Haldimand County
2024-25 Ward Boundary Review

Backgrounder

Discussion Paper C:
The Method of Election for Councillors

As observed in other Discussion Papers, the Municipal Act, 2001 offers no guidance on
key questions about what electoral system should be used in particular municipalities.
In Ontario, there are straightforward choices available: a municipality could elect its
councillors “by general vote or wards or by any combination of general vote and wards.”

The distinction between the two systems is fairly simple. In one system, referred to as a
“general vote” system in the Municipal Act, 2001 (or as an “at-large” system in popular
terminology), the municipality is a single electoral district that includes all seats filled by
councillors. In other words, the entire municipality can be considered a “multi-member”
electoral district. In the other system (a ward system), the municipality is divided into a
number of electoral districts that elect representatives in separate contests. Within this
arrangement, the “district magnitude” (that is, the number of seats to be elected in each
district) may vary from one (a “single-member” ward) to some larger number (a “multi-
member” ward), or in a few cases the number of seats varies from ward to ward. The
application of this last point in the review will be considered below.

There is no consistency across Ontario municipalities in the use of the two systems:
some municipalities with small populations use wards (such as the Townships of Zorra
(8,000) and Georgian Bay (2,300)) while some municipalities with larger populations,
such as Cornwall (48,000), Niagara Falls (85,000), and Sarnia (75,000) do not. A
handful use a combined ward-general vote system to elect councillors (most notably
Thunder Bay!") as permitted under the Municipal Act, 2001. There is also no
conventional benchmark (such as population or geographic size) to apply to indicate
whether a change from one system to another is appropriate.

A ward system is the status quo in Haldimand County — the “default solution” — that was
widely used during the years when the present municipality was part of the Regional
Municipality of Haldimand-Norfolk, if not earlier in some area municipalities. It was
adopted as part of the transition from the two-tier regional government to the present
single-tier municipality (see Discussion Paper A). As suggested in reference to other

[l Note that the Thunder Bay combination applies to electing councillors, whereas in
Haldimand County a ward system is used to elect councillors but the at-large option is
used to elect the separate office of deputy mayor.
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parts of the municipal electoral system, maintaining a ward system requires a rationale
rather than simply being accepted because it is familiar.

The Consultant Team would not claim that there is a definitively “better” system as
such. Rather, the method used to elect councillors should fit the contemporary

municipality in question. For example:

A general vote system would be most
appropriate if ...

A ward system would be most
appropriate if ...

e the municipality is (or should be)
considered one political
community.

e councillors are expected to place
greater emphasis on the well-
being of the entire municipality
ahead of the well-being of its
particular parts.

e members of the public are
prepared to approach any
councillor for assistance.

e eclectors want more choices.

the municipality is composed of a
number of distinctive political
communities.

councillors need to be mindful of
the impact of municipal-wide
decisions on particular
communities within the
municipality.

members of the public prefer to
approach a councillor who has
some connection to their
neighbourhood or community.
electors want clear choices.

As well, there are positive and negative implications that can be considered in deciding
whether to keep a ward system or to elect all members of Council by general vote.

Implications of a Ward System of Representation

Advantages

Disadvantages

e Councillors are more likely to be
truly local representatives, easily
accessible to residents and aware
of local issues.

e Significant communities of interest
are more likely to be represented.

e |Itis less likely that one particular
point of view or sectional interest
will dominate the Council.

e The ward system may provide
more cost-efficient government,
primarily by eliminating duplication
of administrative work

Councillors may be elected on
minor or parochial issues and may
lack a perspective of what is to the
benefit of the municipality as a
whole.

Voters may have a restricted
choice of candidates in elections
for individual wards.

There is a greater likelihood of
acclamations.

There may be problems if a
councillor is not performing
effectively or is clashing with some
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Advantages

Disadvantages

communicating the same
information to and from two or
more councillors.

Simplifies the election process for
electors.

electors, since electors in a single-
member ward have no alternate
(knowledgeable) councillor to
approach.

Ward boundaries may be
susceptible to change caused by
demographic shifts.

Population changes can lead to
unequal workloads for councillors
until ward boundaries are
reviewed.

May discourage new candidates if
an incumbent is generally popular
or if an incumbent who is popular
with a dominant community of
interest is running.

Implications of an At-Large System of Representation

Advantages

Disadvantages

Electors have greater choice and
flexibility in elections (each voter
has the opportunity to consider
every candidate in the Council
election).

Electors are able to select the
candidates they think will do the
best job, rather than having to
make a choice among candidates
who happen to run in their ward.
Residents will have a larger
number of councillors to approach
with their concerns.

The system promotes the concept
of a municipal-wide focus, with
councillors being elected by, and
concerned for, the municipality as
a whole, rather than placing a
priority on more parochial
interests.

There would be no designated
voices for particular communities.
At-large elections can lead to
significant communities of interest
and points of view being under-
represented (or not represented at
all).

The system can lead to councillors
being relatively inaccessible for
residents of some parts of the
municipality (each councillor has
about 50,000 constituents).
Candidates who appeal to areas
where voter turnout is highest tend
to be elected disproportionately.
Large numbers of candidates on
the ballot can be confusing for
voters.

Candidates must campaign across
the entire municipality; this may
make the cost of a campaign
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Advantages Disadvantages
e The likelihood of acclamations is prohibitive (especially for
reduced. newcomers).

e The format can lead to confusion
of responsibilities and duplication
of effort on the part of councillors
(everybody on Council represents
everybody in the municipality).

Despite the attractiveness of a general vote system to some residents in Haldimand
County, the case for retaining a ward system is strong and can be made in relation to at
least three main themes: the geographic size of the municipality, the presence of
several discrete population centres, and the need to ensure representation for the rural
community. Viewpoints expressed in interviews with members of Councill'l and
observations drawn from our own research include the following:

e Haldimand County is a large geographic area; it is an unreasonable expectation
that candidates would have to canvas the entire municipality during an election
and then for part-time councillors to successfully represent all 50,000+ residents
over a four-year term of office.

e There are several distinctive communities (settlement areas) in Haldimand
County; some are well-established and close knit while others are changing
rapidly and are bringing demographic changes to the municipality.

e Rural residents need fair representation at the Council table, especially in light of
forecast population growth and intensification in a few locations within the
municipality. This possibility is stronger in a ward system than in a system in
which the larger urban settlements could determine most — or even all —
members of Council.

As noted earlier, a ward system is the “default” arrangement in Haldimand County and
can be justified for the reasons just presented. The Consultant Team is prepared to
move forward with this review on that basis.

Two further variations on the present configuration require comment. One idea put to
the Consultant Team was to simply add a second councillor to the present Ward 3
(based in Caledonia) since the population of that ward now exceeds the population of
the other wards by a considerable margin and will grow even larger over the next
decade. This could be achieved by adding a seventh councillor or by redistributing the

[l Please note that the comments included herein are not direct quotes but are
paraphrases drawn in part from interview notes.
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remaining five councillors to keep the overall composition of council unchanged. In
either scenario, one ward would elect two councillors and the others one each.

Another suggestion was to design a combined ward/general vote system for Haldimand
County that could be implemented either along with a change in the composition of
council or in the present six-councillor configuration. The idea would be that a number
of “urban” wards would be drawn to elect councillors in the main settlement areas (likely
based on Caledonia, Hagersville, and Dunnville) while “rural Haldimand” would be a
single ward electing the remaining councillors.

If there is sufficient advocacy during the first round of public consultation for either of
these proposals, the Consultant Team would undertake to develop possible ward
designs for consideration. It must be noted, however, that each of these formats fails to
provide “fair and equal” representation to all residents of Haldimand County since it is
based on giving some residents one vote for Council but other residents more than one.
In other words, it is not a “one person, one vote” arrangement but one that, by definition,
treats individual electors unequally. It is our considered opinion that a ward system of
either variety would be difficult for the municipality to defend before the Ontario Land
Tribunal in the event that such a decision is appealed.

To return to the main topic of this paper, if the alternative of dissolving the wards to elect
councillors is widely supported in the public consultations, the Consultant Team would
share that information along with the reasons why residents support it. The second
phase of the electoral review would not be necessary if there are to be no wards in 2026
and beyond, although decisions related to the composition of council already raised in
Discussion Paper B would still need to be settled.

Topical Discussion Papers A to E

Discussion Papers will be available to residents, each addressing one of the topics to
be considered in this review:

Discussion Paper A — The Haldimand County Electoral System
Discussion Paper B — What is the Optimal Size for a Municipal Council?
Discussion Paper C — The Method of Election

Discussion Paper D — Guiding Principles to Design Wards

Discussion Paper E — Why a Ward Boundary Review?
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