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ABSTRACT

MIRRORED REPRESENTATION:
CANADA’S ABORIGINAL PEOPLES AND PARLIAMENT

Loretta Smith
University of Guelph, 2006

Advisor:
Professor J. McKenzie

This thesis is an investigation of why the Aboriginal Peoples of Canada are severely 

under-represented in the country’s legislative institutions. It compares the number of 

candidates who received endorsement by mainstream political parties in the 2004 and 

2006 federal general elections. The analysis specifically considers six hypotheses and 

how they might correlate to the rate of success of Aboriginal candidates. Based on this 

analysis, it is argued that Aboriginal peoples are disproportionately under-represented in 

Canadian legislatures vis-a-vis their share of the population. At a minimum, they should 

occupy a proportionate share of legislative seats as their share of the population suggests. 

The primary vehicle for increasing the numeric representation of Aboriginal peoples in 

Canadian legislatives is via several reforms to Canada’s electoral and party systems.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

For multicultural, multinational countries, the representation of minority interests 

within a state’s legislative body is crucial to ensure the legitimacy of these institutions. 

Around the world, there are few countries where Indigenous peoples represent a majority 

of the population, either nationally or sub-nationally1. Given their historical experiences 

of oppression and marginalization, it is of significant concern that these interests be 

effectively represented within the institutions that once (or still, in some cases) oppressed 

them. While many authors have explored Indigenous representation within legislative 

bodies, much of this work has not been recent. Given the nature of parliamentary 

democratic systems of government, and the fact that they often represent a minority of 

the population, Indigenous peoples tend to be disproportionately elected to institutions of 

government.

1 In the countries of Greenland and Papua New Guinea for example, Indigenous peoples form the majority 
of the population nationally. Similarly, Indigenous peoples form the majority of the population 
subnationally in the territory of Nunavut (Canada), and the states of Chiapas and Oaxaca (Mexico).
2 See for example, Tim Schouls’s “Aboriginal peoples and electoral reform in Canada: differentiated 
representation versus voter equality” in Canadian Journal of Political Science, Vol. 29,1996; the Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples’ Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, Vol. 1. Part 
1. Chapter 5,1996; and Augie Fleras’ contribution “Aboriginal Electoral Districts for Canada: Lessons 
from New Zealand”. Aboriginal Peoples and Electoral Reform in Canada in Robert Milen (Ed.) Volume 9 
of the Research Studies of the Royal Commission on Electoral Reform and Party Financing, 1991.

There are several ways that individuals can participate in the electoral politics of a 

country; such as voters or as candidates for political parties. We would expect that with 

universal suffrage, people would involve themselves in such political processes at the 

same rate as their proportion of the population. In countries where they do not form the 

majority population however, Indigenous peoples tend to have lower than average 

political participation rates. In particular, Indigenous peoples tend to have lower than 
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average voter turnout rates and fewer elected representatives than their proportion of the 

populations might suggest (Guerin, 2003: 1; Schouls, 1996: 730). What accounts for 

these lower levels of participation vis-a-vis majority populations?

To date, research in this field has been limited, with significant literature 

addressing the under-representation of women, and some burgeoning interest in the 

numeric under-representation of minority groups within institutions of government. It is 

commonly held that with respect to minority representation3 that

3 Unless otherwise specified, the term ‘representation’ used hereinafter refers to the number of 
representative elected to a legislative body who share certain physical and biological characteristics with a 
particular group. This type of representation is commonly known as numeric representation. Numeric 
representation differs from substantive representation, defined as “the degree to which party policies and 
platforms include issues of importance” to that particular group (Young, 2002: 182).
4 The terms “Aboriginal” and “Aboriginal peoples” are used interchangeably to identify First Nations, 
Metis and Inuit peoples, consistent with the definition included in section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982.

(1) In federal systems of government, minority groups will tend to be better 
represented at sub-national levels of government;

(2) Electoral reform from a Single member plurality (S.M.P.) system to a more 
Proportional representation (P.R.) style electoral system will improve voter 
turnout among minority groups; and

(3) Increasing the numeric representation of minority groups in legislatures leads 
to more substantive representation, thereby increasing the perceived 
legitimacy of those institutions by the minority group in question (Rule and 
Zimmerman, 1994: 9).

In seeking to answer the problem presented above, the following research is unique in 

that no attempts have been made either at either the national or sub-national level to 

inquire into the reasons for Indigenous under-representation in Canada. The case of 

Canada's Aboriginal4 population (a group traditionally underrepresented in both federal 

and provincial legislatures) will be examined within three specific contexts.

This paper examines the number of Aboriginal candidates who sought election in 

the 2004 and 2006 federal general elections. These two elections form the basis for the 

subsequent analysis. The focus of this study is limited to these two elections for several 
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reasons, stemming from the nature of data maintained by political parties in Canada. 

Traditional approaches to the under-representation of particular groups often includes 

analyzing what percentage of card-carrying members, or who participate in local 

constituency associations or who run as candidate in elections.5 While this provides 

crucial insight for those who study the under representation of women, parties do not 

keep similar data with respect to parties and their respective Aboriginal participation. 

The focus on elections federally since 2004 is because that is when data first became 

available for this research, as records were not kept by parties prior to this date. During 

the time span of this study (2004 to 2006) only two elections occurred within Canada, 

both of which are discussed in this research. This lack of data kept by parties prior to 

2004 provides challenges to the study of Aboriginal under representation, which leads to 

the narrow focus of this research.

5 Traditional studies of women’s participation in Canadian politics often include such analyses. See for 
example O’Neill (2002) and Young (2002).
6 The relative significance of the Aboriginal vote is an estimate based on the Aboriginal identity population 
(the population of people who self-identify as Aboriginal) and their age distribution for each electoral 
district. The difference between Aboriginal identity and Aboriginal origin are discussed in detail in chapter 
three.

This thesis examines the number of Aboriginal candidates who received 

endorsement by political parties running candidates in all eligible districts. It reveals that 

Aboriginal peoples do not run as candidates in proportion to their population, and are 

under-represented in the candidate pool. Incorporated into this analysis will be a 

discussion of the Aboriginal identity populations of the districts with particular emphasis 

on districts where Aboriginal candidates seek election.6 Six related hypotheses are 

examined in this research. The first is that Aboriginal candidates receive less funding 

than non-Aboriginal candidates and as a result are unsuccessful in seeking election. The 
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second is that political parties endorse Aboriginal candidates in places deemed to be non- 

winnable ridings based on the electoral history of that district.

The third hypothesis suggests that Aboriginal peoples will run more at local levels 

of government (either provincial or municipal) because it is less of a personal sacrifice 

(closer to family, less traveling, less time consuming) than running for federal 

government. In testing this hypothesis, data gathered from the 2005 provincial election 

in British Columbia is used. The fourth hypothesis is the theory that Aboriginal peoples 

do not see any level of the Canadian government as legitimate, and therefore will not 

seek out candidacy in they deem to be an illegitimate process. The fifth hypothesis is that 

Aboriginal peoples do not have the appropriate educational or professional background to 

succeed in conventional Canadian politics. Finally, the sixth hypothesis tests Canada’s 

electoral process itself. It asks whether the single member plurality electoral system 

prevents Aboriginal peoples from being elected in proportion to their share of the total 

population. Perhaps analyzing the experiences of Aboriginal candidates at the federal 

level of government might shed light on the problems of Aboriginal participation in 

electoral processes.

The analysis of data from the two federal elections identified above will then 

provide the basis for discussing ways to address the issue of disproportionate election of 

Aboriginal peoples. One of the most significant ways Aboriginal numeric under

representation might be addressed is via electoral reform. Such a consideration is timely, 

given that several jurisdictions in Canada are considering or have already considered 

reforming their own electoral systems. This renewed interest has occurred in several 

provinces including British Columbia, New Brunswick, Ontario, Prince Edward Island, 
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and Quebec. Furthermore, several organizations in Canada are advocating for electoral 

reform, including Equal Voice, Fair Vote Canada and the Law Commission of Canada.7 

This discussion necessarily entails examining models for Aboriginal representation in 

other jurisdictions. In particular, this analysis refers to models used in Australia, New 

Zealand and Norway extensively.

7 For a detailed discussion of recent considerations of electoral reform in Canada, see chapter five.

Democracy, Representation and Electoral Reform

What is electoral reform? How does this increase representation, and thereby 

enhance and foster the growth of democracy? One of the defining functions of an 

electoral system in any democratic society is its ability to intermediate between society 

and the state. The main intermediaries between society and the state in an electoral 

system such as Canada’s are political parties. According to Kenneth Carty, William 

Cross, and Lisa Young political parties must balance a series of complex roles. They 

must be responsive to the views of the electorate, present the full range of societal 

interests, and represent an array of prominent political identities (Carty, Cross, and 

Young, 2000: 84). Determining the “best” voting system for a country is an inherently 

subjective endeavor, with the definition of this ambiguous term suggesting that indeed a 

“perfect” system exists when it in fact does not. The challenge then, is to mitigate the 

limitations of a system, while promoting its intrinsic strengths (Dunleavy and Margetts, 

1995: 13).

In order for an electoral system to be deemed democratic, it must adhere to 

several principles of democratic theory. Patrick Dunleavy and Helen Margetts categorize 

these principles into four groups: political equality, representation of viewpoints, 

accountability, and the importance of elections (1995: 13-14). Of particular interest is 
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the representation of viewpoints principle, which implies that there are no artificial 

barriers to minorities seeking election, and that the state’s legislature reflects in its 

composition the distribution of the electorate in terms of a variety of social, economic, 

regional, and ethnic considerations. One would expect then, in a country such as Canada 

which is purportedly a liberal democracy, that its electoral system would reinforce these 

ideals albeit with a caveat that “no system is perfect”. Yet, this is not the case in Canada, 

particularly with respect to its Aboriginal population.

According to the most recently available census data, the Aboriginal peoples of 

Canada comprise approximately 3.3 per cent of the Canadian population. They are as 

diverse regionally as they are culturally, forming a majority in no region outside of the 

Canadian North. There are important differences between the Aboriginal and Canadian 

populations. In particular, Aboriginal peoples generally tend to be younger than the total 

population, with a larger proportion of persons in the under-18 age group. With respect 

to gender differences, there appears to be a slightly higher female to male ratio than 

occurs in the total population (Statistics Canada, 2001: 1). Although they account for a 

mere 3.3 per cent of the total population, Aboriginal peoples have a unique position in the 

Canadian political community by virtue of being indigenous. Therefore, their 

representation should be an important consideration to Canada’s political parties.

One of the most visible ways of participating in a political system is through 

election to the state’s legislative body. For Aboriginal peoples, representation in the 

central institutions of Canadian governance is very important. In theory, having 

Aboriginal members of Parliament and/or senators would be the ultimate way to exert 
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influence within the government. Jerome Black argues that lobbying by interest groups is 

insufficient in effecting change. He suggests that these groups are beginning to realize

.. .the need for a more ‘authentic’ form of representation 
that can only be guaranteed by getting group members 
elected. Driving this political strategy is the conviction that 
only individuals who share the defining characteristic(s) of 
the group can understand its true experiences - not least the 
hardships and biases it may have long faced - and therefore 
have the empathy and insight necessary to promote 
effectively the group’s interests (2002: 24).

While it does appear that there has been some growth in the degree to which Aboriginal

peoples involve themselves in the Canadian political process, this involvement is still

lackluster. For example, while there has been a steady increase in the number of

Aboriginal members of Parliament, there were still only seventeen elected over the span

of 136 years: 1867 to 2003. In the Senate, eleven senators between the same time period 

self-identified as being of Aboriginal origin (Library of Parliament, 2003: 1).

At the dissolution of Parliament in 2004, four members self-identified their

Aboriginal origins. Compared to the total number of seats in the House of Commons (at 

the time, this was 301), these four members represented only 1.3 per cent, a 

disproportionate under-representation of Aboriginal peoples. Such disproportional 

representation is not unique to Aboriginal peoples, with other groups calling for an 

overhaul of the electoral system so that it might more accurately represent women, ethnic 

minorities, youth, and ability-challenged Canadians. An overhaul like the one called for 

by groups such as these would amount to electoral reform.

The process of reforming a state’s electoral system is not an easy process. There 

are several ills afflicting the Canadian electoral system, with symptoms such as declining 

voter turnout (up until the most recent election), a propensity to over-reward regionally 
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based parties with a disproportionate number of seats in relation to their share of the 

popular vote, and the ability for a party to form a majority government without obtaining 

a majority of the popular vote (Katz, 1999: 101). Richard Katz argues that there are 

three main impediments to changing one’s electoral system. First, he argues that there is 

no clear correlation between unsatisfactory outcomes and the electoral institutions 

themselves; a purely institutional explanation does not account for Canadian peculiarities. 

Second, he argues that it is difficult to anticipate the impact of institutional reforms, and 

that changing the electoral system may not result in curing any if all of the ails afflicting 

the current system. Finally, and perhaps most pragmatically, there is no agreement on 

what type of reforms to implement (Katz, 1999: 101-102). There are weaknesses 

associated with any system, and there are a countless number of choices available from 

which to choose a new and improved electoral system. Should Canada use run-off voting 

or approval voting? Should it adopt a single transferable vote, or a single non- 

transferable vote? Or should Canada employ the use of party lists in order to achieve a 

more proportional (and hopefully a more representative) legislature? The list of 

possibilities is indeed endless, and the hypotheses tested in this study provide insight into 

what reforms might be necessary. Certainly the most dramatic way to enhance Canadian 

democracy comes from reallocating the electoral districts themselves.

This research is divided into several chapters. The second chapter surveys 

relevant literature in this field, starting from general theories of representative 

government, electoral systems and calls for their reform in Canada, and traditional 

notions of Aboriginal governance. It then narrows to focus on to the limited literature 

available on Aboriginal representation in legislative bodies. The survey of literature in 
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chapter two reveals that there is a substantial body of literature that exists on the 

representation of women and visible minorities in legislative bodies. The body of 

literature that exists however has a significant void particularly when examining 

Aboriginal political participation. Chapter three introduces the hypotheses to be tested in 

explaining the lack of Aboriginal candidacy. Specifically, chapter three outlines the 

empirical process by which the data from the 2004 and 2006 federal general elections and 

the 2005 provincial election in British Columbia was analyzed.

The fourth chapter uses the groundwork laid in the third chapter, and analyzes the 

dataset from the 2004 and 2006 federal elections and the 2005 provincial election in 

British Columbia. In particular, it examines Aboriginal candidacy at the federal and 

provincial levels, in addition to looking at the relative significance of the Aboriginal vote 

in both elections. The chapter also tests five of the six hypotheses discussed in chapter 

three. The analysis presented in chapter four is continued in chapter five, which tests the 

final hypothesis relating to the type of electoral system and the rate of election for 

Aboriginal people. It specifically examines recent proposals for electoral reform tabled 

in the provinces of British Columbia, New Brunswick, Ontario, Prince Edward Island, 

and Quebec. It also examines models of Aboriginal representation employed in 

Australia, New Zealand, and Norway.

The final chapter summarizes the main points presented in the earlier chapters, 

and asks the reader to reconsider the hypotheses presented at the outset of this study. It 

suggests that further research is necessary to test these and other potential influences to 

the rate of Aboriginal election in Canada to determine their applicability over time. It 

also suggests that if the limited findings of this research are indicative of broader trends, 
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then several reforms ought to be considered, the most dramatic of which is electoral 

reform. At a minimum, Aboriginal peoples (and other currently under-represented 

groups) ought to occupy a proportional number of seats in Canadian legislatures in 

relation to their share of the total population. Currently, they do not. The following 

research examines this problem in detail.
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Chapter 2 - Review of Literature

Representative government is widely practiced in western democracies. Often 

used synonymously with democratic government, representative government (or indirect 

democracy) is a type of government where the electorate is one step removed from direct 

decision making. In such systems, the electorate chooses individuals to represent its 

interests in the state’s legislature, either in the capacity of trustees (who make decisions 

in the best interests of their constituents) or delegates (who make decisions based on the 

common will of their constituents). In theory, such a type of representation lends itself to 

efficiency and effectiveness. In addition, it is thought to be legitimate. Legitimacy, or 

the perception that the government’s actions are perceived to be justified, is crucial to the 

stability of any democratic government (Gagnon and Erk, 2002: 317). In a system of 

representative government then, maintaining a solid foundation of legitimacy is 

paramount.

Political theorists have spent centuries pondering the merits of representation. For 

instance, in John Stuart Mill’s Considerations on Representative Government, he argues 

that the ideal type of a perfect government must be representative in nature. He notes 

that citizen participation, even in its most limited sense, has merit and can generally 

improve the legitimacy of the state. While, in theory, it would be best to have direct 

participation in government by all members of the electorate, Mill notes that this is not 

entirely practical in any level of government beyond that of the community. In this 

respect, having the citizens select individuals to represent them in their state’s legislature 

ensures good government (1958: 55).

While many theorists have explored the justifications for representative 
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government, even more have focused on ways of achieving this representation. Many 

such authors have focused on the erosion of representative government. Harold Laski 

argued that “democracy is in crisis, with its representative institutions of government 

decaying alongside” (1933: 67). Laski bases this conclusion on his observations of the 

political world in early twentieth century England, where democracy was incomplete 

insofar as the real political power rested in the hands of the capitalists. The political 

power of the working class was subordinate to the interests of the capitalists, thereby 

threatening their liberty and in turn threatening the very foundations of democracy 

(Laski, 1921: 84-86). Although the working class could vote, in effect their votes 

counted for little as they were not as electorally successful as their capitalist 

representatives.

When a legislative body fails to even marginally represent the interests of a 

significant part of its populace, can such an institution claim that it is nourishing and 

fostering the growth of democracy? Some, such as Yossi Shain and Aaron Klieman have 

answered this question, concurring with Laski’s critique, and arguing that democratic 

deficits are now becoming an unwanted by-product of legitimacy-challenged 

governments. Shain and Klieman argue that numerous governments around the globe are 

not descriptively representative of their populaces. Descriptive representation is the idea 

that an elected legislature will resemble a representative sample of voters in terms of 

gender and ethnicity. Shane and Klieman argue that the lack of descriptively 

representative character in these sorts of governments leads to the democratic deficit 

noted by Laski, and that the challenge is to enhance legitimacy (1997: 8). In this thesis, 

the focus is on whether institutions of government in Canada are selected so that their 
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composition corresponds accurately to that of the whole nation (Pitkin, 1967: 60), with 

particular attention on Canada’s Aboriginal peoples.

One method of representing the interests of a diverse population is through 

pluralism. For the social scientist, pluralism is a framework for the interaction between 

groups - interaction characterized by mutual respect and tolerance, negating the need for 

conflict or assimilation. In his book The Politics of Accommodation, Arend Lijphart 

explores some of the dynamics in attempting to resolve the often conflicting notions of 

political pluralism and democracy. Using the case of the Netherlands to support his 

contentions, Lijphart argues that diversity in a state is crucial to good government and 

that incorporating this into a state’s legislature can improve the legitimacy of the state 

(1968: 15). In this sense, reconciling the differences that exist between the various 

segments of a populace can be achieved through a process of accommodating these 

interests in the machinery of government thereby enabling mediation to occur between 

the majority and minority populations.

Tim Schouls also points out that equality among ethnic subgroups is just as 

necessary as equality within ethnic subgroups. For Schouls, equality within groups is 

important because human subjectivity is regarded as the outcome of the relations that we 

keep, and healthy individual development therefore depends upon having the power to 

shape the course of those relations. Equality among groups is just as important because 

individual self-development is dependent on the capacity of those groups to develop. In 

order to develop however, these groups require power. According to Schouls, this means 

that “group members should be able to construct protective boundaries around 

themselves so that they can decide on and express their group identities free from
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external domination” (2003: 120). With such equality and power, groups are able to 

direct the future of their own lives and their collective lives in coordination with other 

sub-national groups.

There are scholars who argue against embracing pluralist theory, however. For 

example, Jean Jacques Rousseau pointedly argued that

.. .when factions arise, and partial associations are formed 
at the expense of the great association, the will of each of 
these associations becomes general in relation to its 
members, while it remains particular in relation to the 
state... It is therefore essential, if the general will is to be 
able to express itself, that there would be no partial society 
within the state (1762: 23, as cited in Hirst, 1989: 25).

While pluralism can be achieved through interest group interaction, in may not be 

sufficient. Thus, some (such as Lijphart) argue for electoral pluralism as a way to foster 

respect and tolerance, and avoid assimilation. The ability to successfully accomplish 

these tasks can often avoid undo conflict among groups that might otherwise be unable to 

coexist with each other.

The ability to design an effective system for representing minority interests is, for 

Arend Lijphart, based upon power sharing and group autonomy (2004: 97). In 

Switzerland for instance, Yannis Papadopoulos argues that the two dominant features for 

connecting its minorities and ensuring their representation are the “council of states” (one 

of two legislative bodies) and the “double majority” needed for constitutional reform 

(2001: 1). For ethnic minorities in France, institutional reform has been instrumental to 

their increased participation in the political process. In 1972 for instance, reforms to 

allow ethnic association were made to their electoral laws, and in 2000, laws were passed 

to ensure gender parity in candidate selection (Karen Bird, 2004: 13). Other countries 
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have also tackled the issue of minority representation, although some arguably more 

effectively than others.8

8 Three specific international examples will be drawn upon in chapter five “Electoral Reform and 
Representation”: Australia, New Zealand, and Norway to illustrate the importance of learning from others’ 
experiences.

In Canada’s system of democratic government, both its national and sub-national 

legislatures attempt (at least in theory) to be descriptively representative of their 

respective electorates. Yet, Canada is an extremely diverse country in terms of its 

demographic characteristics, with two dominant populations (anglophone and 

francophone) and numerous minority populations. According to Statistics Canada, the 

proportion of Canada’s population who were bom outside the country has reached its 

highest level in 70 years. As of May 15,2001, 5.4 million people, or 18.4 per cent of the 

total population, were bom outside the country (2003b: 1).

In consideration of this diversity, there has been no shortage of critiques of 

Canada’s SMP electoral system, with numerous calls for reform. Among early critiques 

of Canada’s electoral system was Alan Cairns’ work “The Electoral System and the Party 

System in Canada, 1921-1965" (1968). Cairns later argued that SMP favoured the party 

that captures the highest percentage of the popular vote and regionally concentrated 

“third” parties at the expense of the “second” and “third” parties with widely diffused 

support (1968: 114-115). The degree of overcompensation afforded by this electoral 

system set the ground work for other examinations of electoral systems.

In William P. Irvine’s Does Canada need a new electoral system? (1979) the 

author expands on the biases of SMP noted by Cairns, and offers an argument in favour 

of minority or coalition governments, which would arise with a more proportional 

electoral system (1979: 73). In his work “Reflections on Reforming the Canadian
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Electoral System” (1980), John C. Courtney adds to Irvine’s proposal by discussing the 

discrepancies between which party forms government even in the event of receiving an 

unclear popular majority as the result of an election. Contemporary discussions of 

alternative electoral systems include the works of Will Kymlicka (1993); Lisa Young 

(1994); and F. Leslie Seidle (1996).

Will Kymlicka warns against token descriptive representation when considering 

electoral reform, as sometimes the seats needed for effective representation of views may 

be more than what is required for there to be proportional representation of the group in 

question (1993: 185). Lisa Young adds to this by arguing that adopting a new electoral 

system does not guarantee that it will become more descriptively representative in nature. 

Rather, it facilitates the likelihood of this occurring (1994: 42). More recently, 

Lawrence LeDuc used the case of the 2004 general election to further his call for 

electoral reform, noting that the current system fails to accurately reflect the votes of all 

Canadians (2005: 37-41). Perhaps a more accurate reflection of votes could occur in 

what Kenneth Carty, William Cross, and Lisa Young refer to as the fourth era of party 

politics in Canada - an era where the interests of minority groups challenge the 

legitimacy of closed systems such as the current status quo maintains (2000: 216).

Others have also examined the deficiencies of Canada’s electoral system, 

particularly in respect to how it under-represents minority groups. This body of literature 

focuses on the under-representation of two groups: women, and ethno-racial minorities. 

This avenue of analysis was particularly popular after the enactment of the Charter of 

Rights and Freedoms in 1982, which saw the entrenchment of equality and minority 

rights. In R. Kent Weaver’s "Improving Representation in the House of Commons"
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(1997), he considers proportional representation and compensation seat alternatives to 

SMP, ultimately arguing that a limited system of compensation seats with a bias toward 

nationally oriented parties would be a significant improvement over the status quo 

(Weaver, 1997: 474).

Discussions of the under-representation of women in Canadian legislative bodies 

are by far the more extensive body of research compared to that which exists on ethno- 

racial under-representation. Jill Vickers (1996) argues strongly in her contribution 

"Toward a Feminist Understanding of Representation" in Arscott and Trimble (eds.) that 

... the numbers of the most marginalized or disadvantaged 
present should be greater than those indicated by “rep-by- 
pop” (that is, they should be “over”-represented 
numerically) to ensure that their needs, identities, and 
interests are clearly visible and articulated loudly and 
directly (40).

While Vickers’ argument does not explicitly advocate the adoption of proportional 

representation as a means of increasing these numbers, she does highlight that the SMP 

system does not address this type of deficiency. Others have also delved into the 

discussion of women’s representation in Canadian legislatures, such as Lisa Young 

(1997), Heather Maclvor (2003) and Manon Tremblay and Lisa Trimble (2003). These 

feminist researchers explore the extent to which the SMP system in Canada fosters and 

perpetuates the under-representation of women in legislative bodies. Heather Maclvor 

argues specifically that “while electoral systems do not, by themselves, determine the 

level of women’s parliamentary representation, disproportional systems impose 

formidable barriers to the nomination and election of female candidates” (2003 : 20).

Jennifer Smith argues in contrast that elected officials “cannot be accused of 

being unrepresentative of a given group on the grounds that they do not share the 
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characteristics of members of that group” (1991: 76). Iris Marion Young counters 

Smith’s viewpoint by adding that the background, experiences, and standpoints of a 

legislator influences their capacity to make political decisions (1990: 115-134). Linda 

Trimble and Manon Tremblay surmise that the relationship between “representation by 

women and representation for women... needs further exploration” (2003 : 58).

Jerome H. Black (2000), who surveyed the case of minority women as 

parliamentary candidates and MPs in Canada, expands on this by arguing that electoral 

reform is necessary in order to open up the political process to minority women. Black 

has also argued elsewhere that ethnic minority candidates must over-compensate and 

meet a higher standard in terms of education, previous employment, and level of income 

et cetera in order to be successful at election time when compared to non-minority 

candidates (2002: 7). The inclusion of ethnic minorities has also been the focus of 

academics in other countries, as the process of accommodating interests is not unique to 

Canada. For example, Susan A. Banducci, Todd Donovan and Jeffrey A. Karp argue that 

in New Zealand, descriptive representation matters, as it leads to more positive 

evaluations of governmental responsiveness and increased electoral participation (2004: 

534). Must the interests of Canada’s Indigenous population be represented in its 

legislatures only by Indigenous people? Can an urban Metis person claim to represent 

the interests of a rural Inuit person from the North? Even if the answer is no, the number 

of Indigenous people in Canada and their disproportionate number in Canadian 

legislatures suggests that just based on descriptive representation alone their numbers as 

elected officials should be higher.

While it is important to note the literature that exists on ethnic minority 
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representation, there is a key difference when related to Indigenous representation - by 

virtue of an Indigenous population being Indigenous to that state. A non-Indigenous 

group can still constitute an ethnic minority, but this usually occurs by way of 

immigration at some point in the state’s history. While the Aboriginal peoples of Canada 

can be said to be a minority group based on their shared ethnicity, they are distinguished 

by the fact they are indigenous to Canada while other ethnic minorities can make no such 

claims.

As a direct result of being indigenous then, these populations have rights that are 

not extended to other groups. The Royal Proclamation of 1763 is considered to be the 

primary document giving credence to Indigenous rights. At that time, Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal relations were grounded in two fundamental principles. The first was 

that Aboriginal peoples were generally recognized as autonomous political units capable 

of having treaty relations with the Crown. The second principle acknowledged that 

Aboriginal nations were entitled to the territories in their possession unless, or until, they 

ceded them (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996: Vol. 1, Part 1, Chapter 5). 

The Royal Proclamation of 1763 and subsequent pieces of legislation form the basis for 

modem claims to lands and associated rights made by Canada’s Indigenous population. 

For example, Section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982 recognizes and affirms existing 

Aboriginal and treaty rights - rights that currently exist or that might be acquired in the 

future. Aboriginal and treaty rights then, are rights which are granted based solely on 

one’s indigeneity, and are not extended to other individuals or minority groups. One 

could argue that finding ways to ensure Aboriginal presence in Canadian legislatures is 

thus all the more compelling.
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Another reason why the special case of Aboriginal representation in Canadian 

legislatures is worthy of consideration is because the notion of using the process of 

accommodation to mediate among different segments of society is consistent with the 

spirit of consensus that is inherent to many Aboriginal cultures. Traditional notions of 

Aboriginal governance note the interconnectedness of all spheres of life: the spiritual, the 

familial, the economic, and the political (Smith, 1999: 117). This holistic approach to 

government, while based in tradition, is still vitally important to Aboriginal peoples today 

and may be indicative of their desire to be more involved in Canada’s legislative 

processes. Yet if this desire exists, it is not uniform across Canada’s Aboriginal 

population.

Several scholars have argued that a chasm exists between Canada’s institutions of 

government and Aboriginal nations; a chasm stemming from a nation-to-nation 

conception of relations. For instance, Kiera Ladner calls this the “alienation of nation”, 

noting that Aboriginal nations exist as distinct nations within the Canadian polity - 

nations with unique political cultures and political systems that are not compatible with 

the Canadian norm (2003 : 24). The Two Row Wampum or the “gus-wen-qah” is the 

treaty governing the relationship between the Six Nations Confederacy (the 

Haudenosaunee) and settler nations (Monture-Angus, 1999: 37). The history of the Two 

Row Wampum has been the focus of much research and debate. While its visual 

representation is simple, the meaning and power behind that simple visual representation 

is quite striking. Robert A. Williams Jr. describes the belt in detail:

[t]here is a bed of white wampum which symbolizes the 
purity of the agreement. There are two rows of purple, and 
those two rows have the spirit of your ancestors and mine. 
There are three beads of wampum separating the two rows, 
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and they symbolize peace, friendship and respect. These 
two rows will symbolize two paths or two vessels, 
travelling down the same river together. One, a birch bark 
canoe, will be for the Indian people, their laws, their 
customs and their ways. The other, a ship, will be for the 
white people and their laws, their customs and their ways. 
We shall each travel the river together, side by side, but in 
our own boat. Neither of us will try to steer the other’s 
vessel (as quoted in Laycock, 2004: 106-107).

Each row of shells signifies two different paths, two different ways of life - one for the

Mohawk peoples and one for the European settlers. It represents mutual respect and 

coexistence (Monture-Angus: 37).

For many Aboriginal researchers and academics, including many Aboriginal 

peoples themselves, the representation of the two row wampum must be the basis upon 

which we rebuild the relationship between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples.

However, there are conflicting views as to how this restructuring should occur. Patricia

Monture-Angus notes

... there is no single Aboriginal “perspective” on anything, 
let alone governance. This is a significant challenge to the 
work of creating discourse and shared understandings on 
which our future visions can be built. To complicate 
matters further, homogeneity does not even exist within the 
First Nations, Metis or Inuit. Likewise, Canadians are not a 
monolithic entity (1999: 21).

Nevertheless, Monture-Angus, like Taiaiake Alfred, does not see Aboriginal sovereignty 

as reconcilable in cooperation with the established Canadian system of governance. She 

likens this inability to achieve sovereignty via cooperation to historical foundations, 

particularly the Two Row Wampum.

Taiaiake Alfred in particular writes with a fierce determination against the 

mainstream; in fact he advocates for a non-semblance of order. As he argues,
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[c]learly, any notion of nationhood or self-government 
rooted in state institutions and framed within the context of 
state sovereignty can never satisfy the imperatives of 
Native American political traditions. Harmonious 
cooperation and coexistence founded on respect for 
autonomy and the principle of self-determination are 
precluded by the state’s insistence on dominion and its 
exclusionary notion of sovereignty (1999: 72).

It is evident here that Alfred’s conception of Indigenous sovereignty cannot coexist with

non-Indigenous sovereignty. They are mutually exclusive. Within Indigenous

academia, this is a pertinent stream of thought - that there is no way that Indigenous 

interests may be fully realized in what is considered to be a perpetual cycle of 

colonization.

In addressing this perpetual cycle of colonization, Alfred and others argue for a

focus on decolonization. According to Alfred, decolonization

... means adopting patterns of thought and action that reject 
colonial premises in favour of a self-conscious 
traditionalism. However wrong, colonialism is a familiar 
reality that provides a certain security for some people... 
the post-colonial reality is fearsome in its demands, 
responsibilities, and burdens. There is no one to turn to 
except ourselves. There is no one else to blame (1999: 
81).

Patricia Monture-Angus who stresses that colonialism continues to flow, particularly 

through instruments such as the law, echoes this point (1999: 9).

The arguments advanced by authors such as Alfred, Ladner, and Monture-Angus

are dangerous, according to Claude Denis, insofar as they perpetuate fundamentalism: 

“modernity unavoidably lives within every member of Aboriginal peoples.. .at the same 

time that many are formulating traditionalist) identities for themselves” (1997: 129).

For Denis, Aboriginal peoples in Canada have lived with a plurality of spiritual outlooks, 
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and this may serve as a basis for embracing a more pluralistic notion of interaction with 

the non-Aboriginal population (1997: 132).

Linda Tuhiwai Smith argues that decolonization is but one facet of the entire 

process of achieving self-determination. In this sense, Smith presents a more holistic 

approach (1999: 117). The three main stages in the quest for self-determination are 

survival, recovery, and development, each stage having key elements. First is the 

“healing” element, comprised of physical, spiritual, psychological, social, collective and 

restorative healing. The second element focuses on the process of decolonization: 

political, social, spiritual, and psychological. The “transformation” element consists of 

psychological, social, political, economic, and collective change. The final element is the 

“mobilization” component, which encompasses the local, national, regional, and global 

arenas. Figure 1 illustrates how both the stages and elements interact (1999: 117).

Figure 1: The Indigenous Research Agenda
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Source: Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, 1999: 
117.

In the healing and transformation stages of recovery and development, it is plausible that
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Aboriginal peoples could participate in conventional non-Aboriginal politics.

Alan Cairns also presents an alternative to the view that Aboriginal peoples 

should not “buy-in” to participating in Canadian political institutions. Cairns perceives 

that nation-to-nation relations may be a significant contributing factor to lower political 

participation rates among Aboriginal peoples (2003: 8). In Citizens Plus: Aboriginal 

Peoples and the Canadian State, Cairns argues that Aboriginal self-government is only 

half the answer to the tensions between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples. He 

outlines the basis for these tensions, and then offers a prescription: what he calls 

enhanced citizenship.

One of the most significant challenges when offering any type of model for 

reconciling the relationship between Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals is the diversity that 

exists within the term “Aboriginal”. Not only does this term encompass three culturally 

distinct groups, but the urban - rural distribution must also be a serious consideration. 

The reality in the Canadian context is that for urban Aboriginals, the Metis and First 

Nations people without band membership, self-government will not be a viable option as 

it requires a land-base. Cairns’ propositions of enhanced citizenship could extend to 

Aboriginals both with and without a land base. Cairns explains,

“Citizens plus”... had the goal of bringing Indian peoples 
into the Canadian community of citizenship as well as 
supporting self-government for the expression and 
protection of diversity. The difference between “citizens 
plus” and treaty federalism and the goals of the previously 
cited legal scholarship is not simply a dispute over the best 
means to an end, but a difference in the ends themselves.
“Citizens plus” presupposed that a common citizenship that 
included all of us in some Canadian version of our being 
was desirable [and that] the “plus” component has 
expansive possibilities (2000: 182-183).
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While Cairns is not clear on what the “plus” component could encompass, his position 

expands on the notion first suggested in the Hawthorne reports and attempts to 

incorporate a means by which all Aboriginals in Canada could be welcomed into the 

Canadian polity and indeed its political institutions.

In “Sharing the River: Aboriginal Representation in Canadian Political 

Institutions”, Melissa S. Williams presents an alternative to Cairns. She argues that 

enhanced aboriginal representation in Canadian political institutions does not conflict 

with conceptions of aboriginal self-government. Williams provides a theoretical basis for 

the reconciliation of the two by targeting her argument to two streams of thought. The 

first stream of thought focuses on traditional conceptions of citizenship, and the idea that 

citizenship must be linked to identity. In this respect, the struggle for Aboriginal scholars 

is how can an Aboriginal person embrace the identity as a Canadian citizen without 

giving up part of the Aboriginal identity? While not outright denying that this will still 

be an issue, Williams introduces the idea that citizenship be linked with the notion of a 

shared fate rather than a common identity (2004: 103).

According to Williams,

.. .the core of this idea is that we find ourselves in webs of 
relationship with other human beings that profoundly shape 
our lives, whether or not we consciously choose or 
voluntarily assent to be enmeshed in these webs. What 
connects us in a community of shared fate is that our 
actions have an impact on other identifiable human beings, 
and other human beings’ actions have an impact on us... 
our futures are bound to each other, whether we like it or 
not. There is no plausible alternative to living together 
(2004: 104).

While attempting to formulate alternate methods of conceptualizing citizenship is not a 

unique endeavor, what is special about Williams’ analysis is that she applies it to the case 
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of Canada’s Aboriginal population.

The second proposition made by Williams addresses the concerns of many critics 

who see inconsistencies between enhanced Aboriginal representation in legislatures and 

self-government. In particular, critics such as Tom Flanagan who advocate against 

enhanced representation argue that the ideal of political legitimacy “directs us to deny 

decision-making power to those exempt from the force of joint decisions (Williams, 

2004: 114)”. While Williams does not discount the tension generated by creating 

enhanced Aboriginal representation in Canadian political institutions and their possible 

conflict with decisions that may not bind on them due to the nature of self-government, 

she points out that this can be mitigated with careful institutional design (2004: 109- 

110). Unfortunately, Williams’ article does not articulate what enhanced Aboriginal 

representation might look like. If achieving descriptive representation is desired, how 

might this be achieved?

The Balancing Act

Attempting to achieve a legislature that closely mirrors the physical 

characteristics of its population (descriptive representation) has perplexed academics and 

politicians alike for centuries, with significant differences in opinion on how to 

accommodate divergent interests within a single polity. There appear to be two main 

models for how to accommodate these divergent interests. The first model relates to a 

more informal mechanism for achieving balanced representation outside a state’s 

machinery of government. The second relates to the institutionalization of representation 

within a state’s legislative bodies.

Non - Institutionalized Representation
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An alternative model of achieving representation of a state’s populace is to 

enhance the state’s capacity for supporting interest groups. In Canada, Joe Sawchuk 

notes that the dominant Aboriginal interest groups are the Assembly of First Nations, 

Inuit Tapirisat of Canada, and the Metis National Council (1993: 273). One could also 

expand on this list to include the Native Women’s Association of Canada (NWAC) as it 

has also been actively supported by the federal government and extends its membership 

to all Aboriginal women regardless of which group they belong to. Further, this list 

could also include the Congress of Aboriginal Peoples, that claims to represent non-status 

Indians and urban Aboriginal peoples.

According to Sawchuk, the importance of such groups to Canada’s Aboriginal 

population is critical. He acknowledges that conventional political parties, particularly 

due to the nature of our electoral and party system, cannot adequately serve the needs of 

Aboriginal peoples. Sawchuk goes on to point out that the Canadian government needs 

such organizations as much as Aboriginal peoples do, insofar as the government needs a 

process by which they can consult with such groups for policy making (1993 : 274). In 

Canada, however, the nature of the federal system often calls into question the 

effectiveness of non-institutionalized representation. Many of the organizations listed 

above are composed of provincial organizations, who William Coleman argues “become 

too self-centred... [and] the federal organization will never be able to develop consensus 

positions [thus remaining] weak and ineffectual in its dealings with the national 

government” (1987: 171). Indeed, there are deficiencies associated with having only 

national groups representing diverse Aboriginal interests. One possible solution to 

mediate these challenges is to institutionalize their representation at both levels of
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government.

Institutionalized Representation

The alternative to non-institutionalized representation is institutionalized 

representation. How a populace is represented by its state’s legislative bodies is crucial 

to understanding the weaknesses of that system. A state’s electoral system is the single- 

most important determining factor in how its population is represented. Numerous 

authors and institutions have examined the degree to which particular types of electoral 

systems determine how a population is represented. Tim Schouls discusses the 

implications for Aboriginal peoples with respect to Canada's current electoral system. He 

notes that "Canadians have yet to construct a successful mechanism for incorporating 

Aboriginal peoples into the electoral politics of Canada" (1996: 729).

For Schouls, there is a distinction between what he calls "mirrored representation" 

and "equal representation". Mirrored representation purports that citizens can only be 

represented by those who share their same perspective by virtue of their shared socio

economic status and experiences. Equal representation on the other hand, suggests that 

representation is met only if every citizen's vote within a constituency has an equal 

chance as everyone else's to influence the election of a representative (Schouls, 1996: 

734). An alternative model of representation, similar to mirrored representation is that of 

numeric representation, where the degree of a group’s representation in a legislative body 

is measured by the number of legislators elected from that group (Carty, Cross, and 

Young, 2000: 91-93). Currently, Canada uses the equal representation model as the 

basis for electing representatives to its legislatures.

As the body responsible for all things electoral, Elections Canada is particularly 
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interested in how Canada’s electoral system might be reformed so that it more accurately 

represent the interests of all Canadians. Every ten years, Canada adjusts its electoral 

boundaries as a result of the decennial census. This process of redistribution (or 

readjustment) allows the number of seats in the House of Commons to increase based on 

demographic changes within the various provinces. While a number of factors come into 

play when readjustment occurs (most notably changes in population), “communities of 

interest” also play a part in such redistribution. According to John C. Courtney, a 

community of interest is “based on the idea that a geographically concentrated group 

shares a certain attribute in common” (2002: 11). These attributes might include but are 

not limited to location, economic interest, or other unique demographic characteristics 

(Courtney, 2002: 12). Factoring in these types of “communities of interest” when 

readjusting electoral boundaries has the potential to have significant implications for 

Canada’s Aboriginal population because depending on the type of readjustment, the 

degree of their representation and/or election may be increased or decreased.

Jennifer Smith expands on the notion of “community of interest” using the cases 

of Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island. In the case of Nova Scotia, the boundaries 

commission suggested that minority representation is an extraordinary circumstance and 

the normal allowance for deviation from the electoral quotient must be allowed. For 

Prince Edward Island, the minority population in question there was justifiably viewed as 

a community of interest and the electoral district readjusted accordingly. While each 

province arrived at its decisions in different manners, both recognized that there are 

subunits within its jurisdiction that may require enhanced representation (Smith, 2002: 

18). Given that this has been the case, can a logical relationship be drawn between 
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electoral boundary readjustment and enhanced representation for Aboriginal peoples?

To what degree then, are Canada’s Aboriginal peoples numerically represented in 

its legislatures? While some scholars have attempted to research this field, the content 

and degree of analysis is extensively limited. Most recently, I examined the number of 

candidates endorsed by five of the major political parties in the 2004 general election. 

This analysis showed that while there was a record number of Aboriginal 

Parliamentarians, they only made up 1.9 per cent of the total number of elected 

representatives (Smith, 2005: 21). Much of the research up to this point has surveyed the 

number of successful Aboriginal candidates elected at the federal level, with little 

attention paid to those who were unsuccessful in their bid for electoral success. For 

example, Anna Hunter surveys the number of Aboriginal persons elected to the House of 

Commons between the years of 1867 and 2000 (2003: 27). Hunter concludes that 

Canada’s federal electoral system perpetuates the exclusion of Aboriginal people from 

the process, and calls on electoral reform as a means of addressing this exclusion (27), 

yet offers no suggestions at what it is about the system that perpetuates the exclusion. 

Tremblay discusses the role of Aboriginal women in Canada’s electoral processes at 

length and points out that like the case of minority women, there is a very limited 

presence of Aboriginal women involved at the federal level (35). Like Hunter however, 

Tremblay neglects to discuss the reasons for this limited presence.

In a related field, David Bedford (2003) and Daniel Guerin (2003) explore trends 

in Aboriginal voter turnout. Daniel Guerin examines the participation of First Nations 

voters in the 2000 Canadian federal general election. Among his findings are that First 

Nations voters have a lower turnout at the federal level than they do at the provincial and 
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local (band) levels. He further discusses the implications his study has on measures 

needed to improve Aboriginal participation in federal elections (2003: 10). Perhaps 

some of the most striking implications raised by Guerin’s study are that a “one size fits 

all” approach to increasing Aboriginal participation would be misguided, as there are 

several regional variations in a country the size of Canada. Moreover, quantitative data 

must be complemented with qualitative data when developing an approach targeting 

Aboriginal political participation (2003: 15). One of the problems with Guerin’s study is 

its lack of analytical rigor, as it offers no inquiry into the nature of Aboriginal 

participation in elections.

David Bedford offers more quantitative insight into maritime voting behaviour in 

his article entitled "Aboriginal Voter Participation in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick" 

(2003: 16). He argues that further research is necessary for Aboriginal voting behaviour, 

as more generic pan-Canadian studies do not offer any insight into the particularistic 

nature of Aboriginal interests (2003: 20). While Bedford specifically sets out the 

process by which First Nations voter turnout can be quantified at the provincial level, no 

research exists on provincial legislators who are of Aboriginal origin. Moreover, his 

analysis is limited to two provinces making it difficult to draw any broad generalizations 

about Aboriginal voters in other provinces, or in the North where there exists a 

significant Aboriginal population. Virtually no literature exists on the ethnic composition 

of territorial legislatures, and a specific void is felt with an absence of literature on 

Nunavut’s legislature which is Canada’s most recent addition to its legislative family.

The other obvious deficiency in this stream of literature is that while it is crucial 

to examine rates of Aboriginal participation, there is no note of for whom they are voting.
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Do Aboriginal voters support Aboriginal candidates? Is this a result of their need to have 

the type of "mirrored representation" suggested by Tim Schouls? There has been 

considerable devotion in academic literature to representative government, electoral 

systems, electoral reform, and minority representation particularly in the Canadian 

context. Such works have contributed significantly to our understanding of how our 

electoral system works, and its inherent deficiencies. In particular, literature that has 

focused on the representation of women and ethnic minorities has shed light on the need 

to have Canada’s electoral system improved. Many authors have endeavored to offer 

prescriptions for the many ails afflicting the Canadian system. Yet, the current body of 

literature neglects one key aspect of Canada’s population: Aboriginal peoples.

The study of Aboriginal peoples and their role within Canada’s legislative bodies 

has been consistently overlooked by most Canadian political scientists. While there has 

been some interest in expanding this field, little attention has been paid to the importance 

of studying Aboriginal candidacy and its relation to Aboriginal representation in 

Canada’s legislative bodies. Both Aboriginal scholars and political scientists have 

neglected this field of study much to the detriment of both Aboriginal peoples and the 

Canadian population more generally. By inquiring into the degree to which Canada 

represents its Aboriginal populations in its legislatures, it is plausible that we might learn 

new details as to how representative and thereby how democratic our current system is, 

and develop new reforms or models for addressing such deficiencies.
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Chapter 3 - Research Methodology

The previous chapter overviewed the relevant body of academic literature which 

brought forth the need for this study. It examined the existing body of literature devoted 

to electoral reform and minority representation specifically related to the Canadian 

context. While there is considerable literature available in these fields of research, there 

is a noticeable void in the attention paid to the representation of Canada’s Aboriginal 

peoples in its institutions of governance, specifically its legislative bodies. The obvious 

deficiency in the current body of literature related to Aboriginal candidacy in Canada 

necessitates this study. This chapter outlines the empirical process by which the data 

from the 2004 and 2006 federal elections were analyzed. It also notes the empirical 

process used to determine the rate of Aboriginal candidacy in the 2005 provincial 

election in British Columbia, discussed as part of the local level of government 

hypothesis discussed below.

The chapter begins by defining the variables used in this study, and the reasons 

for their selection. It distinguishes between the pools of candidates from which data will 

be drawn. The next part of the chapter overviews the step-by-step process by which the 

data is analyzed. Following this is a section devoted to anticipated problems associated 

with both the collection of data and its subsequent analysis. This section is particularly 

important as it notes some of the unique challenges when studying Aboriginal 

populations in Canada. These challenges include, but are not limited to: (1) self

identification; (2) incomplete enumeration; and (3) the nation-to-nation thesis. While the 

first two challenges are based mostly on the limitations associated with gathering data,
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the third elates to its analysis. The final part of this chapter focuses on the strengths and 

weaknesses associated with conducting this study.

Definition of Variables

In order to carry out the proposed research, the variables to be studied are defined 

as:

Variable one (dependent): elected Aboriginal candidates
Variable two (independent): campaign funding
Variable three (independent): electoral history of riding
Variable four (independent): level of government
Variable five (independent): legitimacy of government
Variable six (independent): qualifications
Variable seven (independent): electoral process

The variables presented above will serve as the primary basis for examining the data set 

outlined below. The rate of election of Aboriginal peoples to both the federal and 

provincial legislatures will be examined by the rate of Aboriginal candidacy. It is 

proposed that the independent variables identified above are likely to correlate to the rate 

of election of Aboriginal peoples to Canadian legislatures.

Specification of the Population of Subjects

The subjects associated with this study are drawn from three separate elections in 

two different jurisdictions. The subjects for the first part of the study are drawn from the 

body of candidates who received endorsement in the 2004 and 2006 federal general 

elections. For the sake of consistency, only candidates from political parties that received 

a minimum of 2.5 per cent of the popular vote are included in this data set.

2004 and 2006 Federal General Elections

The political parties included in the federal data set, and their respective 

abbreviations are defined as follows:
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Bloc Quebecois (BQ);
Conservative party of Canada (Conservatives);
Green party of Canada (Greens);
Liberal party of Canada (Liberals); 
New Democratic party (NDP).

Each of these political parties was well-established prior to the 2004 federal general 

election, with the least popular party receiving four per cent of the popular vote in that 

election. The secondary basis for selecting these particular parties to include in this study 

was that each party endorsed candidates in all 308 electoral districts. The exception to 

this was the BQ, however they endorsed candidates in all of Quebec’s 75 electoral 

districts.

2005 British Columbia Provincial General Election

Although data from the provincial election is used only in discussing one of the 

hypotheses discussed below, it is useful at this point to discuss the methodology 

employed in obtaining the data. The political parties included in the provincial data set, 

and their respective abbreviations are defined as follows:

British Columbia Liberal party (BC Liberals);
Green party political association of British Columbia (BC 
Greens);
New Democratic party of British Columbia (BC NDP).

Like the 2004 and 2006 federal general elections, each of these provincial political parties 

was well-established prior to the 2005 provincial general election, with the least popular 

party receiving 9.17 per cent of the popular vote in that election. The secondary basis for 

selecting these particular parties to include in this study was that each party endorsed 

candidates in all 79 provincial electoral districts.

Analysis of Data

The data collected from the 2004 and 2006 federal general elections and the 2005 
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British Columbia provincial election were analyzed according to the following series of 

steps. First, representatives from the Bloc Quebecois, Conservative party of Canada, 

Green party of Canada, Liberal party of Canada, and the NDP were contacted between 

June 22 - 26,2004 and January 18-23,2006. Each was questioned regarding its 

endorsement of Aboriginal candidates. Second, representatives from the BC Liberal 

party, Green party of BC, and the BC NDP were contacted on May 16,2005. Each was 

questioned regarding its endorsement of Aboriginal candidates during the 2005 British 

Columbia provincial election. Based on the information obtained in the first step, the 

characteristics of Aboriginal candidates endorsed in the 2004 and 2006 federal general 

elections were determined with respect to: (1) aggregate numbers; (2) province of 

representation; and (3) rate of success. Based on the information obtained in the second 

step, the characteristics of Aboriginal candidates endorsed in the 2005 British Columbia 

provincial election were determined with respect to aggregate numbers and rate of 

success only.

According to the most recent statistical data provided by Statistics Canada and BC 

Statistics, the Aboriginal population in each type of electoral district (federal, provincial) 

was determined in order to estimate the average voting age population. Then the relative 

significance of the Aboriginal vote in each type of electoral district (federal, provincial) 

was calculated, noting differences in electoral districts where (1) Aboriginal candidates 

received endorsement; and (2) there is a higher than average9 Aboriginal population but 

no Aboriginal candidate. The data was then analyzed relating to the six hypotheses

9 The term “higher than average” is used in relation to the specific context in which it is applied. The 
federal average relates to the percentage of Aboriginal peoples in all of Canada. The provincial average 
relates to the percentage of Aboriginal peoples in British Columbia. A percentage that exceeds either the 
national or provincial percentage in its respective jurisdiction will for the purposes of this study constitute 
an amount “higher than average”.
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presented below.

Hypotheses

In light of the data analysis identified above, the following hypotheses are tested in turn.

1. Level of campaign funding

Aboriginal candidates receive less funding than non-Aboriginal candidates 
and as a result are unsuccessful in seeking election.

Method: Using information available from Elections Canada, determine the 
level offunding for all candidates in those electoral districts in which an 
Aboriginal candidate received endorsement. Determine the percentage of 
campaign funds contributed to the candidate’s campaign by the party and the 
local riding association, noting differences between wealthier and poorer 
parties. Compare the amount of funding spent by Aboriginal candidates and 
non-Aboriginal candidates relative to their rate of success.

Rationale: Feminist scholars such as Bashevkin (1993) and Vickers (1996) 
have argued that female candidates do not have the networks in place to 
generate adequate funding for their campaigns vis-a-vis male candidates. As a 
result, this puts them at a significant disadvantage electorally and can partially 
explain womens’ lack of electoral success. With new electoral financing laws 
introduced in 2003 and the introduction of campaign-spending limits, this 
influence may wane over time. Tremblay notes that it will take several 
elections to determine the impact of these reforms on this hypothesis (2003: 
37-38).

2. Sacrificial lamb hypothesis

Political parties endorse Aboriginal candidates in places deemed to be non- 
winnable ridings based on the electoral history of that district.

Method: Using information available from Elections Canada and Elections 
BC, determine the electoral history (1993 - current) for each electoral district 
in which an Aboriginal candidate received endorsement. Based on this 
information identify electoral districts where Aboriginal candidates did or did 
not have a chance at being successful based solely on that district’s electoral 
history.

Rationale: Lisa Young suggests that one of the oldest hypotheses within 
feminist literature attempting to account for the under-representation of 
women in Canadian legislatures is that political parties consistently place 
women candidates in so-called ‘unwinnable ridings’ (2000: 15). Tremblay 
echoes this point, noting that political parties consider selecting a woman

37



candidate in a riding much riskier with the electorate than selecting a male 
candidate (2003: 35). This puts women at a severe disadvantage and might 
partially account for women’s numeric under-representation.

3. Propensity to run at more local levels of government

Aboriginal peoples will run more at the municipal or provincial level of 
government because it is less of a sacrifice than federal government.

Method: Based on the data set obtained from the 2005provincial election in 
British Columbia, determine the number of Aboriginal candidates who 
received endorsement  from the BC Greens, BC Liberals and the BC NDP. 
Based on information from Statistics Canada, identify the eight electoral 
districts with the highest Aboriginal populations. From these districts, select 
eight municipalities and determine whether any of their current elected 
municipal representatives self-identify as Aboriginal. Compare these rates of 
election to the rates of election of Aboriginal peoples federally.

Rationale: A common theme in feminist literature is that situational barriers 
often inhibit the likelihood of women seeking office either provincially or 
federally. Vickers suggests that this partial explanation flows from women’s 
responsibility for child care and restrictions in terms of occupational choice 
(1996: 32). Jerome H. Black argues that minority groups, particularly 
minority women tend to seek election at local levels of government rather than 
at the provincial and federal levels likely for similar reasons, in addition to 
embattling oppression based both on their gender and their ethnicity (2000: 
150-152).

4. Illegitimacy of the elected forum

Aboriginal peoples do not see any level of the Canadian government as 
legitimate, and therefore will not seek out candidacy in what might be deemed 
an illegitimate process.

Method: Based on information from Elections Canada, complemented with 
information from the five national organizations claiming to represent 
Aboriginal peoples identify whether (1) Aboriginal peoples seek endorsement 
in elections; and (2) whether the national organizations support or denounce 
participation in Canadian elections.

Rationale: Scholars such as Schouls (1996), Ladner (2003), and Tremblay 
(2003) (in addition to those discussed in chapter two) suggest that 
participating in Canada’s government is fundamentally at odds with 
conceptions of Aboriginal self-government and self-determination. One 
variation of this hypothesis is termed the ‘nation-to-nation’ thesis (Ladner, 
2003: 21-23).
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5. Exceptionalism Hypothesis

Aboriginal peoples do not have the appropriate educational or professional 
background to succeed, electorally speaking, in politics.

Method: Using information from the Information Service of the Parliament of 
Canada, determine the age at first election, level of education, and prior 
occupation for each successful Aboriginal Parliamentarian. Compare this 
information to similar data for non-Aboriginal Parliamentarians.

Rationale: Another common explanation used by feminist theorists to account 
for low representation of women in legislatures is that they do not have the 
educational or professional background to be successfill electorally. Black 
argues that minority women candidates tend to both mirror and in some cases 
‘outdo’ both non-minority women candidates and male candidates (2000: 
148). Tremblay suggests that Aboriginal women might be less successful 
electorally due to their lower levels of education, and less desirable 
professions and/or social classes (2003: 35).

6. Electoral process

The single member plurality electoral system prevents Aboriginal peoples 
from being elected in proportion to their share of the total population.

Method: Identify three countries with significant Aboriginal populations. 
Identify their type of electoral system and note the rate of election of 
Aboriginal peoples to the state’s legislature between 1993 - current. 
Compare these findings to Canada's experiences.

Rationale: Discussed in chapter two, it has been suggested by many authors 
that the type of electoral system a state employs can either diminish or 
enhance the representation of minority groups within its populace. Both the 
Royal Commission on Electoral Reform and Party Financing and the Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples addressed this suggestion, acknowledging 
that reform in some capacity might be desirable though perhaps not practical. 
Further, scholars such as Fleras (1991), Schouls (1996), Hunter (2003), and 
Tremblay (2003) all suggest that reform in some capacity is necessary to 
increase the number of Aboriginal peoples’ elected to legislatures.

Anticipated Problems

As with any research, there are always factors that pose limitations either in the 

gathering or the analysis of data. In the process of conducting this research, several 
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problems were encountered that may bias the findings. These include: the nation-to- 

nation thesis; self identification; and incomplete enumeration.

Nation-to-Nation Thesis

Discussed at length in chapter two, this argument comes at odds with the type of 

research conducted in this study. One of the assumptions this study makes is that 

Aboriginal peoples have both a need and perhaps more importantly a desire to continue 

participating as citizens of Canada. Such participation would necessitate a willingness to 

exercise their electoral responsibilities such as voting, becoming a member of a political 

party, or by becoming a candidate for a political party. While there is certainly a need to 

have a multiplicity of views and approaches to Aboriginal representation, the degree of 

divergence presented by the nation-to-nation thesis is such that it may be problematic to 

this study insofar as a significant number of potential electors or potential candidates in 

the districts discussed may not even identify with the Canadian electoral process. 

Self-identification

Relying on the process of self-identification as a measure of one’s aboriginality is 

inherently flawed due to its subjective nature. The difference between what constitutes 

Aboriginal origin and Aboriginal identification must also be noted. According to 

Statistics Canada, Aboriginal identity

.. .refers to those persons who reported identifying with at 
least one Aboriginal group, i.e. North American Indian, 
Metis or Inuit (Eskimo), and/or those who reported being a 
Treaty Indian or a Registered Indian as defined by the 
Indian Act of Canada and/or who were members of an 
Indian Band or First Nation (2005: 1).

Comparatively, Aboriginal origin

.. .refers to those persons who reported at least one
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Aboriginal origin to the ethnic origin question (North 
American Indian, Metis or Inuit). Ethnic origin refers to the 
ethnic or cultural group(s) to which the respondent's 
ancestors belong (2005: 1).

Self-identification is troublesome because it may exclude some individuals who are 

Aboriginal yet for whatever political or personal reasons may choose not to identify with 

this aspect of their identity, while including some individuals who are not of Aboriginal 

origin yet choose to identify themselves as such. Despite these inherent flaws, the 

process of self-identification (with particular reliance on the “Aboriginal identity” 

definition) is the only means of identifying Aboriginal candidates and voters at this time. 

Incomplete enumeration

Part of the analysis presented here will rely on data obtained by Statistics Canada 

from the 2001 Census10. According to Statistics Canada, on some Indian reserves and 

Indian settlements in the 2001 Census, enumeration was not permitted or was interrupted 

before it could be completed. Moreover, for some Indian reserves and Indian settlements, 

the quality of the enumeration was considered inadequate. These geographic areas (a total 

of 30) are called incompletely enumerated Indian reserves and Indian settlements. Data 

for census farms located on these incompletely enumerated reserves and settlements are 

therefore not available. The impact of the missing data is very small for higher-level 

geographic areas (Canada, provinces, and census agricultural regions). However, the 

impact is more significant for those smaller areas (census divisions and census

10 While not explicitly acknowledged, part of the statistical data provided by BC Stats is actually collected 
by Statistics Canada. Therefore, it is subject to the same limitations as that which afflicts the data provided 
by Statistics Canada.
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consolidated subdivisions) in which the affected reserves and settlements are located.11

11 For a complete list of the affected areas, see Statistics Canada, “Incompletely enumerated Indian 
Reserves and Indian Settlements”, 2001 Census, online, accessed March 28,2005, 
httD://www.statcan.ca/english/freeDub/95F0355XIE/notes/indres.htm.

Strengths and Weaknesses

In conducting this study, several key strengths and weaknesses were identified as 

being pertinent. The following section identifies these, and notes their relevance to the 

broader purpose of having conducted this research.

Strengths

The key strength of this study lies in the fact that it opens up a field of inquiry in 

Canadian political science that has as of yet received little attention. Its examination of 

Aboriginal candidacy at either level of government is unique, and that it examines both 

makes it doubly so. As an original study, it offers insights about the nature of Aboriginal 

representation and their participation in Canada’s electoral processes, and offers a basis 

for further study - perhaps into future comparisons so that broader generalizations can be 

made over time. Another key strength associated with this study includes its timeliness 

in respect to recent efforts with respect to calls for electoral reform in Canada.

Weaknesses

In analyzing the data collected in this study, several weaknesses emerged. In 

addition to the anticipated problems identified in the previous section (self identification, 

incomplete enumeration, and the nation-to-nation thesis), there are other significant 

weaknesses. The first identifiable weakness associated with this study is based on its 

reliability. Studies that rely on published data by political parties are much more able to 

be tested with the same results achieved repeatedly. A study such as this that relies on 

unpublished data is difficult to test. Further, a study that examines a small sample of
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elections in a short period of time is limited to illuminating the details of a few particular 

instances with little chance of replication and testability. As stated at the outset of this 

thesis, the justification for examining only three elections is that no other elections 

occurred in Canada between the years of 2004 and 2006. Had elections occurred in other 

provinces for instance, then data from those would have been included in this research. 

Given the limited nature of this study, any generalizations that are made are tentative 

ones that must await further support from future studies.

In addition, there were several elements that were not included in this study that 

might have been, including socio-economic variables such as a candidate’s level of 

income, and familial status. This study focused on age, level of education and 

employment history primarily because given the constraints and limitations of the 

researcher, these appeared to be the most immediately relevant. Another limitation of 

this study is that the data relies heavily on unpublished information obtained from 

representatives of the respective political parties. The reliability of this information is 

subject to human fallibility; however every attempt was made on the part of the 

researcher to find alternate means of verifying the information provided by party 

representatives.

Conclusion

Building upon the void identified in the previous chapter, this chapter overviewed 

the means by which the data in this study was analyzed. Specifically, it outlined the 

empirical process by which the analysis of data from the 2004 and 2006 federal elections 

and the 2005 provincial election in British Columbia occurred. It specifically noted the 

main problems associated with this research: self-identification, incomplete enumeration, 
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and the nation-to-nation thesis. While all three problems present challenges to the 

research, none outright negate the ability of the researcher to conduct this study. The 

challenges presented by self-identification and incomplete enumeration are negligible 

given the broad nature of this study. The methodology set out in this chapter sets the 

stage for the analysis presented in the next chapter, and presents the groundwork for the 

recommendations suggested in chapter six.
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Chapter 4 - Aboriginal Candidacy (Data Analysis)

This chapter analyzes the datasets from the 2004 and 2006 federal elections. It 

specifically looks at the rates of success for Aboriginal candidates, and tests several 

hypotheses related to their success. The previous chapter set out the empirical process by 

which the data in this chapter is analyzed. Following the process of the eight steps 

outlined in chapter three, several related hypotheses are tested in this chapter and the 

next: (1) Level of campaign funding; (2) Sacrificial lamb hypothesis; (3) Propensity to 

run at more local levels of government; (4) Illegitimacy of the elected forum; (5) 

Insufficient qualifications; and (6) Electoral process. It is hoped that by analyzing the 

experiences of Aboriginal candidates at both levels of government, it might shed light on 

the problems associated with Aboriginal participation in electoral processes. This chapter 

also includes a discussion of the significance of the Aboriginal vote in districts (1) where 

there exists a significant Aboriginal population, and (2) when the contest between the 

leading candidates is sufficiently competitive that mobilizing the Aboriginal electorate en 

masse in that district might lead to a different electoral result.

2004 Federal Election

The 2004 general election saw an increase in the number of electoral districts 

from 301 to 308.12 Twenty-seven candidates who are self-identified as Aboriginal 

persons ran for the five political parties in twenty five ridings. The analysis does not 

include candidates from any party other than the five listed.13 The BQ, Conservatives, 

Greens, Liberals and NDP endorsed a total of 1,307 candidates in the 308 electoral 

12 The text of this section originally appeared as an article entitled “Aboriginal Candidates in the 2004 
General Election” in Electoral Insight Vol. 7, No. 1 (January 2005). It is reprinted here with permission by 
Elections Canada.
13 The exception is the brief mention of Rick Laliberte, an Aboriginal candidate who ran as an independent 
in the electoral district of Churchill River.
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districts. Of their 75 candidates, the BQ endorsed one Aboriginal candidate (1.33%) 

(Official with Bloc Quebecois, personal communication, June 22,2004). The 

Conservatives had three self-identified Aboriginal candidates of their total 308 (0.97%) 

(Official with Conservative party of Canada, personal communication, June 22,2004). 

The Greens surpassed the Conservatives by one, with four Aboriginal candidates out of 

308 (1.3%) (Official with Green party of Canada, personal communication, June 22, 

2004). The NDP had the second highest number of Aboriginal candidates - eight of their 

308 candidates (2.6%) (Official with New Democratic party, personal communication, 

June 22,2004). The Liberals had the greatest number of Aboriginal candidates - eleven 

of their total 308 (3.57%) (Liberal party of Canada, 2004). Thus, the Liberals were the 

only party in which the percentage of Aboriginal candidates equaled or exceeded the 

proportion of Aboriginal people in the population as a whole.14

14 According to Statistics Canada, the Aboriginal population in Canada accounts for approximately 3.3% of 
the total Canadian population.

Table 1 shows the Aboriginal candidates in the electoral districts where they 

sought election. Of the 25 ridings, 23 had only one Aboriginal candidate, one had two 

Aboriginal candidates (Athabasca), and Churchill River had three Aboriginal candidates 

(including Rick Laliberte, who ran as an independent and is therefore not included in the 

tables). The candidates identified in bold and italics were elected.
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Table 1: Aboriginal Candidates by Electoral District & Political Party - 2004 General Election

Starleigh Grass
Miles 

Richardson
Robert Cree Ian Hopfe

Tim Patterson
Chris Shade

Joe Dion

Jeff Horvath
Al Ducharme Earl Cook

Priscilla Settee

Ted 
| Quewezance
| Ron Evans

Kris Stevenson
Rod Bruinooge

Helen-Anne 
Embry

Leon O'Connor
Carl Chaboyer

Kevin Blake

Dave Heatley

Paul De Villers

Bernard Cleary

| David Smith

Garry Sanipass
1 Lawrence 

O'Brien**
Ethel Blondin- 

| Andrew
1 Nancy

Karetak- 
| Lindell

♦Candidates identified in bold and italics were elected.
♦♦Candidate subsequently replaced by Todd Russell elected in by-election held May 24, 2005

Of the 27 Aboriginal candidates who sought election for the five leading parties, only six 

were successful: Ethel Blondin-Andrew (Western Arctic), Bernard Cleary (Louis-Saint-
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Laurent), Paul DeVillers (Simcoe North), Nancy Karetak-Lindell (Nunavut), Lawrence 

O’Brien (Labrador), and David Smith (Pontiac). Five of the Aboriginal candidates elected 

represented the Liberals, while one represented the BQ voters did not elect Aboriginal 

candidates from the other three parties. The provinces of Ontario, Quebec, and 

Newfoundland and Labrador, as well as the Northwest Territories and Nunavut all had 

Aboriginal candidates elected.15

15 With great sadness, the electoral district of Newfoundland & Labrador mourned the passing of Lawrence 
D. O’Brien on December 16,2004. O’Brien served electors for eight years, having originally been elected 
in 1996. A detailed account of the by-election held on May 24,2005 in this district follows the discussion 
of the results from the 2004 federal general election.
16 This suggestion - that the proportion of Aboriginal candidates from each province should closely 
resemble the proportion of the population that is Aboriginal - is premised on a particular model of 
representation, namely the numerical or pictorial approach. According to this view, “parliamentary 
institutions should be microcosms of the Canadian electorate, with the same balance of demographic 
characteristics found in the broader population” (see Keith Archer et al.’s Parameters of Power: Canada’s 
political institutions 3rd edition, Thomson, 2002, p. 194). There are, of course, other models of 
representation, including the partisan model (MPs are seen as representing their parties), the territorial 
model (MPs are seen as representing a particular geographical area), and other models discussed in Chapter 
One “Literature Review”. In reality, every MP must juggle multiple representational demands. For 
Aboriginal people, ideal numerical representation in the House of Commons has tended to be difficult to 
achieve, largely because the Aboriginal population tends not to be geographically concentrated. For a 
discussion of the implications of this lack of “critical mass,” see Kiera L. Ladner, “The Alienation of 
Nation: Understanding Aboriginal Electoral Participation,” in Electoral Insight Vol. 5, No. 3 (November 
2003), pp. 21-26.

Table 2 highlights the number of Aboriginal candidates compared to the total 

number of candidates for the five parties, by province/territory. It also indicates what 

might be considered the ideal number of Aboriginal candidates, based on the Aboriginal 

population in that province or territory.16 In only 4 of the 13 provinces and territories did 

the number of Aboriginal candidates closely resemble the Aboriginal proportion of the 

population. These are Alberta, Ontario, New Brunswick, and Newfoundland and 

Labrador. Among the areas showing the greatest disparity are Nunavut, British Columbia 

and Manitoba.
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Table 2: Aboriginal Candidates by Province/Territory - 2004 General Election

The popular vote received by each successful Aboriginal candidate is also

noteworthy. In the ridings where Aboriginal candidates were successful, five of six had a 

clear plurality of votes (i.e. at least 5 per cent more votes than the next closest candidate).

The exception was in the electoral district of Western Arctic, which was the subject of a 

judicial recount. At first count, the difference between Blondin-Andrew and her closest 

opponent was only 52 votes. After a partial recount, the difference increased by one to 53 

votes. Blondin-Andrew won the seat (Elections Canada, 2004: 1).

The flip side to the success of the six MPs mentioned above is the lack of 

electoral success for the other twenty one candidates. Of particular interest here is the fact 

that although the NDP ran nearly the same number of Aboriginal candidates as the 

Liberals, none of the Aboriginal NDP candidates were elected. Moreover, voters did not 

elect any Aboriginal candidates in British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, 

New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island or Yukon. This is of particular 
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concern given the very high proportion of Aboriginal people in Yukon, Manitoba and 

Saskatchewan, and the significant proportion of Aboriginal people in Alberta and British 

Columbia (see Table 2).

This lack of numeric Aboriginal representation does not seem to be the result of 

an absence of Aboriginal candidates. Churchill River, Saskatchewan, provides an 

interesting example. In this electoral district, Aboriginal people of voting age account for 

an estimated 68 per cent of the total population aged 18 and over (Statistics Canada, 

2005: 1). In 2004, three Aboriginal candidates vied for success in this riding: Earl Cook 

(NDP), Al Ducharme (Liberal), and Rick Laliberte (independent). None of the three was 

elected. In fact, the non-Aboriginal candidate for the Conservatives, Jeremy Harrison, 

received a plurality of the popular vote (Elections Canada, 2005: 1). While the result in 

this particular electoral district might suggest vote splitting among Aboriginal peoples in 

that area, it might also suggest that Aboriginal peoples do not necessarily vote based 

primarily on shared Aboriginality. Nevertheless, as a result of the 2004 general election, 

six of 27 Aboriginal candidates for the five parties were elected, representing a success 

rate of22.22 per cent. This result is bittersweet for Aboriginal peoples. While it 

represents a record number of Aboriginal members of Parliament, Aboriginal persons fill 

only 1.9 per cent of the seats in the House of Commons - shy of the 3.3 per cent 

Aboriginal share of the Canadian population. This number would remain unchanged until 

late December 2004.

On May 24,2005, electors in the district of Newfoundland and Labrador found 

themselves returning to the polling stations as a result of the passing of Liberal member 

of Parliament Lawrence D. O’Brien in December 2004. The contest was primarily 
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between the Conservatives and the Liberals. Given the minority government situation, 

and every vote in Parliament counting perhaps more than it ever had, prominent members 

of both parties visited the district in hopes of swaying the vote. Only one candidate in the 

by-election self-identified his Aboriginal origin: Todd Russell (Liberals). The remaining 

four candidates did not identify themselves as being Aboriginal: Graham Letto 

(Conservatives), Jason Crummey (Greens), Frances Fry (NDP), and Em Condon 

(Independent). Todd Russell, a popular Metis leader, easily won the contest with 51.47 

per cent of the popular vote (Elections Canada, 2005: 1; Author Unknown, 2005: 1-2; 

Grant Robertson, 2005: A36). With the election ofTodd Russell to the House of 

Commons, the balance of Aboriginal members remained the same as prior to the passing 

of Lawrence O’Brien.

2006 Federal Election

The Liberal minority government elected in 2004 fell in late 2005, forcing another 

election in 2006. Thirty candidates who self-identified as being Aboriginal persons ran 

for the five political parties in twenty three ridings. Like the 2004 federal election, the 

BQ, Conservatives, Greens, Liberals and NDP endorsed a total of 1,307 candidates in 

308 electoral districts. Of their 75 candidates, the BQ endorsed one Aboriginal candidate 

(1.33%) (Official with Bloc Quebecois, personal communication, January 20,2006. The 

Conservatives endorsed five self-identified Aboriginal candidates of their total 308 

(1.62%) (Official with Conservative party of Canada, personal communication, January 

19,2006). The Greens endorsed three Aboriginal candidates out of 308 (0.97%) (Official 

with Green party of Canada, personal communication, January 18,2006). The NDP had 

the same number of Aboriginal candidates as the Conservatives, with five of their 308 
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candidates (1.62%) self-identifying (Official with New Democratic party, personal 

communication, January 18,2006). Again, the Liberals had the largest number of 

Aboriginal candidates with 16 of their total 308 (5.19%) (Liberal party of Canada, 2006).

Compared to the 2004 federal election, the Liberals increased their number of 

Aboriginal candidates by five, and the Conservatives by two. The NDP decreased their 

number of Aboriginal candidates by three, and the Greens by one. The number of 

Aboriginal BQ candidates remained steady at one. Cumulatively, all of the five parties 

endorsed 30 candidates, up three from the previous election. A slight change occurred in 

that the number of districts where an Aboriginal candidate received endorsement fell 

from 25 to 23. Table 3 briefly summarizes the differences between the 2004 and 2006 

federal general elections.

Table 3: Number of Aboriginal Candidates in 2004 and 2006 General Elections

Table 4 shows the electoral districts in which Aboriginal candidates received 

endorsement, and also reflects who of the 30 candidates were successful.
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Table 4: Aboriginal Candidates by Electoral District and Political Party - 2006 General Election

Marc Dalton

Alfred Trudeau

Keith Henry

Nathan Bauder

Dave Haggard

Brad Enge

Mel Buffalo Ian Hopfe

Tanya Kappo

Dominic
Laplante

Gary 
| Merasty Anita Jackson

Brad Bird

Tina Keeper

Garry McLean
1 Ray St.

Germain

Rod 
Bruinooge

Maurganne 
Mooney

Kevin Blake

Dave Heatley

1 Isa Gros-Louis Bernard Cleary

1 David Smith

| Todd Russell Joe Goudie
1 Ethel Blondin-
1 Andrew Rick Edjericon

I Nancy
1 Karetak-
1 Lindell

Feliks Kappi David 
Aglukark

""Candidates identified in bold and italics were elected.
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Of the 30 Aboriginal candidates who sought election for the five leading parties, only 

five were successful: Rod Bruinooge (Winnipeg South), Tina Keeper (Churchill), Gary 

Merasty (Desnethe-Missinippi-Churchill River), Nancy Karetak-Lindell (Nunavut), and 

Todd Russell (Labrador). Four of the five Aboriginal candidates elected represent the 

Liberals, while one represents the Conservatives. Voters did not elect Aboriginal 

candidates from the other three parties. The provinces of Saskatchewan, Manitoba and 

Newfoundland and Labrador, as well as Nunavut all had Aboriginal candidates elected.

Table 5 highlights the number of Aboriginal candidates compared to the total 

number of candidates for the five parties, by province/territory. It also indicates what 

might be considered the ideal number of Aboriginal candidates, based on the Aboriginal 

population in that province or territory. In only 4 of the 13 provinces and territories did 

the number of Aboriginal candidates closely resemble the Aboriginal proportion of the 

population. These are British Columbia, Alberta, Newfoundland and Labrador, Quebec, 

Nunavut and the Northwest Territories. Among the areas showing the greatest disparity 

are Ontario, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba.
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Table 5: Aboriginal Candidates by Province/Territory - 2006 General Election

Although five Aboriginal candidates were successfill in 2006,25 were not. The

number of Aboriginal members of Parliament has now decreased by one from the six at 

the dissolution of Parliament. Perhaps the three most notable contests were in the

districts of Desnethe-Missinippi-Churchill River, Labrador and Western Arctic. In 2004, 

three Aboriginal candidates sought election in the district of Churchill River, all 

unsuccessfully. Perhaps attributable to the change in name of the district, in 2006 an 

Aboriginal candidate successfully won in the district of Desnethe-Missinippi-Churchill 

River. Gary Merasty, a First Nations candidate and former Grand Chief of the Prince 

Albert Grand Council, won a close victory over his opponents (who included another 

Aboriginal candidate - Anita Jackson representing the NDP). Todd Russell sought to 

defend his seat in the district of Labrador, where he faced Joe Goudie, former president 

of the Labrador Metis Association. Despite a hard fought campaign, Goudie lost to 

Russell by over 1200 votes. Finally, in the district of Western Arctic, former chief of the

55



Yellowknives Dene First Nation Rick Edjericon challenged Liberal incumbent Ethel 

Blondin-Andrew. In a surprising upset, the non-Aboriginal candidate for the NDP - 

Dennis Bevington won the district easily as a result of the Aboriginal vote split between 

Blondin-Andrew and Edjericon (CBC News, 2006: 1). It is also noteworthy that like the 

case in 2004, voters did not elect any Aboriginal candidates in British Columbia, Alberta, 

Ontario, Quebec, the Yukon and the Northwest Territories. This is of particular concern 

given the very high proportion of Aboriginal people in these provinces and territories. 

While no conclusions can be drawn on the basis of examining the results of only two 

federal elections, it is cause for concern when an Aboriginal voice from areas with large 

Aboriginal populations is not elected.

Hypotheses

Chapter three suggested several potential explanations as to why Aboriginal 

peoples are disproportionately represented in Canadian legislatures in relation to their 

proportion of the population. In light of the analysis above, six hypotheses are discussed 

in turn. These are (1) lack of campaign funding; (2) sacrificial lamb hypothesis; (3) 

greater propensity to run at more local levels of government; (4) illegitimacy of the 

elected forum; (5) exceptionalism hypothesis; and (6) the electoral process.

Level of campaign funding1"1

Aboriginal candidates receive less funding than non-Aboriginal candidates and as a 
result are unsuccessful in seeking election.

One hypothesis that attempts to explain why certain groups are under-represented 

as candidates suggests that these candidates have less access to funds for their campaign 

than the successful candidates. The following table shows the total amount of

17 This section relies solely on the data from the 2004 general election. At the time of writing, financial 
information for the 2005 British Columbia election and the 2006 federal election were unavailable.
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contributions received by each candidate in the 2004 federal general election. It also 

presents the dollar value and the percentage of the total contributions each candidate 

received from both their party and their local riding association.

Table 6: Contributions Received by Registered Party & Riding Association - 2004 Federal General 
Election

Grass, Starleigh (NDP) $12,143 $12,143 100
Richardson, Miles (Lib) $106,545 $73,238 69
Hopfe, Ian (Green) $1,250 $500 40
Cree, Robert (NDP) $6,665 $5,183 78
Patterson, Tim (NDP) $4,040 $2,700 67
Shade, Chris (Lib) $41,685 $9,533 23
Dion, Joe (Lib) $79,813 $410 1
Horvath, Jeff (NDP) $6,145 $2,325 38
Evans, Ron (Lib) $85,504 $55,235 65
Stevenson, Kris (Conserv) $18,860 $2,179 12
Bruinooge, Rod (Conserv) $76,623 $17,444 23
Sanipass, Garry (Green) $2,544 $39 2
O’Brien, Lawrence (Lib) $57,667 $10,419 18
Blondin-Andrew, Ethel (Lib) $91,510 $39,000 43
Karetak-Lindell, Nancy (Lib) $63,067 $50,800 81
Embry, Helen-Anne (Green) $2,289 $400 17
O’Connor, Leon (Conserv) $39,120 $21,580 55
Heatley, Dave (NDP) $9,220 $4,025 44
Chaboyer, Carl (Green) $1,815 $43 2
Blake, Kevin (NDP) $16,195 $4,400 27
DeVillers, Paul (Lib) $74,105 $48,200 65
Cleary, Bernard (BQ) $30,285 $28,985 96
Smith, David (Lib) $91,306 $82,415 90
Ducharme, Al (Lib) $66,223 $16,800 25
Cook, Earl (NDP) $5,730 $6,373 100
Settee, Priscilla (NDP) $42,865 $42,865 100
Quewezance, Ted (Lib) $39,457 $11,287 29

Source: Elections Canada httD://www.elections.ca/scripts/webDeD/fin/summarv reDort.aspx Accessed 
March 31,2006.

Based on the information in Table 9, the Greens (a traditionally poorer party) provided

their candidates with an average of $982 in funding, representing an average of 12 per 

cent of each candidate’s total contributions. The NDP, (while not poor, but traditionally 
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less wealthy than the Conservatives and the Liberals), provided their candidates with an 

average of $10,001 in funding, representing an average of 78 per cent of each candidate’s 

total contributions. The Conservatives provided each of their candidates an average of 

$13,734 in funding, representing an average of 31 per cent of each candidate’s total 

contributions. The Liberals provided an average of $36,121 of funding to each of their 

Aboriginal candidates, representing an average of 50 per cent of each candidate’s total 

contributions. The rates of contribution by each of the parties and their related 

constituency associations appears to their Aboriginal candidate’s campaigns appears to be 

consistent with their rate of funding to non-Aboriginal candidate’s campaigns (Elections 

Canada, 2006: 1).

In consideration of the aforementioned data, it appears that the Conservatives and 

the Liberals offer their Aboriginal candidates comparable levels of funding, both 

averaging over $25,000 per candidate. With respect to either of these two parties, one 

cannot immediately draw the conclusion that their Aboriginal candidates are “token” 

candidates, endorsed in a district with little money to fund their campaign. Nor can one 

make this generalization about Aboriginal candidates endorsed by the NDP, although 

they do receive on average significantly less funding than the two major parties. 

Moreover, with respect to the amount of funding Aboriginal candidates endorsed by the 

Greens receive, it is unknown whether their average of only funding 12 per cent of their 

Aboriginal candidates’ campaigns is attributable to “tokenism” or to the fact that they 

have significantly less money available to them than the other parties. It is possible that, 

with the introduction of electoral and party financing legislation in 2001, the average 
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amount contributed by parties and their riding associations to their candidates (Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal) will level out over time.

An alternate method of examining the role money plays in the rate of Aboriginal 

election is to examine the expenses Aboriginal candidates have relative to the winning 

candidate. In the six electoral districts where Aboriginal candidates were successful 

federally in 2004, four spent more than their next closest competitor. In the remaining 

two districts, the successful Aboriginal candidates spent less money on their campaign 

yet still won their respective contests. As has been previously mentioned, all of the 

successful candidates in 2004 received endorsement by the Liberals with the exception of 

Bernard Cleary who received endorsement from the BQ.

In the two contests where the successful candidates spent less than their next 

closest opponent, the electoral history of those districts may have played a factor in the 

success of the Aboriginal candidates. For example, in the electoral district of Simcoe 

North, Paul DeVillers was elected in every election since 1993. The fact he was an 

incumbent seeking re-election may have been a strong influence on his success. 

Similarly, in the electoral district of Louis-Saint-Laurent, although Bernard Cleary sought 

election for the first time in 2004, the party he received endorsement from (BQ) had a 

clear history of electoral success. This is also likely a contributing factor to his electoral 

success. Table 7 highlights the amount each Aboriginal candidate spent in 2004.
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*ByElection - Labrador May 24,2005
Source: Elections Canada
http://www.elections.ca/scripts/webpep/fin/select election.aspx?entitv=l&lang=e
Accessed December 13,2005

Grass, Starleigh (NDP) $11,556 -$47,185
Richardson, Miles 
(Lib)

$102,743 +$25,829

Hopfe, Ian (Green) $1,250 -$78,776
Cree, Robert (NDP) $6,654 -$83,606
Patterson, Tim (NDP) $3,076 -$64,645
Shade, Chris (Lib) $41,698 -$3,579
Dion, Joe (Lib) $79,419 +$54,165
Horvath, Jeff (NDP) $6,138 -$36,652
Evans, Ron (Lib) $84,282 +$16,250
Stevenson, Kris 
(Conserv)

$11407 -$39,188

Bruinooge, Rod 
(Conserv)

$74,622 +$3,757

Sanipass, Garry 
(Green)

$2,544 -$29,939

O’Brien, Lawrence 
(Lib)

$50,715 +$19,407

Blondin-Andrew, 
Ethel (Lib)

$88,870 +$19,278

Karetak-Lindell, 
Nancy (Lib)

$52,771 +$1,197

Embry, Helen-Anne 
(Green)

$2,289 -$68,812

O’Connor, Leon 
(Conserv)

$27,254 -$49,039

Heatley, Dave (NDP) $9,220 -$63,300
Chaboyer, Carl 
(Green)

$1,815 -$65,093

Blake, Kevin (NDP) $15,673 -$28,624
DeVillers, Paul (Lib) $74,273 -$2,673
Cleary, Bernard (BQ) $30,236 -$37,182
Smith, David (Lib) $90,853 +$6,603
Ducharme, Al (Lib) $66,185 +$25,492
Cook, Earl (NDP) $5,719 -$18,189
Settee, Priscilla (NDP) $38,635 -$29,082
Quewezance, Ted 
(Lib)

$32,520 -$28,961

Russell, Todd (Lib)* $62,063 -$12,860

In the remaining 19 electoral districts where Aboriginal candidates were 

unsuccessful, five candidates had more funding than the successful candidate. The 
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remaining 16 candidates had less funding than the successful candidates in their 

respective districts. In the electoral district of Skeena-Bulkley Valley, Miles Richardson 

spent over $25,000 more than the successful candidate in that district, and still did not 

win the contest. Therefore, given this information, it cannot be argued with any certainty 

that the lack of success of particular Aboriginal candidates is related solely to inadequate 

campaign funding. Furthermore, with the introduction of changes to campaign and party 

financing that came into force for the 2006 general election, data may again differ 

significantly given the restrictions introduced with this legislation.

What may be a contributing factor to the success of certain Aboriginal candidates 

may be the funding mechanisms of their endorsing political party. For example, eight of 

the nine candidates that received more funding than their next closest opponents all 

received endorsement from the Liberals. The Liberals have a special branch of their 

party dedicated to supporting their Aboriginal members and candidates. In fact, the 

Liberal party’s Aboriginal Peoples’ Commission has a separate fund from which they 

offer additional funding to their Aboriginal candidates. The Aboriginal Electoral 

Endowment Fund (AEE Fund) “encourages Aboriginal communities to become involved 

in the electoral process, and assists with recruiting and helping Aboriginal candidates get 

elected” (Aboriginal Peoples Commission, 2006: 1). All 11 candidates endorsed by the 

Liberals in 2004 received funding in part from the AEE Fund. The amount of funding 

received from the AEE Fund is indeterminate as it is not specified directly in each 

candidate’s statement. Of the 11 candidates who received additional funding, six were 

successful.
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None of the other parties have funding programs specifically allocated to 

Aboriginal candidates. While they do not have the type of program as the Liberals, the 

NDP is the only party with an affirmative action policy. According to this policy, local 

constituency associations cannot move forward with their candidate nomination process 

until at least one member of an affirmative action group seeks nomination. Based on the 

equality section of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, this group includes women, 

youth, visible minorities, people with disabilities, LGBT , and Aboriginal peoples. As 

part of this policy, the NDP has a general fund from which they offer assistance to under- 

represented groups such as Aboriginals, visible minorities, and women (NDP, 2006: 3). 

The BQ, Conservatives and Greens all have no policies to offer targeted financial 

assistance to Aboriginal candidates.

Considering the data presented above, it is inconclusive as to whether having 

more funding or spending more on a campaign equates to a better chance of electoral 

success for Aboriginal candidates. While four of the six elected Aboriginal candidates 

spent more on their campaign than their next closest competitor, two were successful 

despite spending less. Moreover, 5 of the remaining 21 candidates spent more yet were 

still unsuccessful in their respective elections. Further study spanning several elections 

might reveal that there is a corollary relationship between the size of a candidate’s 

campaign fund and their rate of success, or alternatively that the amount expended on a 

campaign relates to their success. As of March 2006, final records for election expenses 

for the 2006 federal general election were not available. Based on this limited analysis 

however, this conclusion cannot be reached.

18 According to the NDP, the term LGBT encompasses persons who consider themselves to be lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, and transgendered.
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Sacrificial lamb hypothesis

Political parties endorse Aboriginal candidates in places deemed to be non-winnable 
ridings based on the electoral history of that district.

Another hypothesis that attempts to explain the numeric under-representation of 

Aboriginal peoples is that they seek election in ‘unwinnable’ ridings based on the 

likelihood of their party’s winning that seat based on its electoral history. As shown in 

Table 8, in 7 of 25 electoral districts the Aboriginal candidate endorsed in the 2004 

federal general election had a strong possibility of success based on the electoral history 

of that district. This accounts for 8 of the 27 Aboriginal candidates endorsed in this 

election.

By political party, this represents 6 of 11 Aboriginal Liberal candidates, 1 of 8 

Aboriginal NDP candidates, and the total number of Aboriginal BQ candidates (one). 

For example, the electoral district of Simcoe North could be considered a ‘safe seat’ for a 

Liberal candidate, as they have held that riding for the last four elections (1993 through 

2004). This could also be said of the electoral districts of Pontiac, Labrador, Western 

Arctic, and Nunavut as all have seen successful Liberal candidates in the last four 

elections. Based on this information, in 2004 the Liberals ran 5 of 11 candidates in ‘safe’ 

seats.

Similarly, based on the historical success of the BQ in the electoral district of 

Louis-Saint-Laurent, it is of no surprise that the Aboriginal candidate endorsed by that 

party (Bernard Cleary) was elected in 2004. The anomaly in 2004 appears to be in the 

electoral district of Churchill River, where an Aboriginal candidate was successful in two 

consecutive elections (1997/2000), yet in 2004 was unsuccessfol. This may be attributed 
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to vote splitting however, as three Aboriginal candidates ran in this district in 2004 and 

all lost to the non-Aboriginal Conservative candidate.

For the remaining 19 candidates in the remaining 18 electoral districts, it is 

unlikely that the Aboriginal candidate would have been successful based solely on the 

history of the parties who were successful in those districts between 1993 and 2000. By 

political party, this represents all three Aboriginal Conservative candidates, 7 of 8 

Aboriginal NDP candidates, and the total number of Aboriginal Green party candidates 

(four). Based on the fact that nearly 30 per cent of Aboriginal candidates in 2004 

received endorsement in what could be termed ‘safe seats’ and that six of the eight 

candidates were successful, the suggestion that Aboriginal candidates are being endorsed 

in ridings where they have little chance for success is put into serious doubt.
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Table 8: Electoral History for Districts with Aboriginal Candidates in 200419

Reform Reform CA CPC
Reform Reform CA NDP
Reform Reform CA CPC
Reform Reform CA CPC
Reform Reform CA CPC
Reform Reform CA CPC
Reform Reform CA CPC
NDP NDP* Liberal* CPC

Reform Reform CA CPC
Reform Reform CA CPC
Liberal* NDP NDP NDP

| Liberal NDP NDP NDP
| Liberal Liberal Liberal Liberal
| Liberal Liberal Liberal Liberal
| Liberal Liberal Liberal NDP
| Liberal Liberal Liberal Liberal
| Liberal Liberal Liberal Liberal
| Liberal Liberal Liberal CPC
1 Liberal* Liberal* Liberal* Liberal*

BQ BQ BQ BQ*
| Liberal Liberal Liberal Liberal*
| Liberal Liberal Liberal Liberal
| Liberal Liberal* Liberal* Liberal*
| Liberal* Liberal* Liberal* Liberal*
1 N/A Liberal* Liberal* Liberal*

* MP elected in this electoral district self-identified as Aboriginal
Source: Parliament of Canada, “History of Federal Ridings Since 1867”
http://www.Darl.gc.ca/information/about/Drocess/house/hfer/hfer.asD?Language=E&Search=R&Source=Dar 
linfo
Accessed: December 13,2005

In the previous section, it was noted that Miles Richardson spent over $25,000 

more than the successful candidate in the electoral district of Skeena-Bulkley Valley yet 

did not win the contest. If one factors in the electoral history of this district, then it is not 

surprising that Richardson lost the contest. In the 1993,1997 and 2000 elections, the 

winning candidate in Skeena-Bulkley Valley represented the Reform/Canadian Alliance. 

In these three elections, the Liberal candidate ran second to the winner. In the 2004

19 As used in this table, the following names of political parties were abbreviated: Canadian Alliance (CA), 
Conservative party of Canada (CPC), and the New Democratic party of Canada (NDP). 
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election however, the candidate endorsed by the NDP won, with the Liberal candidate 

placing third. Given these considerations, it is unlikely that Richardson would have been 

successful in the 2004 election.

In 2006,7 of 23 electoral districts could be said to be potentially winnable 

ridings for their respective Aboriginal candidates. This represents 13 of the 30 Aboriginal 

candidates endorsed in this election, up five from the 2004 election. Based on the 

electoral history of the riding, Table 9 shows the electoral history of each district where 

an Aboriginal candidate received endorsement in 2006, and the ultimate winner for that 

riding. The seven electoral districts where it was plausible for the Aboriginal candidate 

to win were Desnethe-Missinippi-Churchill River, Churchill, Louis-Saint-Laurent, 

Pontiac, Labrador, Western Arctic and Nunavut.
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Table 9: Electoral History for Districts with Aboriginal candidates in 200620

Liberal Liberal Liberal Liberal NDP
Reform Reform CA CPC CPC
Reform Reform CA CPC CPC
Reform Reform CA CPC CPC
Liberal NDP NDP NDP NDP
Reform Reform CA CPC CPC

| Reform Reform CA CPC CPC
| Reform Reform CA CPC CPC
| Reform Reform CA CPC CPC

NDP NDP* Liberal* CPC Liberal*
| Liberal PC PC CPC CPC

Liberal* NDP NDP NDP Liberal*
| Reform Reform CA CPC CPC
| Liberal NDP NDP NDP NDP
| Liberal Liberal Liberal Liberal CPC*
| Liberal Liberal Liberal Liberal Liberal
| Liberal Liberal Liberal Liberal CPC
| Liberal Liberal Liberal CPC CPC

BQ BQ BQ BQ* CPC
| Liberal Liberal Liberal Liberal* CPC
| Liberal Liberal* Liberal* Liberal* Liberal*
| Liberal* Liberal* Liberal* Liberal* NDP
1 N/A Liberal* Liberal* Liberal* Liberal*

* MP elected in this electoral district self-identified as Aboriginal
Source: Parliament of Canada, “History of Federal Ridings Since 1867”
httD://www.Darl.£c.ca/information/about/Drocess/house/hfer/hfer.asD?Language=E&Search=R&Source=Dar 
linfo
Accessed: December 13,2005

By political party, this represents 7 of 19 Aboriginal Liberal candidates, 1 of 5 Aboriginal 

NDP candidates, 1 of 3 Aboriginal Green party candidates, 3 of 5 Aboriginal 

Conservative candidates, and the total number of Aboriginal BQ candidates (one).

Of the 13 candidates who sought election in those seven districts, four were 

successful. Interestingly, Aboriginal candidates were once again successful in the 

districts of Desnethe-Missinippi-Churchill River and Churchill after being unsuccessful 

in 2004. Aboriginal candidates had been elected in each of these districts prior to 2004.

20 As used in this table, the following names of political parties were abbreviated: Canadian Alliance (CA), 
Conservative party of Canada (CPC), and the New Democratic party of Canada (NDP).
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However, they were unsuccessful in that election. In the electoral district of Winnipeg 

South, Ron Bruinooge was finally successful after having been defeated by his Liberal 

opponent in 2004. This was the only case in 2006 where the electoral history of the 

district seemed not to matter in the election of an Aboriginal candidate. In the remaining 

16 electoral districts, the majority were won in accordance with that district’s electoral 

history. This represents the remaining 12 of 19 Aboriginal Liberal candidates, 4 of 5 

Aboriginal NDP candidates, 2 of 3 Aboriginal Green party candidates, and 2 of 5 

Aboriginal Conservative candidates.

Given the results of these two elections, it is likely that the electoral history of a 

district plays a significant factor in the outcome of that particular election. A definitive 

conclusion cannot be drawn from the limited data presented in this section, however it 

appears that Aboriginal candidates are more likely to win in what can be considered 

“winnable” ridings. Indeed, Aboriginal candidates are being endorsed in such districts. 

It cannot be concluded that Aboriginal candidates are being endorsed in districts where 

they have no chance of winning, or termed differently, acting as a “sacrificial lamb”.

Further, it cannot be concluded with any certainty that Aboriginal peoples are 

more successful in seeking endorsement from “fringe” parties. In fact, 14 of the 27 

candidates in 2004 and 21 candidates of 30 in 2006 were endorsed by the two leading 

parties federally - the Liberals and the Conservatives. While Aboriginal candidates who 

receive endorsement from the NDP and Green party federally might be considered to be 

“sacrificial lambs”, this cannot be said of the Aboriginal candidates receiving 

endorsement from the two major parties. Additional research in this area is necessary in 

order to test the ‘sacrificial lamb’ hypothesis further, although it appears that based on
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this limited study that it does not apply to the election of Aboriginal peoples.

Propensity to run at more local levels of government

Aboriginal peoples will run more at a local level of government because it is less of a 
sacrifice than federal government.

Another hypothesis presented to explain the disproportional number of particular 

groups in a federal legislature vis-a-vis their proportion of the population is Aboriginal 

peoples may choose not to run in federal politics because they are either more interested 

in local politics and/or they view national politics as too much of a personal sacrifice. 

This hypothesis suggests that members of these groups will instead seek out election at a 

more local level of government (provincial or municipal) as it is deemed to be less of a 

personal sacrifice (for example, having to commute or leave friends and family). To test 

this hypothesis, I determined the number of Aboriginal candidates who received 

endorsement from the BC Liberals and the BC NDP in the 2005 provincial election in 

British Columbia. I also examined the number of Aboriginal peoples currently elected to 

the local level in eight municipalities. These eight municipalities were chosen based on 

the eight federal electoral districts identified by the Liberal party’s Aboriginal Peoples’ 

Commission as having Aboriginal populations in excess of 10,000 or more. The 

municipalities examined are Chibougamou, Kenora, Churchill, La Ronge, Wood Buffalo, 

Prince Rupert, Yellowknife and Iqaluit.

There are certainly a number of ways one might approach testing this hypothesis, 

such as by examining the composition of all municipal boards across Canada, or by 

examining the number of Aboriginal candidates in all provincial elections.21 An

21 At the time of writing, no other provincial or territorial elections have occurred, thus making data 
unavailable. Historical data is not included in this analysis as it is unavailable to the researcher. Broader
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alternative method would be to measure the role of band councils, and participation on 

these by First Nations peoples. As this is a study of all Aboriginal peoples (First Nations, 

Metis and Inuit), focusing analysis on a small subset of Aboriginal peoples (First Nation 

band members) excludes a significant portion of the Aboriginal population. Given these 

considerations, analyzing two levels of government that are inclusive of all Aboriginal 

groups appeared to best fit the overall theme of this research.

2005 British Columbia Provincial Election

The provincial election held on May 17,2005 in British Columbia was historic on 

two fronts. First, it was the first time a province used a fixed election date. Second, 

British Columbians voted either to accept or reject the proposal for electoral reform 

endorsed by the British Columbia Citizens’ Assembly on Electoral Reform (this proposal 

is discussed in detail in Chapter Five). British Columbia is divided into 79 electoral 

districts, all of varying size and population. During the 2005 provincial election, a total 

of 237 candidates received endorsement by the BC Liberals, BC NDP, and the BC 

Greens. Table 6 details the electoral districts in which Aboriginal candidates (endorsed 

by the Liberals, NDP, or Green party) ran.

Table 10: Aboriginal Candidates by Electoral District and Political Party - 2005 Provincial Election

Cariboo South Ed Sharkey
Peace River North Clarence G. Apsassin
Saanich North & the Islands Christine Hunt
Victoria - Beacon Hill Carole James
* Candidates identified in bold and italics were elected.

Table 10 shows that of the 237 candidates who received endorsement by the

aforementioned parties, only four were of Aboriginal origin. This represents a mere 1.69

municipal analysis is not included as its breadth is beyond the focus of this research. In order to obtain 
much of this data, it would require qualitative interviews, which is beyond the scope of this study. 
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per cent of the total number of candidates, shy of the Aboriginal share of provincial 

population (4.39%). Both the BC NDP and the BC Greens represented Aboriginal people 

equally, each with two candidates of their total 79 representing 2.53 per cent of their 

candidates who declared Aboriginal identities (Official with the British Columbia Liberal 

party, personal communication, May 16,2005; Official with the Green party political 

association of British Columbia, personal communication, May 16,2005; and Official 

with the New Democratic party of British Columbia, personal communication, May 16, 

2005). Ideally, Aboriginal candidates should number ten (all parties combined), as this 

would be more proportional to their share of the population (see Table 11).

Table 11: Aboriginal Candidacy - 2005 Provincial Election

In terms of overall success, only one of the self-identified Aboriginal candidates was 

successful in being elected to the provincial legislature. Ironically, the sole Aboriginal 

candidate elected was the leader of the BC NDP, Carole James. It is debatable as to 

whether her success can be largely attributed to her profile as a party leader, and 

questionable as to whether she would have been successful without the prominence 

brought about by this role.

One must not overlook the significance of the Aboriginal vote in a province such 

as British Columbia, where there are a number of electoral districts where the Aboriginal 

population is significant when compared to the total population. Table 12 overviews the 

electoral districts where the percentage of population identify as Aboriginal exceeds the 
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provincial average of 4.39 per cent. Of particular note are the districts of North Coast, 

Bulkley Valley - Stikine, Yale - Lillooet, Skeena, Peace River South, Cariboo South, 

Prince George - Mount Robson, Peace River North, Albemi - Qualicum, North Island, 

and Cowichan - Ladysmith where the approximate number of Aboriginal voters is 

significant enough (i.e. is higher than the provincial average) that it would seem more 

possible that a political party could have endorsed an Aboriginal candidate to represent 

that constituency than in a constituency with a smaller Aboriginal population.

Table 12: Provincial Electoral Districts with Above Average Aboriginal Populations

North Coast 26185 10430 39.83
Bulkley Valley-Stikine 31255 6855 21.93
Yale-Lillooet 36045 6815 18.91
Skeena 31315 4520 14.43
Peace River South 27815 3930 14.13
Cariboo South 34685 4815 13.88
Prince George-Mount Robson 35355 4635 13.11
Peace River North 31495 3515 11.16
Albemi-Qualicum 49610 5285 10.65
North Island 53200 5550 10.43
Cowichan-Ladysmith 50390 5240 10.40
Prince George-Omineca 38305 3775 9.86
Cariboo North 36845 3515 9.54
Prince George North 36605 3190 8.71
Kamloops-North Thompson 48330 3485 7.21
Vancouver-Mount Pleasant 52645 3615 6.87
Chilliwack-Kent 46025 3110 6.76
Kamloops 48040 3155 6.57
Nanaimo 50175 3205 6.39
Maple Ridge-Mission 55870 3030 5.42
East Kootenay 38235 1935 5.06
Powell River-Sunshine Coast 44450 2210 4.97
Columbia River-Revelstoke 32600 1595 4.89
Shuswap 48330 2295 4.75
Okanagan-Vernon 56125 2580 4.60
Esquimalt-Metchosin 46610 2090 4.48
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This is particularly relevant when one examines the incidences where Aboriginal 

candidates won in the provincial election. In the riding of Cariboo South, mobilizing 

Aboriginal voters (assuming Aboriginal voters would vote based on shared Aboriginality) 

would not have enabled Ed Sharkey to succeed in his bid for a seat in the legislature, as 

he was a distant third with 5.38 per cent of that riding’s popular vote. Similarly, in the 

riding of Peace River North, Clarence Apsassin ran a distant third obtaining only 6.89 per 

cent of the riding’s popular vote. Christine Hunt had the closest chance of obtaining a 

seat in the provincial legislature, obtaining 37.52 per cent of the popular vote in the riding 

of Saanich North and Islands. This was a mere 6.14 percentage points behind the 

successful Liberal candidate, Murray Coelle. Carole James, the only successful 

Aboriginal candidate, easily won her riding of Victoria - Beacon Hill with 57.03 per cent 

of the popular vote. Her closest competitor received only 30.58 per cent of the popular 

vote, a difference of 26.45 percentage points.

In sum, only one Aboriginal candidate was successful in the 2005 provincial 

election in British Columbia. The remaining three were unsuccessful in their bids to seek 

a seat in the provincial legislature. Aboriginal peoples now account for 1.27 per cent of 

the seats in the provincial legislature. Like the case in the federal legislature, this is not 

proportionate to the Aboriginal share of the total population. While broad generalizations 

cannot be made on one case, if it is anything like the experience federally, this suggests a 

trend towards a disproportional presence of Aboriginal peoples in Canadian legislatures. 

Aboriginal Representatives at the Municipal Level

The second method of testing this hypothesis required examining the composition 

of municipal goverments to determine whether Aboriginal peoples tend to seek election 
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there more than at the federal level. Of the eight municipalities studied, three have self

identified Aboriginal representatives, as outlined in Table 13. Aboriginal people account 

for 6 of 63 elected officials, representing 9.52 per cent of the total number of 

representatives.

Table 13: Aboriginal Representatives at the Municipal Level - 2005

Nunavik-Eeyou Chibougamau One Mayor Six Councilors None Aboriginal
Kenora Kenora One Mayor Six Councilors One Aboriginal 

Councilor (Colin 
Wasacase)

Churchill Churchill One Mayor Five Councilors One Mayor 
(Michael Spence)

Churchill River La Ronge One Mayor Six Councilors None Aboriginal
Athabasca Wood Buffalo One Mayor Ten Councilors None Aboriginal
Skeena-Bulkley 
Valley

Prince Rupert One Mayor Six Councilors None Aboriginal

Western Arctic Yellowknife One Mayor Eight Councilors None Aboriginal
Nunavut Iqaluit One Mayor Eight Councilors Four Aboriginal 

(Elisapee 
Sheutiapik - 
Mayor; Annie 
Gordon; Simanuk 
Kilabuk; Simon 
Nattaq

Source: Various Municipal Websites, see note.22

In the municipality of Kenora, Colin Wasacase self-identifies as Aboriginal, thus 

representing 14.29 per cent of the total number of elected officials in Kenora. Relative to 

the Aboriginal population of Ontario (1.68 per cent), this is a difference of 12.61 

percentage points. The mayor of the municipality of Churchill, Michael Spence, is the

22 The profiles of mayors and councilors elected in these municipalities were accessed online December 27, 
2005 at the following URLs:
http://www.ville.chibougamau.qc.ca/site.asp?page=element&nIDElement=384
http://www.woodbuffalo.ab.ca/municipal govemment/mavort-regional council/regional council profiles.a 
sp?subnav=15
http://www.townofchurclull.ca/cim/75C122 207T8481T278T8360T413T16705.dhtm
http://www.laronge.ca/Personnel/Council.php
http://www.kenora.ca/portal/citv/council/councillors/councillors.aspx?id=64
http://www.princerupert.ca/citvhall/index.html
http://www.city.iqaluit.nu.ca/members.html
http://www.vellowknife.ca/Citv Hall/Citv Council/Council Members.html. As with candidacy at the 
provincial and federal levels, the analysis in this section relies on mayors and councilors self-identifying 
their Aboriginality in their respective profiles.
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only self-identified Aboriginal person elected to that council. The election of this one 

official represents 16.67 per cent, a difference of 4.03 percentage points from the 

provincial average of Manitoba (13.64 per cent). The municipality of Iqaluit in Nunavut 

boasts one mayor and three councilors who self-identify as Aboriginal. This represents 

44.44 per cent of the total number of elected officials for the municipality. In comparison 

to the Aboriginal proportion of the population (85.22 per cent), the difference is 40.78 

percentage points.

What appears to be troubling is that no self-identified Aboriginal representatives 

are currently elected to municipal councils in the remaining five municipalities. This is 

particularly concerning given the significant number of urban Aboriginals23, and the 

significant Aboriginal populations in these areas, particularly in Saskatchewan and the 

Northwest Territories. Although the percentage of Aboriginal peoples elected to local 

governments is higher than their proportion of the population in the municipalities where 

they are elected, conclusions should not be drawn on this small sample size. Based on 

the information included in this section, the hypothesis that Aboriginal peoples would 

tend to seek out election more at the local level than the federal or provincial level can 

neither be supported nor refuted. Further research would be necessary in order to 

determine the relevance this plays for Aboriginal peoples and their likelihood to seek 

election at any particular level of government, whether at the band council, municipal, 

regional, provincial or federal level.

23 In 2001 almost one-half (49%) of the population who identified themselves as Aboriginal lived in urban 
areas, according to Statistics Canada. Nearly 25% of all Aboriginal people, lived in 10 of the nation's 27 
census metropolitan areas in 2001 (Winnipeg, Edmonton, Vancouver, Calgary, Toronto, Saskatoon, 
Regina, Ottawa- Gatineau, Montreal and Victoria (Statistics Canada, 2003: 1).
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The Sami Parliament is an elected body comprised of Sami representatives, and 

its mandate is to carry out administrative tasks delegated to it by the Storting (Norway’s 

legislative body). Opened in 1989 by King Olav V, the Sami Parliament is made up of 

39 elected representatives from thirteen electoral districts. Representatives to the Sami 

Parliament are elected by the Sami on the basis of self-identification. They must either 

speak the Sami language or have parents or grandparents who speak the Sami language 

(Sara, 2002: 17; Brenna, 1997: 1). The Parliament has several subcommittees that focus 

on areas of interest for the Sami, including the Sami Cultural Monuments Council, the 

Sami Culture Council, the Sami Business Council, and the Sami Language Council. They 

function as professional organs for the Sami Parliament and assist in the management of 

allocations and subsidies. The Sami Parliament itself works in an advisory capacity to 

the Storting (Brenna, 1997: 1).

At the national level, Sami people have been successful in being elected to the 

Storting. The Storting is elected based on proportional representation, with 165 members 

elected from nineteen electoral districts (Josefsen, 2003: 19). Norway employs the same 

type of electoral system as does New Zealand, but without Aboriginal electoral districts. 

Table 17 highlights the number of Sami elected to the Storting between 1993 and 2005.

Table 17: SAmi Members of Parliament, Norway 1993-2005

Source: Sami Council, www.Sdmicouncil.net, Accessed January 30,2006; SAmi Parliament, 
www.samediggi.no. Accessed February 7, 2006.
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Between 1993 and 2005 a total of four people self-identifying as Sami successfully 

sought election to Norway’s national parliament. At best, Sami legislators represented a 

maximum of 1.21 per cent of the total number of parliamentary seats. Like the case of 

Australia and Canada, this is disproportionate to the Aboriginal share of the population. 

What is noteworthy is that this disproportional election of Sami occurs despite using a 

form of proportional representation, similar to the method used in New Zealand.

Although there are a limited number of Sami elected to the Storting, they do make 

their voices heard in other ways. In 1999, the Sami’s People party was recognized as an 

official party, with its central goal being the promotion of the Sami’s collective rights 

regarding land and water use. In 2005, the Sami’s People party received 660 votes 

(Aftenposten, 2005: 1). While there have been calls for direct Sami representation in the 

Storting (e.g. in 1969,1974,1984), no reserved seats for the Sami exist in Norway’s 

Parliament (Josefsen, 2003: 21-22). Based on the Norway case, it is unclear whether 

electoral reform (without specific seats allocated for Aboriginal peoples) to a PR system 

would increase the number of Aboriginal peoples elected to a national legislature.

Aboriginal Electoral Districts in Canada Revisited

This chapter has shown that there is much to be learned in Canada from the 

experiences of other jurisdictions with respect to their considerations of electoral reform. 

In particular, the countries of Australia, New Zealand, and Norway have much to offer if 

Canadians were to consider reforming their national electoral system to enhance the 

representation of its Aboriginal population. The experiences of Australia show that it is 

unclear whether the SMP system itself provides a barrier to Aboriginal people seeking 
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election in that country. It is interesting however, that with a similar electoral system 

they face similar challenges as does Canada with respect to Aboriginal peoples.

New Zealand has the most refined process for incorporating Aboriginal voices 

into its decision making processes, with its separate Maori roll and reserved Maori seats 

in its legislature. The Aboriginal electoral districts employed by the New Zealand 

legislature have led to a degree of Aboriginal representation that is proportional to their 

share of the population. The Norwegian government took an alternative route to more 

effective representation of its Aboriginal population, the Sami. While the Sami do not 

have reserved seats in Norway’s parliament, the Storting, they do have an advisory role in 

the form of the Sami Parliament. With its advisory role (similar to New Zealand), and 

separate electoral districts specifically for the election of Sami representatives, the Sami 

Parliament is viewed by the Sami as an effective means of achieving input into issues of 

importance to the Sami (Sami Council, 2005: 1). The model of representation used in 

Norway provides a unique alternative to other models considered by Canada, as it would 

not require a reform of the current electoral system.

Reforming the electoral system to increase its legitimacy (and thereby its 

democratic character) is something that has caught the attention of not only the national 

level of government in Canada, but also the sub-national legislatures. Specifically, the 

provinces of British Columbia, New Brunswick, and Prince Edward Island have flirted 

with the possibility of establishing reserved seats in their legislatures for Aboriginal 

peoples, while Quebec opted against such a proposal. Ontario, the only other province 

currently in the process of researching various electoral reform possibilities, has not 
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explicitly made Aboriginal representation in its legislature a priority; however it is likely 

that it will become a consideration.

The hypothesis presented at the outset of this chapter suggested that electoral 

reform might be necessary in order to achieve more proportionate representation of 

Aboriginal peoples in Canadian legislatures. Clear support for the hypothesis is not 

evident from examining these three countries. However, it cannot be dismissed in its 

entirety either. New Zealand displays the most proportional representation of its 

Indigenous people in its national legislature, nearly matching the proportion of seats to 

their percentage of the population.

While the disproportional election of Sami to Norway’s national parliament still 

exists despite having PR, this is perhaps explained by the existence of the Sami 

Parliament. Like Canada, the Indigenous population of Australia also remains under- 

represented numerically, suggesting that perhaps the type of electoral system a country 

has does influence the rate of election for particularly under-represented groups. In light 

of the evidence provided in chapter four and this chapter, no clear conclusions can be 

reached as to one single reason why Aboriginal people in Canada remain 

disproportionately represented in light of their share of the total population. The next 

chapter reviews the main points reached in this study, and offers some suggestions at 

tackling the issue of disproportional election rates for Canadian Aboriginals.
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Chapter 6 - Conclusion

This thesis has attempted to provide a basis for which discussion of increasing 

Aboriginal election to Canadian legislatures might occur. Chapter two surveyed the body 

of literature currently available on electoral reform and minority representation. It 

identified the void in the literature on Aboriginal representation in Canadian legislative 

bodies, which this thesis was meant to partially fill. Chapters three and four explored 

Aboriginal candidacy in the 2004 and 2006 federal general elections. It was noted in 

both elections that the rate of election of Aboriginal peoples does not mirror their share of 

file total population. The six hypotheses tested in this study were (1) level of campaign 

funding; (2) the sacrificial lamb hypothesis; (3) greater propensity to run at more local 

levels of government; (4) the illegitimacy of the elected forum; (5) the exceptionalism 

hypothesis and (6) the electoral system.

The research showed that there appears to be mixed support for most of the 

hypotheses. Both the level of campaign funding and sacrificial lamb hypotheses are the 

least convincing of all the hypotheses. Aboriginal candidates received proportional 

funding relative to non-Aboriginal candidates from the same party. The research also 

showed that an Aboriginal candidate can spend more money than the winning candidate 

and still lose. There also appears to be little support for the sacrificial lamb hypothesis, 

as Aboriginal candidates do receive endorsements from parties in districts where the 

party has a history of success. The third hypothesis appears to have mixed support, as it 

is appears that disproportional election of Aboriginal people may occur provincially 

although not municipally. With both points however, the sample size is very small, and 

may not be indicative of experiences in the rest of the country. The exceptionalism 
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hypothesis appears to have the most support of the five discussed in this chapter. Further 

research is necessary at both the federal and provincial levels to determine whether or not 

these hypotheses could be supported over time and in other areas.

Chapter five put the research in Chapter four into the broader context of 

Aboriginal representation and electoral reform and tested the sixth hypothesis (electoral 

reform). It examined the proposals various provinces considered as they sought (or in 

some cases seek) to find ways to reform their own electoral systems. It also looked at 

models in three different countries, noting the strengths and weaknesses in their attempts 

at enhancing Aboriginal representation. This concluding chapter revisits the hypotheses 

considered in chapters four and five by suggesting ways in which the rates of Aboriginal 

election might be increased.

The idea of creating AEDs originated with the Royal Commission on Electoral 

Reform and Party Financing (1991). While the Commission saw the merit of such a 

proposal, as of yet, no legislative body either at the national or sub-national level has 

attempted to implement such reforms. Given renewed interest in electoral reform more 

generally and the rise in visibility of Aboriginal issues, it is arguable that the creation of 

AEDs may become a serious possibility.

In particular, it proposes a series of reforms that increases the numeric 

representation of Aboriginal peoples in both the federal and provincial legislatures. This 

model specifically incorporates the notion of holism - a key foundation of Aboriginal 

culture. With the token consideration of enhancing the role of Aboriginal peoples in 

Canada’s legislative institutions, one is forced to reconsider the merits to creating 

Aboriginal electoral districts in Canada either or both at the national and sub-national 
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levels. The notion of holism intrinsic to most Aboriginal cultures offers a means to heal 

the coloured history of the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples of Canada. As Fyre

Jean Graveline suggests,

[w]e are taught a common understanding of 
interconnectedness: that all things are dependent on each 
other... we believe that beings thrive when there is a web 
of interconnectedness between the individual and the 
community and between the community and nature. 
Spirituality is experienced as an ongoing process, along 
with individual to move towards experiencing connection - 
to family, community, society and Mother Earth... Acting 
in the best interests of others, and in the interest of the 
world in general, becomes consistent with self-interest. 
Rather than a concern with “power over,” there is a need to 
balance and harmonize the multiple and ongoing 
relationships between self and other (1998: 55-56).

It is in the spirit of the interconnectedness of life and in address of the need to balance 

and harmonize our multiple relationships that the idea of creating Aboriginal electoral 

districts in Canada is presented.

Reforming: AEDs at the national and sub-national levels

The reform suggested for creating Aboriginal electoral districts is based in part on 

the All Nations’ party’s submission to the Citizens’ Assembly on Electoral Reform, the 

electoral system in New Zealand, and the Sami Parliament in Norway. The suggested 

model would see the creation of Aboriginal electoral rolls, both at the national and sub

national levels. The composition of these rolls would be based on the current process of 

self-identification in any of the three recognized Aboriginal groups: Inuit, First Nations, 

and Metis. Electors could opt to vote either for their regular legislative representative or 

for the representative in the AED, but not both.
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Electors on the Aboriginal rolls would then elect an Aboriginal representative 

from their respective Aboriginal electoral district. The creation of these districts would 

necessarily be designed so that traditional lines of demarcation surrounding group 

affiliation are respected. For instance, the proposal put forward by the All Nations party 

reflects the traditional relations between those in the Lower Mainland, Vancouver Island 

and Coast, the North, and the Southern Interior. At the provincial level then, at least in 

British Columbia, there is already a working model from which to proceed and expand 

upon. The number of Aboriginal seats in a provincial legislature would vary in 

connection to their share of the population. In British Columbia, this would result in the 

allocation of four seats in the provincial legislature to Aboriginal legislators. The model 

used in British Columbia could be easily applied to the other nine provinces and three 

territories.

A similar model could be applied at the federal level, although on a much broader 

scale. Again, it would be imperative that traditional associations of Aboriginal persons 

be respected in the drawing of electoral boundaries, in addition to other concerns such as 

provincial boundaries and the Aboriginal populations. The number of Aboriginal 

electoral districts per province would vary according to each province’s percentage of 

Aboriginal peoples; however the minimum number of Aboriginal electoral districts 

would be set at one. This ensures that the Aboriginal peoples of that province at least 

have one voice in the political processes of the federal legislature. This would result in 

the allocation of Aboriginal electoral districts as follows:
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Table 18: Proposed Aboriginal Electoral Districts, by Province

Such a distribution would create eighteen additional electoral districts in Canada. 

With the addition of 18 Aboriginal-only seats in the House of Commons, Aboriginal 

peoples would account for a guaranteed 5.5 per cent of the total number of seats 

available. This number is slightly higher than the Aboriginal share of the total 

population. Factoring in the likelihood that some regular districts would continue to elect 

Aboriginal parliamentarians, it is possible that Aboriginal peoples would be even more 

numerically over-represented than the model might originally suggest. However, this 

would likely even out as Aboriginal candidates would tend at first to seek election in the 

Aboriginal electoral districts.

The third and final aspect of the model suggested here calls for the creation of a 

standing committee in Parliament on Aboriginal issues, comprised of all members elected 

in the Aboriginal electoral districts and any additional Aboriginal persons elected in 
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regular districts. Perhaps the best reflection of the interconnectedness of all things, the 

Committee would act in an advisory capacity on all matters relating generally to 

Aboriginal peoples. The capacity of the committee would be similar to the Sami 

Parliament in Norway, yet its role would be more than advisory for any matters related 

specifically to Aboriginal peoples insofar as their unanimous endorsement would be 

required for pertinent legislation.

These four reforms (maintaining or increasing funding to Aboriginal candidates 

particularly for the NDP and the Greens; creating Aboriginal electoral rolls; creating 

Aboriginal electoral districts nationally and sub-nationally; and creating a standing 

committee within Parliament comprised of all Aboriginal legislators) are only partial 

responses to the need to create a more effective means of embracing Aboriginal peoples 

into Canada’s electoral processes. Any hopes at electoral reform must be tempered with 

the reality that there is no consensus on how to improve the representation of Aboriginal 

peoples in legislative institutions. Moreover, there is no consensus among Aboriginal 

peoples themselves as to whether or not increased representation is even desirable. The 

arguable success of AEDs with respect to increasing the representation of the Maori 

peoples in New Zealand's legislature, particularly post-1993, certainly suggests that the 

adoption of such districts may lead to increased representation of Indigenous peoples in 

other states. It is interesting to note that given the high degree of success of Maori 

candidates outside of the traditional AEDs, there is some talk in New Zealand about 

abolishing this guaranteed mechanism for representation. The increasing popularity of 

the Maori party may be vital in this process, should the abolition of guaranteed 

representation become an actuality. For a country such as Canada who still struggles 
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with problems of disproportional Aboriginal representation, there are significant lessons 

that may be drawn from the international experiences.

The suggestion that New Zealand may move away from AEDs given the high 

degree of success Indigenous peoples have had in non-AEDs reflects the evolutionary 

nature of a state and its electoral system. The fact that since the adoption of a mixed 

member plurality electoral system in 1993, Aboriginal peoples in New Zealand have been 

represented in their national legislature nearly on par in proportion to their share of the 

population should be seen as a remarkable success. A movement away from AEDs 

should not signal to other countries that the system has failed in New Zealand. 

Moreover, it should not deter countries from incorporating AEDs, as one method of 

guaranteed representation for Indigenous peoples, into their electoral systems. Rather, it 

should be the goal of all countries to have such an inclusive and truly representative 

system.

Although no system is perfect and there are flaws to even the New Zealand 

electoral system, the need for increased inclusiveness and increased electoral 

participation on the part of Indigenous peoples should be a priority in any state. With 

increased numeric representation, Indigenous peoples can hopefully expect more 

substantive representation, thereby combating current and historic oppressive forces. 

Certainly, the increased levels of Indigenous voter turnout and its likely relationship to 

AEDs in New Zealand cannot be overlooked. Low levels of voter turnout are definitely 

one important sign that the legitimacy of a state’s institutions of governance is being 

called into question.
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By enhancing the representative character of legislative bodies (e.g. through the 

creation of Aboriginal electoral districts), a state cannot only reach out to a traditionally 

oppressed, under-represented segment of its population, but it can also enhance the 

legitimacy of its own institutions both in the eyes of the minority population it seeks to 

embrace, and its total population more generally. Whether or not such attempts at 

embracing minority populations requires dramatic electoral reform is questionable. What 

risks is a state willing to undertake in order to increase its legitimacy? For Aboriginal 

peoples in Canada, the risks taken have been negligible. For the Maori in New Zealand, 

the risks have paid dividends. The question remains, do Aboriginal Canadians wish to 

have substantive representation? Will increasing their numeric representation lead to 

this? Can Canada offer them a solution that no longer lacks substance?
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