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About the Pembina Institute

The Pembina Indtitute is an independent, citizen-based organization involved in environmental
education, research, public policy development and corporate environmental management
services. Its mandate is to research, develop, and promote policies and programs that lead to
environmental protection, resource conservation, and environmentally sound and sustainable
resource management. Incorporated in 1985, the Institute’s main office isin Drayton Valley,
Alberta with additional officesin Cagary and Ottawa, and research associates in Edmonton,
Toronto, Saskatoon, Vancouver and other locations across Canada. The Ingtitute’ s misson isto
implement holistic and practica solutions for a sustainable world.

The Green Economics Program is dedicated to designing and implementing practical, street-smart
economic tools that would reorient society back to the origind meaning of the word

“economy” —the care and management of the wedth of the household. By developing new tools
for measuring the true wealth or well-being of nations, we can help guide Canadians and
Albertans to a sustainable future.

For more information on the Pembina Institute’ s work, please visit our website at
www.pembina.org, or contact:

The Pembina Ingtitute
Box 7558
Drayton Vadley, AB T7A 1S7
tel: 780-542-6272 fax: 780-542-6464
e-mall: info@pembina.org

About this Report

Thisis one of 28 reports that provide the background for the Genuine Progress Indicators (GPI)
System of Sustainable Well-being Accounts. It explains how we derived the index that was

earlier published in “ Sustainability Trends 2000: The Genuine Progress Statement for Alberta,
1961 to 1999.” The research for this report was completed near the end of 2000. The appendices
provide further background and explanation of our methodology; additiona details can be obtained by
contacting the authors. Appendix A includes alist of al GPI background reports.

This report examines the trends in the health of Alberta s political democracy as a measure of the
condition of acivil society. It looks a trends in voter participation in municipa, provincia and
federal eections, days sitting in the Alberta Legidature, and the use of closure in debate in the
Alberta Legidature from 1961 to 1999. There are no estimates of the economic benefits or costs
of a health democracy. The trendsin voter participation are intended to serve as a proxy for the
hedlth of a democratic society where citizens fed interested in engaging in political processes and
fed that their input and views are respected by elected officials. Days sitting in the Alberta
Legidature and the use of closure in legidative debate are used as proxies for the health of civil
debate—a key to a healthy, vibrant and open society. The trends in voter participation are used in
the Alberta GPI accounting system in conjunction with 22 other societal and human heath
indicators that make up the full 51 GPIsin the Alberta GPI well-being accounting system.

Copyright © 2001 The Pembina Ingtitute ISBN 0-921719-66-3
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1. Executive Summary

One measure of the health of democracy is voter participation in elections. The figure below

shows that average participation in federa
elections from 1961 to 1999 averaged about 70
percent of eligible voters. This number has
declined steadily from the early 1960s to alow
of 59 percent in 1997." Voter participation in
provincial eections has aso trended
downward, reaching alow of 54 percent of
eigible voters in the 1997 election.
Participation in municipa eectionsis even
lower, with the turnout in Edmonton and
Calgary averaging 42 percent and 41 percent
respectively for the period 1961 to 1999.

Noteworthy

- Average voter turnout in federal elections from 1961 to

1999 was 70%; for provincial elections, it was 59%.

- Voter participation in municipal elections is lower than

either federal or provincial elections and is also
declining.

- Voter participation in municipal elections has reached

lows of 23% in Calgary in 1995 and 21% in Edmontion
in 1980.

Future measures of democracy might consider how
citizens feel about their government, the democratic
process, and how included they feel in decision-
making processes.

Federal and Provincial Election Alberta VVoter Participation, 1960 to 1999
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Federal Elections trend
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Provincial Elections trend
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Source: Elections Canada; A Report on Elections 1905-1982, Chief Electoral Officer,

Report of the Chief Electoral Officer March 11, 1997 General Election,

Another measure of democracy is the number of days the Legidature sits. Alberta ranked lowest
in Canada in 1996-1997, sitting only 38 days compared with Ontario’s 134 days (the highest).
Finally, the number of times a Government uses closure in the Legislature can be a measure of a
hedlthy democracy. The Klein government used closure 21 times from 1993 to 1997. The
Lougheed government used closure only once over a 14-year tenure.

" Therate was actually the lowest in history during the 2000 federal election.
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Day and Night Sittingsin the Alberta L egidature, 1966 to 1999
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Voter participation is one measure of the health of the democracy of aregion. By considering
voter participation, one can begin to answer the question: Has the health of Alberta s democracy
declined? Converting federad and provincid voter participation rates into an index where 100
represents maximum participation over the past 40 years, voter participation has declined steadily
as the GDP has risen (see figure below). Measuring the health of a democracy is complex and no
single measure will suffice. If we use the measure of voter participation, then voter apathy may
suggest democracy is less hedlthy than it was in the 1960s. Using legidature-days suggests
another declining trend. At the same time, government use of closure has been on the increase,
suggesting that legidative debate is in decline.

Voter Participation Index: Where are we today?
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In their consultation with Canadians about quality of life issues, the Canadian Policy Research
Network found that issues of government ranked sixth in order of quality of life priorities.
Canadians identified six key indicators related to issues of government that would be meaningful
to measure:

voter participation rates,
taxation rates;

access to government legidators,
higher levels of accountability;
reduced government waste; and
measures of responsiveness.

New ways of developing the data set for these indicators will have to be found through direct
consultation with Canadians and Albertans. Fundamentally, do citizens fed disenfranchised and
disenchanted with political leaders and the democratic process? How should we measure these
feelings and personal experience of democracy by citizens?

There is no price tag or cost attached to voter participation and democracy. As an index, voter
participation in Albertain 1999 ranked nearly 80 on a scale of 0 to 100, where 100 is the highest
level of voter participation recorded in 1967 over the period 1961 to 1999 (see figure for Voter
Participation Index).
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2. Political Democracy

How should we measure the health, well-being and sustainability of a democracy? How would
we compare the strengths and weaknesses of Alberta' s political democracy with those of other
jurisdictions? Thisis clearly one of the most difficult GPI accounting challenges and will require
considerable debate as to the correct metrics. Neverthel ess, some indicators can be used to
measure political democracy and freedom; these include voter participation, citizen apathy or
frustration with politicians and political process, sessonsin the legidature, use of closure to stop
legidation and the gap between public opinion and government positions on bills and legidation.

This paper suggests that political scientists, opinion pollsters and others may need to look for
better ways to help us understand the health of a democracy from the perspective of citizens.
Perhaps we will need to discuss with citizens how included and empowered they feel in shaping
public policy. Do they fed aienated from and disenfranchised by elected officials? Have people
lost faith in their representatives and, if so, why? Are elected officials performing their duties as
“stewards’ of society’s living capital (human, socid, environmental) with which they have been
entrusted and are they providing guidance for the effective stewardship of the economy?

Putting a monetary value on the strengths or weaknesses of a democracy is perhaps the greatest
challenge of al. How should we determine a full benefit or cost account for political democracy?
Such an analysisis beyond the scope of this study but leaves room for considerable
methodologica inquiry.
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3. Indicators of Political Democracy

Dr. Kim Speers, professor of political science, challenged her University of Alberta classto help
the GPI Accounting team define measures of political democracy. During their November 9,
2000 class, the students discussed how we might measure the performance of our democracy and
their suggestions are listed below. According to Professor Speers, political scientists have been
debating the concept of democracy for hundreds of years. She notes that in the past five years,
those in the performance measurement community have begun to serioudy study the ability to
“measure’” democracy. While there are numerous definitions of democracy, for the purposes of
this study, democracy can be defined as a system by which, by and large, the members of a
community participate, or may participate, directly or indirectly, in the making of decisions that
affect them all.

Speers class identified the following potentia indicators or measures of political democracy:

Frequency of elections

Number of politica parties

Number of days sat in legidature

Number of free votesin legidature

Number of referenda

Number of bills passed in asitting

Percentage of eligible persons who vote in eections

Number of citizens involved in government committees

Number of individua liberties

Quality of individud liberties

Broad or free access to public office

Socia and economic equality

Structural limitations of electora system (percentage of persons not alowed to vote for
reasons other than age)

Percentage of voting population who belong to a politica party

Percentage of voting population who belong to an interest group (club, association, think
tank, etc.)

Percentage of government committees, boards and authorities that are elected
Percentage of government targets met or exceeded in business plans

Percentage of elected body that represents the characteristics of population (gender, age,
income, race and ethnicity, physica ability, etc.)

Percentage of bureaucracy that represents the characteristics of population (gender, age,
income, race and ethnicity, physica ability, etc.)

Linda Soan, MLA Edmonton Riverview identified and measured the following political
democracy measures in “Growth in Alberta — Sustained or Stunted?”*

Days Legidature in session versus actua days sitting

Legidature Stting days

Speed at which government-sponsored bills made into law
Government use of closure to stop legidature debate on bills
Percentage of legidature seats versus percentage of popular vote
Members of Legidature (MLAS) per Albertan

oA~ wWNE
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4.  Voter Participation

Voter participation in elections reflects the interest and commitment of citizens to the democratic
and political process. Participation in eections can be viewed as a measure of participation in
decision making and an expression of democracy. Low voter turnout can be seen as an indicator
of disenchantment, apathy or lack of power over decision making.

Federa eections stimulate the most interest of al eections, as reflected in a 70-percent mean
voter turnout for 1961-1997 (Figure 1). As Figure 1 shows, the trend in voter participation in
federa elections has declined over the past 40 years, reaching a low of 59 percent of potential
votersin 1997 compared with a high of 79 percent in 1963. Participation in provincia eectionsis
generaly less than for federal elections, averaging 59 percent over the same time period, and it
has also declined. The dl-time high wasin 1972 when 72 percent of potentia voters participated
in the election won by Peter Lougheed and his Progressive Conservatives. It has been as low as
47 percent in 1986 after the leadership transition from Lougheed to Don Getty. Voter
participation at the provincia level has since remained relatively low with 54 percent voter
turnout in the 1997 provincia eection.

Figure 1: Federal and Provincial Election Alberta Voter Participation, 1960 to 1999
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Source: Elections Canada; A Report on Elections 1905-1982, Chief Electoral Officer,
Report of the Chief Electoral Officer March 11, 1997 General Election,

Municipa electora participation is lower than that for both federal and provincia eections.
There are no central records for participation rates in municipal elections, but the Election
Services Office in Edmonton was able to supply voter turnout figures for that city from 1961 to
the present, while the Cagary office provided figures from 1974 (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Edmonton and Calgary Municipal Voter Participation, 1961 to 1999
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Edmonton voter participation averaged 42 percent compared with Cagary’s 41 percent for the
period 1961 to 1999. In Edmonton, voter participation has ranged from a high of 59.2 percent in
1966 to alow of 21.4 percent in 1980. Calgary’s voter participation has ranged from 49.6 percent
in 1977 to alow of 23.4 percent in 1995. It is evident that public interest varies from election to
election, no doubt depending on the issues and contestants.

5. Days in the Legislature

Another measure of political democracy is the number of days that elected representatives sit in
the Legidature session relative to total days.

Figure 3 shows the number of days and nights that the Alberta Legidature has sat since 1966. The
average length of Legidature sittings has increased since the time of the Socia Credit

government between 1966 and 1971, which averaged 66 days/nights per year. The Lougheed
government sat an average 93 days/nights per year, while the Getty government sat an average
103 nights/days per year. Under Ralph Klein, the average has increased marginally to 104
days/nights per year. The main ditinction between the Klein and Getty periodsis that Klein
abolished sittings on a Friday. Indeed the various Klein governments have spent an average 61.6
days per year in Legidature during their terms compared to Getty’s average of 69.7 days per year
(higher than Lougheed’ s average 68.4 days per year). At the same time, Klein has spent more
eveningsin the Legidature averaging 42.3 nights per year (compared to 33.0 nights for Getty), to
compensate for the time lost on Fridays.
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Figure 3: Day and Night Sittingsin Alberta’s L egidature, 1966 to 2000
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Source: Legislature Library, The Legislative Assembly of Alberta

Linda Sloan’s analysis of politica democracy provides an aternative measure of legidature-days
to actual daysin power. Her analysis shows a dramatic decline under the Klein government to
232 legidature-days between December 5, 1992 and February 13, 1998 compared with the Getty
government’ s 556 legidature-days during a smilar length of time. Legidature-days thus have
declined 58 percent between the two Conservative government tenures. Sloan compares sitting
daysin provincia legidaturesin Table 1.

Table1: Legidature Sitting Days by Province (1996-1997)

Province Sitting Days
Ontario 134
Manitoba 103

B.C. 81

Quebec 80
Newfoundland 52

Nova Scotia 46

PEI 43

New Brunswick 38

Alberta 38

Source: Legislative Assemblies Across Canada found in Sloan’ s Growth in Alberta— Sustained or
Stunted? A Discussion Paper on Growth in Alberta. September 18,1997.

6. Government of Closure

Another measure of the health of democratic process is the use of closure by Government in
Legidature debate on bills and legidation. Sloan’s analysis (1997) shows that that during 14
years in power, the Lougheed administration used closure only once compared with 21 times by
Klein during only four yearsin power (to June 15, 1997).” The Getty administration used closure
14 times over six years. Klein has used closure an average of 5.3 times per year.
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7. Voter Participation as an Index of Democracy

The GPI accounting system takes raw data and converts it to an index for comparison with other
indicators and for aggregation with other indicators to create composite indices such as the
Societal GPI Index (which contains 22 social and human health indicators) and the aggregate GPI
(which contains al 51 indicators in the GPI accounts).

The democracy index uses voter participation rates for municipal, provincia and federal dections
as the basis of the index. Raw data used in the 1961 to 1999 voter participation index can be
found in Appendix B. Raw data are converted to an index on a 100-point scale. To index the data
series we assume that higher levels of voter participation are more desirable than lower levels.
Hence we chose for our benchmark year the highest combined rate of voter participation in
municipal, provincial and federal elections. In cregting the blended composite voter participation
rate estimate we assumed, because of the variance in election years by level of government, that
the voter participation rate between election periods applies to those years in which, for example,
amunicipa eection did not take place in the same year as a provincial eection.

We then set a benchmark year as the highest composite voter participation rate during the period
1961 to 1999. Thisfigureis converted to 100 points by dividing through by itself. Then the entire
datatime seriesis divided through by this benchmark year figure multiplied by 100 to yield an
index.

Indexing is useful for comparing socia indicator trends, for example, with Genuine Progress
Indicators or composites of indices that would otherwise not be comparable. The index in Figure
4 shows democracy (voter participation) in dight decline relative to economic growth over the
past 40 years.

Figure 4. Voter Participation Index vs. Economic Growth (GDP) Index, Alberta
1961 to 1999
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8. So What?

Has the health of Alberta’s democracy declined? Measuring the health of a democracy is complex
and no single measure is sufficient. If we use the measure of voter participation, then voter apathy
may suggest democracy is less healthy than it was in the 1960s. Other measures such as “daysin

the legidature” suggest another declining trend. At the same time, use of Government closure has
been on the increase suggesting that legidative debate isin decline.

Sloan concludes that “political democracy is shrinking in Alberta. Overdl, the government has
decided to represent only 26 percent of eligible voters who voted Conservative in the last
election. The fall ditting of the elected L egidature has been replaced by the Summit, where
delegates hand-picked by the government will decide the agenda and priorities for government
and the province.”®

Other possihilities for future measurement include assessing voters sense of alienation from the
political process and elected officials and the extent to which citizens feel disempowered or
disenchanted with political |eaders and the democratic process.
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Appendix A.  List of Alberta GPI Background Reports

A series of Alberta GPI background reports accompanies the Alberta Sustainability Trends 2000
report and this report. These documents are being released in late 2001 and early 2002 and will be

available on the Pembina Ingtitute’ s website at www.pembina.org.

Alberta GPI Background Reportsand Sustainability Indicators

GPI Background Reports

GPI Accounts Covered by Report

1. Economy, GDP, and Trade

Economic growth (GDP)
Economic diversity
Trade

2. Personal Consumption Expenditures, - Disposable income

Disposable Income and Savings

Personal expenditures
Taxes
Savings rate

3. Money, Debt, Assets and Net Worth - Household debt

4. Income Inequality, Poverty and Living Wages | - Income distribution
Poverty

5. Household and Public Infrastructure - Public infrastructure

Household infrastructure

6. Employment

Weekly wage rate
Unemployment
Underemployment

7. Transportation

Transportation expenditures

8. Time Use

Paid work time
Household work
Parenting and eldercare
Free time

Volunteerism
Commuting time

9. Human Health and Wellness

Life expectancy
Premature mortality
Infant mortality

Obesity
10. Suicide Suicide
11. Substance Abuse; Alcohol, Drugs and - Drug use (youth)
Tobacco
12. Auto Crashes and Injuries Auto crashes
13. Family Breakdown Divorce
14. Crime Crime

15. Gambling

Problem gambling

16. Democracy

Voter participation

17. Intellectual Capital and Educational - Educational attainment
Attainment
18. Energy (Qil, Gas, Coal and Renewable) - Oil and gas reserve life

Oilsands reserve life

19. Agriculture

Agricultural sustainability

20. Forests

Timber sustainability
Forest fragmentation

21. Parks and Wilderness

Parks and wilderness
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GPI Background Reports

GPI Accounts Covered by Report

22. Fish and Wildlife

Fish and wildlife

23. Wetlands and Peatlands

Wetlands
Peatlands

24. Water Resource and Quality

Water quality

25. Energy Use Intensity, Greenhouse Gas
Emissions and Air Quality

Energy use intensity
Air quality-related emissions
Greenhouse gas emissions

26. Carbon Budget

Carbon budget deficit

27. Municipal and Hazardous Waste

Hazardous waste
Landfill waste

28. Ecological Footprint

Ecological footprint
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Democracy Data

Voter participation data and index

Composite Voter
Participation Rate

Voter Participation Index is where
maximum participation in federal,

Year (Federal, provincial, provincial and municipal elections
municipal) was highest (1967) at an average
(percentage of eligible 60.88 percent
voters)

1961 53.25 87.47
1962 53.25 87.47
1963 59.35 97.49
1964 56.93 93.51
1965 55.68 91.46
1966 58.80 96.59
1967 60.88 100.00
1968 55.55 91.25
1969 55.55 91.25
1970 55.55 91.25
1971 55.00 90.35
1972 57.75 94.87
1973 57.75 94.87
1974 58.28 95.73
1975 55.18 90.64
1976 55.28 90.80
1977 53.70 88.21
1978 53.70 88.21
1979 53.63 88.09
1980 46.98 77.17
1981 46.98 77.17
1982 48.73 80.04
1983 51.88 85.22
1984 53.88 88.50
1985 53.88 88.50
1986 46.78 76.84
1987 46.78 76.84
1988 48.28 79.30
1989 53.40 87.72
1990 53.50 87.89
1991 53.50 87.89
1992 53.70 88.21
1993 52.75 86.65
1994 52.70 86.57
1995 49.68 81.60
1996 49.68 81.60
1997 46.63 76.59
1998 48.63 79.88
1999 48.63 79.88
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Endnotes

1 Yoan, Linda. Growth in Alberta— Sustained or Stunted? A Discussion Paper on Growth in Alberta.
September 18, 1997. Ed. note: Ms. Sloan did not run in the 2001 provincial election and isno longer a
Member of Alberta’s Legislative Assembly.

2 The Edmonton Journal, June 16, 1997

3 Joan, Linda. Growth in Alberta— Sustained or Stunted? A Discussion Paper on Growth in Alberta.
September 18, 1997.
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