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Introduction 
 
The PEI Coalition for Proportional Representation thanks the Special Committee on Democratic 
Renewal for the Legislative Assembly of Prince Edward Island for this opportunity to make a 
formal presentation.  
 
You will hear from many organizational and individual members of the Coalition over the next 
three weeks. The length of time dedicated to this process is a point of great concern among our 
members. We can only wonder what the apparent rush is to have this consultation/engagement 
over and done with. It looks to many citizens, even those who do not yet belong to our Coalition, 
that the issue of democratic renewal might simply be a promise that needed to be checked off as 
“done”.  We sincerely hope that this is not the case as this will do very little to gain the 
confidence of the PEI community.  
 
Many community-based organizations know that engaging the community in any issue is a 
process which requires time and good engagement procedures. The level of knowledge which 
exists in communities about most life-changing issues is usually deep and well grounded but 
requires good, honest and open dialogue in order to bring the salient points to the surface and 
ensure that they are fully understood and assimilated. We trust that this committee will respect 
this and not rush through the process thus making the results meaningless. The presentation of 
the PEI Coalition for Proportional Representation is dealing with general issues relating to 
electoral reform and electoral systems. In the next few sessions (beginning tonight) you will 
hear specific interests of our coalition members and will have the opportunity to see and 
hear clarifications about why PR is a good idea and how it can be accomplished. 
 
1.0 Meaning of “Electoral System” 
 
The PEI Coalition for Proportional Representation believes that democratic renewal, as it refers 
to electoral democracy is a system which involves all the elements relating to the election of 
persons to represent the citizens of a specific jurisdiction. The system involves for example: the 
acts which govern elections, the creation of electoral boundaries, the number of representatives 
per region, the criteria for determining majority, and tools such as the form of ballots and the 
methods for counting ballots are simply instruments. First Past the Post in Canada is a system. 
Proportional Representation is a system.  Preferential or ranked ballot is not an electoral system, 
it is simply an instrument of balloting which can be useful in either First Past the Post System or 
in Proportional Representation. You will hear this from all the members of the PEI Coalition. We 
are emphasizing this to counteract what appears to us as a bias and or a mixing up of realities in 
the White Paper on Democratic Renewal.  
 
2.0 Some Lessons Learned from the 2005 Plebiscite and its Aftermath 
 
Major work to promote Democratic Renewal happened in 2005. To ignore, those lessons will be 
to devalue the people’s experience, undermine the commitment made by many to this process 
and risks a repetition of the mistakes made. Here are some of those lessons: 
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• The leading parties (those used to “taking turns” governing) knew (and know) 
intuitively that First Past the Post is a producer of democratic deficits and that a 
more proportional system would be healthy: all they have to do is remember that 
two governments in recent history had an opposition of one person. 

• In 2005, The Progressive Conservative government of the day invested 
considerable resources in discovering how proportional representation could work 
for PEI. 

• When Mixed Member Proportional (MMP) was proposed, the government with 
assurance appointed the Commission on PEI’s Electoral Future to “engage” the 
community. 

• Opposition to MMP grew. Many of the more vocal opponents, who didn’t want to 
appear backward in opposing proportional representation, played both sides of the 
fence by saying “We support proportional, but not MMP”.  

• Disagreement about the form of proportional representation, without proposing an 
alternative, does not explain the ferocity with which the opponents, including the 
same government of the day, pulled out all the stops to defeat a Yes to MMP. 

•  In January, 2006 a small community-based group made up  of the ‘yes’ and ‘no’ 
sides committed to following up on the proportional representation work.  Out of 
this was formed the Electoral Reform Working Group which organized a forum 
for April 1, 2007 on the concept of a Citizens Assembly. It was held at St. Peter’s 
Church Hall in Charlottetown with PR/Citizen Assembly expert from Dalhousie 
University, Lori Turnbull. At the conclusion of this forum, it was decided to 
establish a sub-committee to prepare proposals on how a Citizens Assembly on 
Prince Edward Island might unfold.  

• This sub-committee examined a variety of issues and elements related to the 
process for creation of a Citizens Assembly. In particular, the sub-committee 
reviewed the Citizens Assembly processes used in British Columbia and Ontario 
and presented a result of its deliberations, in the form of recommendations for the 
consideration of participants, again with Lori Trunbull, at the Citizens Assembly 
Workshop held Saturday, October 27, 2007, at St. Peter’s Church Hall in 
Charlottetown. 

• Meanwhile the Liberals won the 2007 election. There was a spark of hope 
because the new Premier, Robert Ghiz, guided by a liberal policy convention 
resolution (2006) to appoint a Citizens Assembly on Electoral Reform, had 
included the Citizen Assembly as an election campaign promise. 

• With little fanfare, and no explanations given to the many who had been involved, 
the matter seems to have died an unheralded death in a meeting of a few members 
of the subcommittee (of the Electoral Reform Working Group) with Premier Ghiz 
on January 21, 2008. The sub-committee seemed to break down perhaps from the 
political finagling and some signs of party politics sabotage. The Premier had, in 
fact, indicated in that January meeting that he would explore the possibility of 
assigning a government resource to the Citizens Assembly file. Nothing more was 
heard from that quarter. People who were involved did not quit. They simply 
realized that the administration of 2008 would not carry this forward. Best option: 
wait for a new government which could commit to proportional representation. 
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3.0  Position of the PEI Coalition for Proportional Representation 

The indications in 2015 are that “we are ready” to make PR a reality for our province. We hope 
that we can use PEI’s “Gift of Jurisdiction” (a favoured expression of Premier MacLauchlan, 
attributed to Horace Carver) to make it happen and to encourage a nation-wide ignition of the 
will to adopt proportional representation. “It is time” to move in the direction which thirty one 
major democracies in the world have adopted. PR at some level is lacking in only in three:  
Ghana, Canada and the United States 
 
The PEI Coalition for Proportional Representation promotes PR as a system which 

• gives fair party-representation in legislatures according to the percentage of the 
popular vote. 

AND 
• aims at electing legislatures which reflect the make-up of the community (e.g. by 

gender, ethnic origins, age, orientation abilities, etc.) 
 

The Coalition recognizes that there are a number of possible designs. We are examining Mixed 
Member Proportional (with open party-lists) and also we are looking at Single Transferable 
Vote. It is clear that there is no perfect design.  PEI needs to design one that is Island-made to 
correspond to our cultures and histories. At this point we are not making a choice. We are not 
interested in defending or in arguing. We need for ourselves and for other Islanders to have the 
time to weigh the pros and cons, without excessive rhetoric. 
 
We are presenting a sample of a question for a referendum (if it is decided to have one): 
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4. Key Concern: Full Engagement of the PEI Community 

 
Our starting point is to ask who should be the main player in establishing proportional 
representation for PEI. We propose that although government has an essential role, elected 
officials are not the main players.  If proportional representation is to work, it cannot be a 
government creation. It is after all, the citizens and future citizens of PEI who are most deeply 
affected by our electoral system. To have the profound, meaningful dialogue and engagement of 
the creative minds and hearts of Islanders, we need time.  
 
We need a process which honours the deep knowledge and aspirations of the people in their own 
communities and which complements and enhances their knowledge and innate gifts of wisdom 
and self-possession. 
 
At this date, the PEI Coalition for Proportional Representation has not had time to develop fully, 
collectively, and democratically (rather important) all our positions and our recommendations. 
 
We are somewhat dazed by the unfortunate overlapping of so many critical events: the  
publication of the White Paper on Democratic Renewal coinciding with the much-yearned-for 
PEI Summer, plus colliding with the White Paper on the PEI Water Act, not to mention a highly 
charged federal election campaign.  
 
We make it clear that the Coalition for PR has not yet had a full discussion of the Citizens 
Assembly as form of engagement and deliberative dialogue in the community.  We are however 
sharing with you a copy of the Mandate developed as part of a 2007 plan for the establishment of 
a Prince Edward Island Citizens Assembly.  
 
  The P.E.I. Citizens Assembly would be an independent, non-partisan group of 

Islanders, randomly-selected to reflect the composition of the voting population. The 
role of the Citizens Assembly would be to assess systems for electing members of the 
Prince Edward Island legislature, with a view to recommending either the retention of 
the existing system or of adopting an alternative system. The Citizens Assembly would 
fulfill its role by using a three-step process consisting of: (1) learning; (2) public 
consultation; and (3) deliberation. 

 
The PEI Citizens Assembly would be established by the Legislature. 
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5.0   Recommendations 
   
The PEI Coalition for Proportional Representation makes the following recommendations: 
 
 5.1 that the Special Committee on Democratic Renewal request that the Legislative 
  Assembly of Prince Edward Island extend the timeline for the Democratic Renewal 
   process 
 
  5.2 that the Special Committee on Democratic Renewal promote a ballot (if a    
  referendum is decided) which provides a choice between two electoral systems: First  
  Past the Post or Proportional Representation 
 
 5.3 that the Special Committee on Democratic Renewal propose as second question on  
  the ballot (if a referendum vote should favour Proportional Representation) to   
  determine agreement with forming a Citizens Assembly as a process to engage the  
  residents of PEI in designing an appropropriate model of PR for the Island 
 
 5.4 that the Special Committee on Democratic Renewal propose to the Legislative 
  Assembly of Prince Edward Island the necessity of funding community-based   
  organizations involved in community engagement for Proportional Representation. 
 
 
 
 
 
       Respectfully Submitted, 
 
       PEI Coalition for Proportional Proportion 
 

PEI Coalition for  
Proportional Representation 

 Organizational Members  
(15/10/14) 

 
Citizen’s Alliance of PEI 

 Cooper Institute  
Council of Canadians 

CUPE PEI 
Fair Vote PEI 

Green Party of PEI 
New Democratic Party of PEI 

 PEI  Advisory Council on the Status of Women 
PEI  Coalition for Women in Government  

 
Plus approximately 60 individual members 


