
In 1951 Alberta rural residents slightly outnumbered
urban dwellers. Five years later the balance shifted forever
with 150,000 more in the cities than in the country. Accord-
ing to the Canada West Foundation, a 1996 provincial cen-
sus put the ratio at 4:1, or 79.5 per cent urban and 20.5 per
cent rural. The rural and farm population is dropping in
absolute terms and as a population percentage. Alberta’s
farm population fell from 370,899 to 178,115 between 1931
and 1986. Whereas in 1931 one of every two Albertans lived
on a farm, in 1986 the number was one in 14.

Urbanization has affected just about every jurisdiction
in Canada. Since representation by population is a funda-
mental democratic principle, electoral boundaries must be
revised from time to time to reflect where people actually
live. Increasingly in Alberta this means Edmonton and
Calgary. Nevertheless, many rural residents in Alberta see
little reason to alter the status quo. Nor is it in the interests
of the present Conservative government to see its power
base diminished by a reduction in the number of rural con-
stituencies. However, if major changes do not take place
soon, it is possible that the Supreme Court could declare
the results of a future provincial election invalid.

Alberta has 83 constituencies and, according to the
most recent federal census figures (1991), a population of
2,554,779. To calculate the average number of people in an
Alberta constituency, divide the population by 83, for a
result of 30,780. For every voter to have equal representa-
tion, each constituency should have 30,780 residents.

To determine the extent of over- or under-representa-
tion, compare 30,780 to the actual number of people in a
particular constituency. (See chart p. 32.) For example, in
1991 Athabasca-Wabasca had a population of 16,621, or 46
per cent fewer people than the average constituency, while
Calgary-Fish Creek had a population of 35,666, or almost 16
per cent more than the average. This means that people who
live in Athabasca have more than twice the representation
and voting power that people in Calgary-Fish Creek have,
since it takes so few of them to elect an MLA.

In the pivotal 1989 case, Dixon v. British Columbia, B.C.
Supreme Court Justice Beverly McLachlin interpreted the
right to vote in section 3 of the Charter as requiring “relative
equality of voting power.” By this she meant that electoral
divisions must be relatively equal in population. The
importance of this ruling for Alberta cannot be overstated,
because it opens the door for a possible Charter challenge.
The grounds for such an action would be that the right of a
citizen to representation shouldn’t be unduly compromised
by the voter’s place of residence. Judgments of the Supreme
Court of Canada have suggested maximum permissible devi-
ation from the provincial average of plus or minus 25 per
cent. In Alberta this would mean a constituency could have
a population as small as 23,085 or as large as 38,475.

At the time of the Dixon case, half of the constituencies
in Alberta deviated from the provincial average by more
than plus or minus 25 per cent. In August 1989 the Alberta
Legislature formed an all-party Select Special Committee
on Electoral Boundaries to analyze the Charter’s implica-
tions for electoral boundaries and the distribution of con-
stituencies. Then, in November 1990, the provincial
government passed a revised Electoral Boundaries

Commission Act, which included some provisions to
“Charter-proof” electoral boundaries. In January 1991 the
government appointed an Electoral Boundaries
Commission based on the new Act; however, by May 1992
the Commission found itself deadlocked over the issue of
the creation of hybrid (so-called “rurban”) constituencies,
which might have reduced tensions between urban and
rural populations.

In July 1992 the Final Report of the Commission was
thrown out and a Special Select Committee of the
Legislature comprised of seven MLAs (four Tory, two New
Democrat and one Liberal) was established. Opposition
parties refused to participate in the Select Committee,
objecting in principle to the process of politicians drawing
their own boundaries. This left the field exclusively to Tory
MLAs. Bob Bogle (Taber-Warner) was appointed chair of
the committee and Stockwell Day (Red Deer North)
became vice-chair. Patricia Black (Calgary Foothills) and
Mike Cardinal (then Athabasca-Lac La Biche) were the
two other Conservative appointees. The committee held
no public hearings but listened to nine invited consultants
and eighteen other groups. The committee’s recommenda-
tions for constituency boundaries, presented in November
1992, were based on average populations drawn from 1991
federal census figures for Alberta.

Among its ramifications were the elimination of
Calgary’s only New Democrat-held constituency and the
creation of  four special consideration districts with an aver-
age deviation of 42 per cent below the provincial quotient
(two of which happened to be the seats of the chairman and
the vice-chairman of the Committee). It also raised Calgary
and Edmonton seat numbers by one each to 20 and 18 con-
stituencies, respectively. With the additions, Calgary and
Edmonton were, on average, over the provincial quotient
by 15.4 and 11.3 per cent, respectively. Thirty-three pri-
marily rural constituencies fell below the quotient by an
average of 11 per cent. Charges by opposition parties of ger-
rymandering began in earnest in late 1992. (The term “ger-
rymander” is the political legacy of Massachusetts Governor
Elbridge Gerry who, in 1812, redrew the boundaries of his
electoral area in such a way as to ensure his re-election. The
resulting shape resembled a salamander. Pundits coined the
word by combining the names of the man and the reptile.)
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Every citizen of Alberta knows, or
should, that the Charter of Rights
and Freedoms gives Canadians
“the right to vote in an election of
members of the House of
Commons and of a legislative
assembly.” The right to vote may
be guaranteed, but this doesn’t
mean that every Albertan has a
vote of equal value. Two rural bal-
lots have the weight of three in
the city. A vote cast in Sherwood
Park, for example, has less than
three-quarters the strength of a
vote from Barrhead. There has
been a significant imbalance in
urban vs. rural representation in
Alberta since the late 1960s.
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The Judgment of the 
Court of Appeal of Alberta
Despite a constitutional challenge from the town of Lac La
Biche (subsequently withdrawn), the Electoral Divisions
Statutes Amendment Act, 1993, was proclaimed in force
on May 18, 1993. To test its constitutionality, the govern-
ment then referred the Act to the Court of Appeal of
Alberta. While the Court was still deliberating, a general
election based on the new boundaries was held on June 15.
The Conservatives formed a majority government, taking
51 seats with about 45 per cent of the popular vote. The
Liberals and NDs won 55 per cent of the popular vote but
only 24 seats.

The judgment of the Alberta Court of Appeal was
finally delivered on October 24, 1994. The Court was very
critical of the electoral divisions that had been established,
claiming that the “very brief report” of the Select
Committee had “offered no detailed explanation for the
specific boundaries.” While it acknowledged that “effective
representation” sometimes requires the formation of a con-
stituency of a below-average population, it reaffirmed that
“there is no permissible variation if there is no justification.
And the onus to establish justification lies with those who
suggest the variation.” It found little justification in the
materials supplied by the Legislature: “The Legislature
offered no reasons, but essentially adopted the recommen-
dation of the Select Committee. Before us, Alberta equated
the Committee’s reasons with those of the Legislature. We
do not know with any certainty or detail what those reasons
are.” No transcripts of Committee minutes were provided
to the Court. While it was the primary task of the Court to
pronounce upon the constitutionality of the approved
boundaries, the Court had no option but to conclude: “it is
impossible for us to say that the effort here meets a Charter
challenge when we do not know with any precision the rea-
sons for the boundaries under review.”

Putting aside subtleties of judicial language the Court
claimed that “the practical necessities raised by the princi-
ple of effective representation did not, alone, guide the
hand of the legislators. On the contrary, what seems to have

motivated this scheme at least in part was the acknowledg-
ment that, whether or not some disparities were warranted,
change would be made slowly so as not to offend unduly the
political sensibilities of some electors. The boundaries
before us, at least in part, seem to be a response to wide-
spread protest from those Albertans who live in farming
communities.” The Court took Mr. Bogle to task for advo-
cating the retention of “one of the smallest divisions in the
province, which, by happenstance, was that for which he
was then the sitting member.” While Bogle had argued that
the sudden reduction in the level of representation would
greatly displease his constituents, the Court ruled that “the
‘comfort zone’ of a vocal portion of the electorate is not a
valid Charter consideration.” The Court went on to con-
clude: “The fact, then, that a significant number of
Albertans do not like the results of an equal distribution of
electoral divisions is no reason to flinch from insisting that
they take the burden as well as the benefit of democracy as
we know it.”

University of Calgary history professor David Bercuson
contends that the situation is common across Canada and
that the justification for maintaining such a system is solely
political control. “What we have is legislatures with rural
over-representation deciding the question of whether or
not rural over-representation should continue. In other
words, these governments are saying, ‘We’ve got control
and we’re going to maintain it. We’ve got it and you can’t
have it.’ ”

According to the Court of Appeal, there were only
three possible options for correcting the historical disparity
in voting powers:

1. Having agrarian and non-agrarian populations rep-
resented in the same constituencies;

2. Increasing the size of the Legislative Assembly to
provide greater representation; or,

3. Reducing the number of constituencies represented
by rural residents.

The first option was ruled out because of widespread
sentiment in Alberta that conflicting interests in hybrid
constituencies cannot adequately be represented. The sec-
ond option, the Court said “would fly in the face of the
refusal of the people of Alberta to support an increase.” The
final option, however unpopular it might be for rural voters,
was left as the only alternative.

Recognizing its power to cause major disruption in the
electoral process, the Court decided to withhold any
Charter condemnation and restrained itself from insisting
upon a correction of electoral boundaries. Faced with the
possibility of invalidating the 1993 election results, the
Court said: “We do not see the democratic value in creat-
ing a political crisis.” Clearly dissatisfied with the unjusti-
fied boundaries used in 1993, it called for “a new and proper
review… before the next general election.” Clearly hinting
at the political make-up of the all-Conservative Special
Committee that had established the 1993 electoral bound-
aries, the Court called for a review that would be “insulated
from partisan influence” and would be free of “traditional
political games, like gerrymandering or log-rolling.”
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Electoral Division Populations and Deviations from Quotient in 1996
C - MAJOR CHANGE S - MINOR CHANGE 9 - NAME CHANGE ONLY ( - NO CHANGE - PC - LIB - ND

ELECTORAL 1991 CENSUS DEVIATION FROM CURRENT

DIVISION POPULATION PROV. QUOTIENT MLA

1 ATHABASCA-WABASCA S 16,621 -46.0% Mike Cardinal

2 LESSER SLAVE LAKE ( 19,734 -35.9% Hon. Pearl Calahasen

3 CALGARY BOW C 32,611 +5.9% Bonnie Laing

4 CALGARY BUFFALO C 34,639 +12.5% Gary Dickson

5 CALGARY CROSS C 35,208 +14.4% Yvonne Fritz

6 CALGARY CURRIE C 34,774 +11.8% Jocelyn Burgener

7 CALGARY EAST C 35,136 +14.2% Moe Amery

8 CALGARY EGMONT C 33,057 +7.4% Denis Herard

9 CALGARY ELBOW C 34,348 +11.6% Hon. Ralph Klein

10 CALGARY FISH CREEK ( 35,666 +15.9% Heather Forsyth

11 CALGARY FOOTHILLS S 33,461 +8.7% Hon. Pat Nelson

12 CALGARY FORT C 34,184 +11.1% Wayne Cao

13 CALGARY GLENMORE S 35,533 +15.4% Ron Stevens

14 CALGARY LOUGHEED ( 33,604 +9.2% Marlene Graham

15 CALGARY MCCALL S 34,384 +11.7% Shiraz Shariff

16 CALGARY MONTROSE C 29,887 2.9% Hung Pham

17 CALGARY MOUNTAIN VIEW C 32,117 +4.3% Mark Hlady

18 CALGARY NORTH HILL C 33,415 +8.6% Richard Magnus

19 CALGARY NORTH WEST S 32,453 +5.4% Greg Melchin

20 CALGARY NOSE CREEK S 34,583 +12.4% Hon. Gary Mar

21 CALGARY SHAW S 34,216 +11.2% Hon. Jon Havelock

22 CALGARY VARSITY C 33,521 +8.9% Hon. Murray Smith

23 CALGARY WEST C 33,998 +10.5% Karen Kryczka

24 EDMONTON BEVERLY-

CLAREVIEW ( 33,716 +9.5% Julius Yankowsky

25 EDMONTON CALDER C 32,995 +7.2 Lance White

26 EDMONTON CASTLE DOWNS C 33,275 +8.1 Pamela Paul

27 EDMONTON CENTRE C 33,124 +7.6% Laurie Blakeman

28 EDMONTON ELLERSLIE S 31,361 +1.9% Debby Carlson

29 EDMONTON GLENGARRY ( 32,328 +5.0% Bill Bonner

30 EDMONTON GLENORA C 32,102 +4.3% Howard Sapers

31 EDMONTON GOLD BAR C 32,827 +6.6% Hugh MacDonald

32 EDMONTON HIGHLANDS 9 33,654 +9.3% Pam Barrett

33 EDMONTON MANNING C 33,867 +10.0% Ed Gibbons

34 EDMONTON MCCLUNG C 31,682 +2.9% Nancy MacBeth

35 EDMONTON MEADOWLARK C 31,353 +1.9% Karen Leibovici

36 EDMONTON MILL CREEK C 31,271 +1.6% Gene Zwozdesky

37 EDMONTON MILL WOODS S 30,476 1.0% Dr. Don Massey

38 EDMONTON NORWOOD C 32.045 +4.1% Sue Olsen

39 EDMONTON RIVERVIEW C 32,180 +4.5% Linda Sloan

40 EDMONTON RUTHERFORD C 34,736 +12.9% Percy Wickman

41 EDMONTON STRATHCONA C 32,688 +6.2% Dr. Raj Pannu

42 EDMONTON WHITEMUD C 31,061 +0.9% Hon. Dave Hancock

ELECTORAL 1991 CENSUS DEVIATION FROM CURRENT

DIVISION POPULATION PROV. QUOTIENT MLA

43 AIRDRIE-ROCKY VIEW C 28,664 -6.9% Carol Haley

44 BANFF-COCHRANE C 30,325 -1.5% Janis Tarchuk

45 BARRHEAD-WESTLOCK ( 25,723 -16.4% Hon. Kenneth Kowalski

46 BONNYVILLE-COLD LAKE S 27,647 -10.2% Denis Ducharme

47 CARDSTON-TABER-WARNER C 28,880 -6.2% Ron Hierath

48 CLOVER BAR-FORT

SASKATCHEWAN ( 33,075 +7.5% Rob Lougheed

49 CYPRESS-MEDICINE HAT C 25,983 -15.6% Hon. Lorne Taylor

50 DRAYTON VALLEY-CALMAR ( 25,763 -16.3% Tom Thurber

51 DRUMHELLER-CHINOOK C 24,610 -20.0% Hon. Shirley McClellan

52 DUNVEGAN ( 25,656 -16.6% Glen Clegg

53 FORT MCMURRAY ( 34,706 +12.8% Guy Boutilier

54 GRANDE PRAIRIE-SMOKY ( 27,640 -10.2% Hon. Walter Paszkowski

55 GRANDE PRAIRIE-WAPITI ( 28,127 -8.6% Wayne Jacques

56 HIGHWOOD C 32,310 +5.0% Don Tannas

57 INNISFAIL-SYLVAN LAKE C 28,496 -7.4% Gary Severtson

58 LAC LA BICHE-ST. PAUL S 27,531 -10.6% Paul Langevin

59 LACOMBE-STETTLER ( 27,565 -10.4% Judy Gordon

60 LEDUC ( 32,686 +6.2% Albert Klapstein

61 LETHBRIDGE EAST ( 31,483 +2.3% Dr. Ken Nicol

62 LETHBRIDGE WEST ( 29,491 -4.2% Hon. Clint Dunford

63 LITTLE BOW C 26,842 -12.8% Barry McFarland

64 LIVINGSTONE-MACLEOD C 29,731 -3.4% David Coutts

65 MEDICINE HAT ( 32,196 +4.6% Rob Renner

66 OLDS-DIDSBURY-THREE HILLS C 27,863 -9.5% Richard Marz

67 PEACE RIVER ( 26,777 -13.0% Gary Friedel

68 PONOKA-RIMBEY ( 27,810 -9.7% Hon. Halvar Jonson

69 RED DEER NORTH C 29,976 -2.6% Hon. Stockwell Day

70 RED DEER SOUTH C 28,169 -8.5% Victor Doerksen

71 REDWATER S 30,633 -0.5% Dave Broda

72 ROCKY MOUNTAIN HOUSE C 26,025 -15.5% Hon. Ty Lund

73 ST. ALBERT ( 32,136 +4.4% Mary O’Neill

74 SHERWOOD PARK ( 35,576 +15.6% Hon. Iris Evans

75 SPRUCE GROVE- STURGEON-

ST. ALBERT ( 30,180 -2.0% Colleen Soetaert

76 STONY PLAIN ( 30,432 -1.1% Hon. Stan Woloshyn

77 STRATHMORE-BROOKS C 29,413 -4.4% Hon. Lyle Oberg

78 VEGREVILLE-VIKING ( 27,606 -10.3% Hon. Ed Stelmach

79 VERMILION-LLOYDMINSTER S 27,675 -10.1% Hon. Stephen West

80 WAINWRIGHT C 28,714 -6.7% Robert Fischer

81 WEST YELLOWHEAD ( 27,857 -9.5% Ivan Strang

82 WETASKIWIN-CAMROSE ( 31,918 +3.7% LeRoy Johnson

83 WHITECOURT-STE. ANNE ( 26,998 -12.3% Peter Trynchy

QUOTIENT

ALBERTA 2,554,779 30,780
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The Electoral Boundaries Commission
The Electoral Boundaries Commission Act was amended
extensively in 1995. The amended Act provides a more
balanced appointment procedure involving opposition
parties and equal representation from cities and country. It
specifies the factors to be considered in drawing boundaries
and sets the population of proposed electoral constituen-
cies at a maximum of plus or minus 25 per cent variance
from the average.

A new Alberta Electoral Boundaries Commission held
two rounds of extensive and well-attended public hearings
in 1995. The Final Report was presented to the Speaker of
the Legislative Assembly in June 1996.

The Commission attempted to measure the difficulty
of representing a constituency. Recognizing the need to
protect rural interests (a theme that was heard many times
at the public hearings), they concluded that “the scale of
difficulty should be the prime indicator of the allowable
deviations in population in the interest of effective repre-
sentation.”

Since the Electoral Boundaries Commission Act insists
that there be precisely 83 constituencies in Alberta, if any new
constituencies were to be created, an equal number would
have to be eliminated. Thus, a large increase in population in
Calgary or Edmonton could not be resolved by simply adding
more urban constituencies. The Commission proposed adding
two—one each for Calgary and Edmonton—and was thereby
forced to eliminate two of the four special constituencies
(Cardston-Chief Mountain and Chinook).

By adding an extra constituency to Calgary and another
to Edmonton, the Commission believed that it had ade-
quately resolved the imbalance between urban and rural
representation. In the Conclusion to its Final Report, the
Commission said: “There are fifty-six electoral divisions in
Alberta which include part of an urban centre.” It identified
the following communities as urban centres: Calgary,
Edmonton, Lethbridge, Red Deer, St. Albert, Medicine
Hat, Sherwood Park, Fort McMurray, Grande Prairie,
Airdrie, Camrose, Leduc, Spruce Grove, Fort
Saskatchewan, Wetaskiwin, Lloydminster, and Drumheller.
The Commission said that it was “satisfied that urban city
populations are not currently under-represented to any sig-
nificant degree. We believe that the interests of the approx-
imately 68 per cent of Albertans who live in urban centres
are well served by the 68 per cent of Alberta’s MLAs who
represent those cities in the Legislature.” 

By this strange logic, the Commission counts the con-
stituency of Vermilion-Lloydminster, for instance, as urban
since Lloydminster is identified as an “urban centre.” Thus,
the MLA from Vermilion-Lloydminster is regarded by the
Commission as part of the alleged 68 per cent of MLAs rep-
resenting urban interests within the province.

Many other, smaller changes to the electoral bound-
aries were made before the March 11, 1997, election, in
which the Conservatives won 63 seats with 51 per cent of
the popular vote. 

Whatever one may think of the recommendations of
the last Electoral Boundaries Commission, a sense of fair-

ness demands that the government re-examine the Act
which sets the rules under which Electoral Boundaries
Commissions must operate. Calgary Buffalo Liberal MLA
Gary Dickson says the government has no intentions of fur-
ther amending the current Electoral Boundaries
Commission Act. “I think the government’s sense is that
they’ve tinkered sufficiently with the boundaries to buy
some time to at least avoid a further court challenge.”
Dickson finds the government’s use of the 25 per cent vari-
ance particularly preposterous and the combined effect of
rural and urban differences significant. “They’ve taken an
element of flexibility that the Supreme Court, in the Dixon
case, attempted to afford legislators and they’ve shamelessly
exploited it until it has become the norm. With section 17
of the Boundaries Commission Act, they’ve tried to
entrench it, without qualification. It’s a question of where
all city constituencies are up to 25 per cent above and all
rural districts are below 25 per cent to pass muster.”

Dickson favours a plus or minus 10 per cent level. Other
provinces have voluntarily reduced their population devia-
tion percentages, e.g., Saskatchewan (plus or minus 5 per
cent) and Manitoba and Newfoundland (plus or minus 10
per cent), but Alberta has decided to remain with the high-
est allowable constituency population deviation, i.e., plus or
minus 25 per cent.

In its submission to the Electoral Boundaries
Commission in November, 1995, the city of Calgary
reported that its constituencies were an average of 15 per
cent above the provincial mark, with six over 20 per cent.
The city claimed that five to six more seats would be appro-
priate for Calgary.

It has long been part of Alberta’s conventional political
wisdom that the jobs of rural and urban MLAs differ in
terms of difficulty. According to this view, rural MLAs have
a uniquely onerous task due in part to the logistics involved,
such as extensive travelling from centre to centre.
Conservative MLA Denis Herard (Calgary Egmont)
believes that no amount of e-mail, faxes or cell phones can
compensate or replace the need for a more hands-on
approach in rural regions. “It’s quite clear to me as an urban
MLA that it’s a heck of a lot easier for me to look after a lot
more people than it would be for a rural MLA. I don’t have

“I get very angry when people say that

an urban MLA’s job is easier. At the

school south of my constituency office,

there are 24 languages spoken. When I

publish anything, it has to be in five

different languages.” 

— Gary Dickson



to deal with 10 different municipal governments, five
school boards and perhaps two or three hospital boards. I’ve
seen one constituency with 40 different bodies in its munic-
ipal structure and that’s got to take much more time and
effort,” says Herard. 

Terming this difference a “myth,” Gary Dickson points
to the number of complex social issues that rural MLAs
don’t face. “I get very angry when people say that an urban
MLA’s job is easier. At the school south of my constituency
office, there are 24 languages spoken. When I publish any-
thing, it has to be in five different languages. I’m not sug-
gesting that mine is a tougher job. It’s just a different kind of
challenge. It’s more of an urban geography problem than a
physical geography problem.”

Degree of difficulty of representation is really a bogus
issue. With increasingly complex urban problems like
transportation, deteriorating inner-city schools and hospi-
tals, poverty, human rights, transience of population, and a
multitude of language barriers, urban constituencies are no
less difficult to represent. They simply have different prob-
lems. In any event, an MLA’s available time and resources
are not the issue. Such so-called difficulties could be
addressed by increased funding, perhaps, to staff a second
constituency office or to allow for more frequent travel to
and from the Legislature. None of these difficulties bear on
a citizen’s right to be adequately represented when his or
her MLA casts a vote in the Legislature enacting laws we
all must live by.

Future Boundary Reform in Alberta
On March 23, 1998, Conservative MLA Peter Trynchy
(Whitecourt-St. Anne) introduced Bill 226, the goal of
which was to cut MLA numbers to 70. On October 29,
1998, a four-member, all-Conservative committee headed
by Peter Trynchy was established to review the number of
constituencies. Other members of the review team are
Victor Doerksen (Red Deer South), Denis Herard (Calgary
Egmont), and Julius Yankowsky (Edmonton Beverly-
Clareview). The committee’s non-binding report is to be
presented to the Legislature in late spring, 1999. 

The proposed bill is quite clear that any changes in the
number of constituencies would not take effect until after

the next provincial election. It will be the third election to
use 1991 census figures, ignoring the substantial rise in
urban population since that date. Is it to be expected that
the Trynchy committee will return a recommendation that
13 rural ridings should be eliminated? With the arrival of
the new millennium, a day of reckoning approaches when
the rapid expansion of Calgary and Edmonton will finally
have to be accounted for in electoral boundary reform. The
under-represented citizens of Sherwood Park and Calgary
Fish Creek await that day.

The time is ripe for a move to a more accountable
democratic system, says Calgary lawyer Brian Edy, past
president of the Alberta Civil Liberties Association. The
central issue is facilitating fairer representation for an
overwhelmingly urban Alberta with increasingly complex
urban problems. “What we’re talking about is the most
basic kind of reform of our electoral system in order to
make it more accurately reflect where people actually
live. It is allowing their voices to be translated into seats
in the Legislature. Although Alberta has important rural
and resource interests, it has become predominantly
urban. We’re not asking for more seats for urban areas.
We’re asking that the electoral boundaries, when they’re
drawn, be fairer.”

Calgary’s population of 820,000 is expected to rise to
900,000 by 2001. Then each of its 21 MLAs will have an
average of 42,857 people to represent—or 12,000 more than
the average constituency size. The commitment of the
Alberta Court of Appeal to a gradual evolution of bound-
aries conforming to Charter standards cannot wait forever.
Commenting on the Alberta situation, University of
Saskatchewan law professor Ronald Fritz says that “it will
take time for the legislators to accept that it is not business
as usual and that partisan political concerns must give way
to individual rights. However, the natural inclination of the
courts will be to give the politicians time to adjust to this
new reality. But the patience of the courts is not infinite.”

The last possible date for calling the next election is
March 21, 2002. Brian Edy believes the optimal time for a
court challenge is prior to this election. “The province is
not addressing the boundaries before the next election.
The boundaries are becoming less and less representative;
therefore, if they don’t meet the requirements that the
Supreme Court of Canada has laid down, I don’t know why
the province would expect electors to compliantly put up
with an unacceptable situation.”

In the words of the Alberta Court of Appeal, “Each
year this problem worsens, because each year urban popu-
lations increase and non-urban populations decrease. We
call this a problem because it impacts significantly on the
right to vote of urban Albertans. This cannot be permitted
to continue if Alberta wishes to call itself a democracy.”

Douglas Stinson is a Calgary freelance writer. Before
arriving in Calgary in 1997, he earned a number of
national and provincial newspaper awards as editor of the
Camrose Canadian. He is a member of the International
Association of Business Communicators.
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“Each year this problem worsens…

it impacts significantly on the right 

to vote of urban Albertans. This cannot be

permitted to continue if Alberta wishes 

to call itself a democracy.”

— Alberta Court of Appeal


