

can make a difference.”

The Federation of Canadian Municipalities identifies other significant barriers identified by women,

including the following:

• Municipalities and women’s networks may not have established working

relationships.

• Municipalities do not actively reach out to involve women in consultation processes.

• Lack of practical support for women (including childcare, transportation, timing of

meetings).

• Lack of support from the municipality for more inclusive policies and practices.

• Family responsibilities and lack of time because of women’s paid and unpaid work.
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The Federation of Canadian Municipalities suggests tools, training, and resources for municipalities

to increase women’s participation in politics. Some of their suggestions could be coupled with

changes to the way municipal elections are conducted in Prince Edward Island, to limit negative

effects on women.

Elections PEI (Section 5.8.1)

Based on concerns we’ve heard from women in the community about the inconsistency in the way

different municipalities run their elections, we generally support the recommendation that Elections

PEI should oversee and manage municipal elections and agree that Elections PEI should be

granted both mandate and adequate resources to undertake this work. As discussed above, we

caution that care must be taken to ensure that applying “consistency” creates no new, additional,

or unanticipated barriers for potential women candidates for municipal government.

Support for Recommendations that Enhance Equity (Sections 5.10.2 & 5.10.1)

We congratulate the Municipalities Act Review panel for including recommendations that deal with

plain language and gender neutral language in. Specifically, we support the use of

• inclusive, gender neutral language in the legislation, and we appreciate that the

Municipalities Act Review Committee recognized this as an issue of importance. (See

section 5.10.2 Gender References.)

• plain language in the Municipalities Act and all acts of the legislature; we also agree that

the organization of information, as well as the language itself, is important in making the Act

more usable and accessible. (See section 5.10.1 Plain Language.)

Conclusion

Clearly, it would be advantageous to see changes to the Municipalities Act prior to municipal

elections in November 2006. This is perhaps unrealistic. But if government is considering moving

forward with changes to the Municipalities Act, the Advisory Council on the Status of Women

would certainly indicate public support for changes that would enhance women’s participation in

elected municipal politics.

Please keep us informed of developments, and don’t hesitate to call with questions about our

analysis. We have included with this memo a copy of our Policy Guide on Women and Electoral

Reform, for your information. We hope to have convinced you of the need to further research and

develop recommendations dealing with elections at large, as these pertain to women’s equal

participation in municipal government.
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