They’ve finally found a way to let the dead vote legally

Should dead people decide the outcome of demerger referenda? Incredibly, they might. At the current hearings on Bill 9, the Municipal Affairs minister, Jean-Marc Fournier has repeatedly suggested that the demerger referenda results should not be valid unless at least 50% of the eligible voters participate. Let’s see how that would work. 

According to the most recent polls the citizens in over 80% of the former suburbs on the island of Montreal would vote to demerge. If you are in favor of the mega-city your best chance would be if the 50% participation rate is not met. Consequently, you will stay home so as not to add to the participation rate. There is no point in voting since the polls tell you your side will lose and voting will only help the demergerists reach their goal. This is the paradox of a participation rate requirement. Instead of increasing voter turnout, it will cause it to decrease dramatically.

With a participation rate requirement, everyone who does not vote will be considered in favor of the mega-city. So if you are against demergers you will get help from everyone who is too lazy or apathetic to vote. Those too sick to vote or away on vacation will also be counted on your side. In addition, because there has been no recent enumeration, people who have moved and, therefore, can’t vote, will be counted as opposed to the demerger since they remain on the electoral list. Finally, those who have died since the last enumeration will also be “voting” against demerger. Is this fair?

Looking at it in a different way, a 50% participation rate is like requiring 50% of the citizens to sign a demerger register in a single day. Is this fair?

Fournier argues that for referenda involving significant structural changes, a higher standard is needed than for ordinary elections. Surely taking Quebec out of Canada is more significant that taking Hampstead or Montreal West out of Montreal. So why is there no participation rate requirement for sovereignty referenda? Never in the entire history of Canada has there ever been such a requirement at the Federal, Provincial or Municipal level so why put in this requirement for demerger referenda?

The participation rate requirement is not the only aspect of Bill 9 that would be unfair. Requiring 10% of the people on the electoral list to sign a demerger register is a standard that is 2 to 4 times higher than the one that is normally used for triggering a municipal referendum. Given the current timetable the registers will likely be opened in the dead of winter when the elderly may not come out due to bad weather and when many residents may be away on vacation. On top of that the current electoral list contains the names of people who have moved or passed away. So, in truth, a 10% threshold may require 20 to 30% of the available voters to come out to sign the register. Is this fair?

Premier Charest promised numerous times over the past 3 years that a Liberal government would put in place a fair process to allow the citizens to decide on their local government. When specifically asked what percentage would be needed to sign a register, he said the normal percentage for a referendum in the municipality, and he mentioned 2.5%. Further, there was never any talk of a participation rate requirement until the current hearings. 

Charest also talked about the ability of the citizens to get their towns back. There was never any talk of removing services and forcing the towns to pay the central city for those services. This has rightly been called taxation without representation. Is this fair?

The citizens were betrayed by the former PQ government when it imposed the mergers without a mandate and against the clear and overwhelming opposition of the people. We put stickers on our cars promising to remember and we did.

We were betrayed a second time by Mayor Tremblay and some of his suburban counselors when they abandoned their election promises not to hinder any process to allow us choose our local government. They should pay for that betrayal when the next local elections are held.

Now the new Liberal government has a choice between honoring both the spirit and the letter of its election promises, or adding another betrayal to the list. If they choose the latter course by using Bill 9 to make a mockery of their promises, they will have to live with the consequences. Politicians often cynically believe that voters have short memories. Not on this issue and not this time.

William Steinberg is head of the Hampstead Demerger Committee. Colleen Feeney is head of the Committee for the Preservation of Montreal West. This article is based on presentations by these groups at the Bill 9 hearings. 

