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Introduction and Overview of Today’s Presentation 

· Good afternoon.
· My name is Jean-Pierre Kingsley and I am the former Chief Electoral Officer of Canada

· It is a pleasure to be with you today, and to have this opportunity to talk about youth electoral participation.

· This is a topic that was very important to me when I was Chief Electoral Officer, and it continues to be of primary importance to my successor, Marc Mayrand. 

· The focus of my presentation today will be on the role of electoral management bodies in addressing the decline of youth participation. 

· As you know, voter turnout has been declining in many democracies around the world.  In many of these cases – Canada included – the trend has been driven in large part by a long-term decline in voting among youth. 
· This is a trend that, if left unaddressed, could have serious consequences for the long-term health of our democracies.

· My presentation today will address three key themes: 

· First, I will discuss the problem of declining youth voter turnout in the Canadian context

· Second, I will discuss the role that electoral management bodies can play in this area; and, 

· Third, I will provide you with a brief overview of Elections Canada’s evolving approach to addressing this issue.
· You have received a handout which provides an overview of my presentation today. I will refer to specific slides from time to time to help illustrate some of the points I will be making. 

1) The problem of declining youth voter turnout in the Canadian context

· To begin, it is important to set the context.

· In Canada, as in most western democracies, voter turnout has steadily declined over the past two decades
· As Page 3 of your handout illustrates, voter turnout in Canada historically averaged about 75% until the late 1980s. Since then, it has been in almost steady decline, reaching an all-time low of 58.8% in 2008.
· Research has shown that this long-term decline in Canada is due primarily to a drop-off in turnout among youth.
· Specifically, two demographic trends have combined bring down the overall rate of turnout:

· First, youth are entering the electorate at much lower rates today than they did 40 years ago; this phenomenon is referred to as the “Cohort Effect”.
· Second, there is a decreasing tendency among youth to take up voting as they get older; this is referred to as the weakening of the “Life Cycle Effect”.
·  Page 5 in your handout illustrates how both of these effects have been working.
· Reading on the diagonal, you can see that the estimated rate of turnout among incoming cohorts has declined dramatically since the late 1960s – from an average of close to 70%, to just 34% in 2008.

· Reading across each row, you can see that the rate of increase within each cohort has also declined over time. 

· If these two trends continue, we must expect that overall turnout will continue to decline in Canada. 
· Unfortunately, research has been unable to explain with certainty why youth turnout has declined over time – although there are many theories.
· However, research has given us a fairly good understanding of why youth vote less than older people. 
· Four key factors are commonly cited:

· The first factor is political disengagement, which includes a lack of interest in politics and a lack of basic political knowledge;

· The second factor is value change; for instance, today’s generation of youth do not see voting as a civic duty; 
· Third, administrative and personal factors also seem to play a role. For example, youth (aged 18-24) frequently change addresses – which makes them more difficult to contact with voting information, and which also makes it more difficult for them to provide proof of address when it comes time to vote. 
· Finally, experts have shown that youth are much less likely than older voters to be contacted by political parties or candidates.  

· There may be other factors as well. 

· The key point to take away from this brief overview is that the problem is multi-faceted and complex. There is no single factor responsible for the decline in youth turnout – and therefore there is no single solution. 
2) The Role of EMBs : Expectations and Challenges
· This brings me to the second part of my presentation: what role can Electoral Management Bodies -- or EMBs -- play in addressing declining youth participation?
· In thinking about this, we need to keep in mind both the expectations and the challenges that EMBs can face. 

· First, the expectations:

· There seems to be, in many countries, a general public perception that EMBs are - or ought to be - the champions of electoral participation. 

· This may be because electoral participation is seen as benefiting society as a whole, and EMBs are seen as the neutral “owners” of the electoral process.

· Whatever the reasons for these perceptions, the ability of EMBs to play such a role is challenged on a number of fronts. 
· In particular, three key challenges come to mind:

· First, there is the issue of legitimacy.  Specifically, it is unclear to what extent efforts to “get out the vote” fall under the responsibility or jurisdiction of EMBs; 
· Second, there is an issue of trust.  Having an EMB play a lead role in promoting the participation of specific groups in society, may raise questions about its (perceived) impartiality;

· Finally, there is the question of capacity.  There is often a marked disparity between the mandate to act and the resources required to effectively engage in this area. 
· Given the complexity of the problem, we know that it requires action from a range of stakeholders – including elected officials, political parties, the media, educators, and civil society organizations. 

· EMBs do have a role to play – but we are not alone in this. 

· Given these challenges and realities, it can be useful to think about the role of EMBs in terms of the “how” and the “why” of electoral participation.

· The “how” refers to issues related to access. We can address these issues by seeking to reduce barriers and increasing the accessibility of the voting process. 

· The “why” refers to the motivational factors for voting.  These issues are generally more difficult to address, because they are rooted in peoples’ perceptions of the value or relevance of voting. 

· Using such a framework to think about electoral participation, it seems clear that EMBs can and should play a primary role in addressing the “how”.
· When it comes to the “why”, EMBs can also play a role – but for most, it will likely be more nuanced. 
3) Overview of Elections Canada’s Evolving Approach

· I will turn now to Elections Canada’s experience in this area, as it can provide a useful illustration of this framework. 

· Elections Canada began addressing declining youth voter turnout in the wake of the 2000 general election. 
· It was at this time that researchers first identified declining youth turnout as a significant and long-term problem. 
· Elections Canada’s approach has been guided by its legal mandate from the Canada Elections Act (s. 18), which enables the Chief Electoral Officer to “implement public education and information programs to make the electoral process better known to the public, particularly to those persons and groups most likely to experience difficulties in exercising their democratic rights.”
· This mandate applies in particular to programs and information targeting electors who experience barriers to voting – including youth as well Aboriginal Canadians, electors with disabilities and ethno-cultural electors. 
Early efforts (2002-2008)

· Based on this mandate, Elections Canada focused its initial efforts in a number of key areas. 

· One was research. Over the past 10 years, Elections Canada has supported and commissioned several important research projects to better understand the dynamics of low and declining youth voter turnout.  

· This research has been instrumental in shedding light on the key factors behind low turnout that were discussed earlier.

· A second area of activity focused on was raising awareness of both the problem, and the need for multiple actors to become involved.
· This involved a series of public events and speaking engagements in the early 2000s in which I was personally involved.
· The main objective of these events was to call attention to the growing problem and to begin exchanging ideas with stakeholders on how it might be addressed

· Key events included a 2003 National Forum on Youth Voting , which event brought together youth leaders and leading Canadians from a number of sectors to focus on concrete measures to encourage youth electoral participation. 

· In addition to raising awareness, Elections Canada began pursuing various initiatives during this period to facilitate and encourage youth voter turnout.  
· Many of these efforts focused on increasing the accessibility of the process.  

· One example was the introduction of Community Relations Officers for youth in the 2004 general election. Among other things, these officers helped identify student neighbourhoods for special registration drives, and assisted in identifying polling locations that are accessible to youth. 
· A fourth area of activity during this time involved working in partnership with others to educate and inform youth about the electoral process.
· For example, in 2004 Elections Canada established a partnership with Student Vote, an organization which organizes mock elections in elementary and secondary schools. 

· The Student Vote partnership remains important to this day.  During the 2008 general federal elections, more than 3000 schools and approximately 500,000 Canadian students participated in the parallel election held by Student Vote. 

2008 : Reaffirming the commitment to youth 
· Despite the success of many of these early initiatives, any hope that the decline in youth voter turnout would be quickly reversed was dashed with the disappointing results of the 40th general election in 2008

· The importance of engaging youth was therefore reaffirmed in Elections Canada’s five-year Strategic Plan for 2008-2013, which identified three key strategic objectives in relation to its mandate: trust, accessibility and engagement 

· Engagement focuses specifically on increasing young Canadians’ understanding of why voting is important and working more collaboratively with parliamentarians and political parties to further strengthen the electoral system.  

Rethinking Outreach 
· At the same time, Elections Canada has increasingly recognized the importance of distinguishing between the “how” and the “why”, both for youth engagement, and for outreach more broadly.
· Elections Canada will focus on taking a lead role with respect to the “how” factors while taking a supporting, or secondary role, on the “why” factors.

· From this perspective, Elections Canada’s ongoing efforts to address the “how” of voting encompass a range of activities, including:

· Sending registration kits to potential voters on a year-round basis

· Sending reminder cards to youth who are not registered to register during election periods

· Conducting targeted registration in student neighbourhoods 

· Placing polls in areas that are accessible to youth, including student residences on university campuses. 

· In an effort to better understand the informational barriers faced by post-secondary students, in 2010 Elections Canada held a series of consultations with students, student associations and school administrators. The consultations shed new light on how Elections Canada can better communicate with young Canadians with respect to voter registration, voting processes, and rules around identification and residency, as well as other information needs. 
· Efforts to address the “why” include support for civic education and a new advertising campaign targeted at youth

· In terms of civic education, Elections Canada has a range of resources that it provides free of charge to teachers and students, including voting simulation kits. 
· The agency is also working on a pilot project with Elections Ontario – one of the provincial election agencies – to develop new civic education materials for use in grades 5 and 10. 

· Finally, research remains an important driver of the agency’s youth engagement activities

· A Youth Research Action Plan was recently established with the objective of generating objective data to enable targeted outreach projects and initiatives

· The results of this research will help bridge the gap between the how and the why by focusing on both barriers and influencers to encourage youth to vote. 
Learning from Other EMBs
· Some of our activities have been informed by initiatives undertaken by other EMBs – indeed, Elections Canada is very much aware of the importance of sharing information, lessons learned and best practices of other jurisdictions 

· For example, as part of its youth research action plan, Elections Canada will be conducting a survey of youth sub-groups to create profiles of youth voters and non-voters

· A very similar exercise was undertaken by Elections New Zealand in late 2007

Closing remarks 
· There are of course many other examples of youth engagement initiatives which Elections Canada is currently conducting that are unfortunately beyond the scope of the time we have today. 
· I hope that this brief overview of the agency’s efforts in tackling the issue of low and declining youth voter turnout has provided you with some insight on the agency’s own experience and on the role of EMBs in addressing this issue more broadly

·  I look forward to hearing about the experience of the Association of Central and Eastern European Election Officials from Ms. Anna Solyom, as well as the representatives of other EMBs and organizations here today.
· Thank you.
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