
To this end, the Legislative branch in Prince F.dward 
Island underwent major institutional reform m 
1893. After years or prolonged and sometimes acri
monious debate, the Assembly and Legislative 
Council were combined to form one chamber. The 

-J-ff/frinnr/7 n e w Legislative Assembly incorporated features of 
yjj III Wl / U both parent institutions. Like the pre-1893 Assem

bly, the new Assembly consisted of 30 members 
who were to be elected in 15 dual-member districts. 

Prince Edward Island's transition from a 32-seat to There were five districts assigned to each of the 
a 27-seat Legislature three counties. The two Members of the Legisla

tive Assembly in each district were designated as 
assemblyman or councillor, with each position to 

It is an honour to have the opportunity to provide be contested separately. The Assemblyman was to 
some history on the transition from a 32-seat to a be elected by popular franchise (i.e., males of vot-
27-seat Legislature on Prince Edward Island. I un- ing age) and the Councillor by property franchise 
dertake this endeavour from the perspective of (i.e., males of voting age, but with minimum prop-
someone who served in both the 32-seat Assembly erty qualifications). This distinction between as-
and the 27-seat Assembly, and as a member of the semblyman and councillor recognized the practice, 
Electoral Boundaries Commission that led to the prior to 1893, whereby the House of Assembly was 
establishment of 27 single-member districts in the elected by popular franchise and the Legislative 
Prince Edward Island Legislature in 1994. Council by property franchise. Women received 

To provide a backdrop to our present cir- the right to vote in provincial elections in 1922. 
cumstances, it should be pointed out that the first One of the unique features of the property 
Prince Edward Island House of Assembly was franchise was that a property holder could vote in 
elected 4 July 1773. It consisted of 18 members any electoral district in which he held property, 
who were elected on a colony-wide basis by adult Such an elector, with property in a district valued 
Protestant males. In 1830 the franchise had been at greater than S325, was entitled to vote for both 
extended to Roman Catholics. By 1838, the As- the Assemblyman and Councillor candidates. This 
sembly was increased to 24 members elected in four meant an individual, with the necessary property, 
dual-member constituencies in each of the three could vote in up to 15 electoral districts and cast 
counties. In 1856 the Assembly was further ex- up to 30 ballots. 
panded to 30 members elected in five dual-mem- Following the 1893 reforms, some of the 
ber districts in each county. Members of the As- constituencies attempted to provide representation 
sembly were elected with virtually universal male for both Protestants and Roman Catholics. Dual-
suffrage, member districts permitted a practice of electing a 

The Legislative Council, the upper house Protestant and a Roman Catholic in many of the 
of the Prince Edward Island Legislature, generally "mixed" districts, thereby providing assurances that 
represented property-owning interests, and initially the voices of both religious groups would be re-
consisted of 12 members appointed by the gover- fleeted in the Legislative Assembly and government, 
nor. In 1859 it was expanded to 17 members. An In districts of one religion, both members were 
act was proclaimed in 1861, which made the Legis- generally of that faith. Political parties were able to 
lative Council an elected body and reduced its reinforce this practice by generally selecting indi-
membership to 13. They were elected in two dual- viduals of the same religious affiliation to contest 
member constituencies in each county and a sin- either the assemblyman's or councillor's seat. The 
gle-member constituency in the Charlottetown area, practice also prevented religion from colliding with 
Councillors were to be elected by male residents party affiliation in claims, or voters' loyalties. It 
who were 21 years of age and owners of real prop- helped remove religion from elections, but kept it 
erty valued at more than £100 currency. in politics. In dual-member districts where the 

Following Confederation, Canadian prov- Acadians were a majority, the system also accom-
inces began to eliminate their Legislative Councils, modated representation of the minority Acadian 
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population who were predominantly Roman Cat ho- above the average), while 51 Kings had 1,995 vot-
lu. Ihe electoral districts of Is 'and 3rd Prince tradi- ers (-65.4 per cent below the average). With the 
tionally elected a Member ol the Legislative As- exception of 5,h Prince, all the districts that were 
sembly of Acadian background. above average were growing further above the aver-

After 1893, the Prince Edward Island Legis- age, while the districts that were below were grow-
lative Assembly and the electoral system remained ing further in the negative column. The already 
largely unchanged until 1961, when the provincial wide variances among districts were becoming even 
government appointed a Royal Commission on greater. 

Electoral Reform. Because of an ever-widening gap It is against that backdrop or relatively 
in voter population between the largest district (5th modest changes in 1962, and no action whatsoever 
Queens) and the smallest district (5'" Kings), the in 1974, that the Electoral Boundaries Commis-
Commission recommended that the district of 5:" sion undertook its task in 1993. Electoral bound-
Kings be eliminated and that there be created an ary reform in Prince Edward Island over the past 
additional dual-member district in Charlottetown century had been relatively modest, and the prov-
called 6'h Queens. ince had no convention or legal mechanism that 

The electoral re-districting proposed by the might trigger electoral reform. The Charter of Rights 
Royal Commission invited much debate. The gen- and Freedoms, however, became part of the Cana-
eral approach taken was to remove a district in one dian Constitution in 1982, providing the basis for 
county (5"' Kings) and add a district in the neigh- three important Supreme Court of Canada deci-
bouring county (6:h Queens). The vast majority of sions, which, in effect, said the change was neces-
districts in the province remained unaffected. This sary. The core of the court's ruling was that an 
proposal was greeted by strong resistance from the electoral system that dilutes one citizen's vote un-
residents of 5th Kings, who felt they were being duly, as compared with another citizen's vote, runs 
deprived of representation. The Legislature, in the the risk of providing inadequate representation to 
end, opted to maintain 5,h Kings as ,\n electoral the citizen whose vote is diluted, 
district and create an additional district in the In court action initiated by the City of 
Charlottetown area, thus increasing the Legislative Charlottetown and Don MacKinnon, currently a 
Assembly to 32 members. The Legislature also abol- Member of the Legislative Assembly, the Supreme 
ished the property franchise for councillor seats. Court of Prince Edward Island found that the ex-
The abolition of the property franchise eliminated isting electoral distribution in the province pro
file only distinction between the assemblyman's vided inadequate representation to a large percent-
and councillor's seat. In the 1966 election, all Is- age of the voters due to the significant variances in 
landers enjoyed their first opportunity to partici- population in the electoral district. 
pate in the election of the 32 Members. The Legis- Change was inevitable. What had to be 
lative Assembly revisited the issue of electoral worked out was the extent of the change that was 
boundaries in 1974. by establishing the Electoral to take place. The first decision that had to be 
Boundaries Committee, but absolutely nothing made was whether the dual-member ridings should 
came of it. be maintained or changed to single-member dis-

In spite of the creation of an additional tricts. People felt that the abolition of the prop-
dual-member district in Charlottetown, the voter erty vote in the 1960s rendered the distinction be-
population among districts continued to vary sig- tween the position of assemblyman and councillor 
nificantly. Between 1966 and 1993, the voter popu- meaningless. 

lation in all districts grew, as did the overall voter Those favouring a move to single-member 
population in the Province. In 1966 the average districts tended to be of the view that conditions 
number of voters per district was 3,535. In 1993 for maintaining dual-member districts no longer 
that average had grown to 5,759. Keeping in mind existed. In 1893 dual-member districts were used 
the average, note that in 5th Queens in 1966 there to accommodate the distinction that was being 
were 7,591 voters (114.4 per cent above the aver- made between property owners and non-property 
age) while 5,h Kings had 1,551 voters (-56.1 percent owners. In later years, the dual-member districts 
below the average). In 1993, in the district of 5,h also, at times, provided for the practice of nomi-
Queens, there were 12,682 voters (120.2 per cent nating both a Roman Catholic and Protestant in 
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the 16 electoral districts. By 1993, people generally 
felt that these considerations were no longer needed. 

Single-member districts were also presented 
as being beneficial to the electoral re-districting 
exercise. The practical argument for single mem
ber-districts is that the larger number of ridings 
and their resulting smaller geographic area can make 
the exercise of redistribution much easier in the 
future. There was also the feeling that single-mem
ber ridings promote clear lines of accountability 
between the constituent and elected official. On 
the basis of extensive public input, and the recom
mendation of the Electoral Boundaries Commis
sion, the Legislative Assembly accepted the notion 
of single-member districts. 

The final issue that had to be resolved was 
the number of members of the Legislative Assem
bly. At the time, the call to reduce districts ap
peared to rest on the sense that the province was 
over-represented at all levels of government. The 
early 1990s were also marked by government 
downsizing and reform. People felt that the Legis
lative Assembly should show some leadership by-
reducing its size. By the time the recommenda
tions of the Electoral Boundaries Commission 
reached the floor of the Legislature, the real stick
ing point was the extent of a diminished presence 
for Kings County as well as the number of seats. 
Members wanted to avoid the perception of a ru
ral-urban split. As a result of much discussion 
around variance and the plight of Kings County 
representation, the Assembly increased Kings 
County representation from three to five mem
bers, and reduced the overall makeup of the As
sembly from 30, the number originally proposed 
by the Commission, to 27. 

Finally, in 1994, after many commissions 
and much debate, the Prince Edward Island 
Legislature passed legislation that provided Island
ers with the first significant and comprehensive 
electoral reform over the past century. This elec
toral reform will certainly change the political 
makeup of our great province. I believe it is all for 
the better, but only time will provide the true test 
of my sentiments. 

Paul Connolly 
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