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Welcome from Gerald L. Gall, O.C. 
John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human Rights, President  

 
In 2005, the John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human Rights was approached to 
consider conducting a one day symposium focusing on possible improvements to 
democracy in Canada. The impetus for the project was a feeling that traditional democratic 
principles, as vitally important as they are, could be reviewed and perhaps ultimately 
modified in a positive, useful fashion.  In recent years, similar initiatives have occurred in 
several provinces, including a referendum to that effect in British Columbia. 

 

The mandate for the John Humphrey Centre is essentially the promulgation of the rights, 
principles and values contained in the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, primarily though not exclusively, through programs of education. The issue then 
arises as to the relationship between the improvement of democracy and human rights. 
Simply put, in a better, more flourishing democracy, the status of human rights protection 
is not only preserved but significantly enhanced.   
 
With that issue settled, the organizers of the proposed one day democracy symposium 
then proceeded with the planning and delivery of the program in order to bring about a 
successful undertaking.  With about 150 persons in attendance and with the working 
partnership of the University of Alberta, Faculty of Arts and other contributing agencies, 
the democracy symposium became a highly successful event. 
 
Several talented and prominent speakers from across Canada and Alberta assembled and 
spent the day in thoughtful deliberation, discussion and debate. Those in attendance were 
actively engaged in the process and fully participated in the conduct of the symposium.  At 
the end of the day, much had been discussed and great progress was achieved. 
 
From the perspective of the John Humphrey Centre, the democracy symposium was a 
fruitful and highly successful undertaking.  This represents yet another instance where the 
Centre has transformed a theoretical concept into an exciting, and productive outcome.  
 
Congratulations to the organizers, sponsors, speakers and, most importantly, the 
participants in meeting this new and different challenge for the Centre and for 
contributing to its ultimate success. 
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insight from david king 
Symposium Chair, John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human Rights  

 
Alberta is blessed with citizens who are impatient to do more, do better.  We know that in 
years gone by our forebearers have been political innovators and champions of inclusion, 
openness, justice, and democracy. 
 
At the beginning of the 21st century there is a strong and growing sense that our 
democracy has become complacent on the one hand and insufficient for the realization of 
our dreams, on the other hand.   This is not peculiar to Alberta:  Canadians in every other 
province and people in many communities around the world seem to be seized by the 
same concern.  All of us must deal with the concern in the context of our own community. 
 
Many Albertans are thinking about a more democratic Alberta and wondering "how do we 
get there?"  The truth is, we hold the answer ourselves. 
 
In a symposium held at the University of Alberta on May 12, about 150 Albertans invested 
part of one day in exploring some of the key questions.  Most important, another part of 
the day was spent in thinking about and sharing what could be done, here and now, with 
the people and resources at hand, to make steps toward a more democratic community. 
 
This report is one culmination of the day.  Organizers made a commitment that this report 
would be distributed to participants.  However, the report is not only for the participants:  
it is for all Albertans.  Because, the participants are not alone in being responsible to create 
a more democratic Alberta: we are all responsible.  The organizers and participants hope 
the report will be read by many Albertans; that it will provide useful information and 
valuable ideas for action; and that many residents will recognize the potential of a more 
democratic Alberta, and work to make it so.  This would be the truly meaningful 
culmination of the day. 
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Overview 

 
On May 12th, 2006, the John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human Rights hosted a 
symposium A More Democratic Alberta: How do we get there? at the University of Alberta.  
Originating out of increasing pressures to ensure that democratic processes in the province 
are inclusive and effective, the Centre worked with community partners to launch a 
dialogue and to assess potential paths for the future. 
 
Opening with a powerful and encouraging keynote from Judy Rebick, Sam Gindin Chair of 
Democracy and Social Justice at Ryerson University, approximately 150 participants were 
engaged in a day of discussion and dialogue with the intention of acting as a catalyst for a 
long term of action.  The planning of the day had focused on encouraging dialogue among 
a wide range of community stakeholders, initially centred on eight areas of focus.1 
Pursuing a more democratic Alberta requires addressing a number of interrelated 
challenges, thus the symposium was focused on ensuring participants gained an 
understanding of the depth and breadth of the issues, as well as contributed towards 
planning for action. 
 
The title of the symposium, A more democratic Alberta: How do we get there?, conveys the 
important point that the conference was about much more than simply exploring Alberta’s 
“democratic deficit” or the differing views on the need for democratic reform in Alberta. It 
was also vitally concerned with the issues of what alternatives should be pursued, and 
what actions should be taken in order to “get there.”  
 
The symposium also was structured to provide a variety of opportunities for interaction 
and dialogue by participants, including sessions in smaller groups that allowed for 
discussion and focused on specific issues and concerns. 
 

The symposium began with two presentations to provide perspectives on the “big 
picture.” Judy Rebick’s opening keynote provided her perspective, based on decades of 
committed involvement in democratic engagement at all levels, from local to 
international.  Two political scientists, Steve Patten of the University of Alberta and Lisa 
Young of the University of Calgary, followed with their perspectives on the depth and 
breadth of the issues related to the need for democratic reform and renewal in Alberta. 
 

The second part of the morning offered participants the opportunity to look in depth at 
one of eight major aspects of democratic reform for Alberta, including questions related to 
gender, concerns about the electoral system, problems related to the legislature, and 
issues regarding local democratic institutions.  Each of the group discussions began with a 
brief presentation by an individual or team with expertise in the area, followed by dialogue 
assisted by a facilitator.  The aims of these discussions were intended to result in a more 
thorough examination of the broad range of issues facing Albertans with respect to the 
need for democratic reform, and collectively, to set the stage for the afternoon’s focus, 
which was on taking action. 
 

The afternoon session began with a panel discussion focusing on approaches to 
engagement and action.  The four panelists represented a wide range of perspectives and 
involvement, and included Bill Moore-Kilgannon, executive director of Public Interest 
Alberta; Elizabeth Ballermann, president of Health Sciences Association of Alberta; Linda 
Duncan, a lawyer and long-time activist on environmental issues; and Yohannes Yirsaw of 
the Edmonton Mennonite Centre for Newcomers. 
 
                                                           

One of the original nine theme areas entitled The Democratic Role of our Elected Legislature was merged into 
other sessions due to low enrollment. 
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The panelists provided participants with a range of suggestions, considerations and 
strategies for action, as a foundation for the second meeting of the eight groups.  Each 
group worked to develop suggestions for courses of action to address their aspect of 
democratic reform, and the proposals were then shared with the larger group. 
 
In the final session of the symposium, participants returned to a consideration of the “big 
picture,” and dealt with some of the over-arching issues of democratic reform in Alberta.  
Individuals from each of the themes had the chance to work together to address the key 
questions related to “where to from here?”  A key goal of the symposium was to help to 
provide the foundation for sustained future action on democratic renewal in Alberta, and 
participants were involved in determining the basis for that foundation. 
 

There was clearly a strong desire to continue the dialogue, and to move forward in 
promoting democratic renewal.  To this end, partners involved in the planning including: 
Public Interest Alberta; Parkland Institute; YWCA Edmonton, One Woman One Vote 
Initiative; Equal Voice; and, Fair Vote Alberta will actively continue their work on 
democracy in the province.   
 

On behalf of the John Humphrey Centre and the organizing committee, thank you to all of 
you who participated in this symposium and helped to make it a success. We were most 
pleased to provide a catalyst for action on this crucial issue. The dialogue was revitalizing 
and encouraging and we look forward to the important work to come. We hope that this 
report will be of assistance in that ongoing work by providing a synopsis of the valuable 
discussions on how we might move forward with democratic renewal in our province and 
communities. 
 
The John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human Rights is a non-partisan, non-
governmental organization working to advance human rights, as enshrined in the 
Universal Declaration and the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms.  The content of 
this report is meant to provide a synopsis of the symposium and views expressed may not 
reflect those of the Centre.    
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Information Issues in Democracy 

 
Session Animator:   Paula Simmons, Edmonton Journal 

 
Secrecy is the enemy of open government and democracy. Democratic policy making and 
governance is hampered by a ‘climate of secrecy’ in government, a Public Affairs Bureau that is 
overly centralized and politicized, an overly costly and difficult Access to Information process, 
and the lack of vigorous and critical alternative media. What needs to change to ensure access 
to information, openness and democracy in Alberta? 

Session Overview 

The unique structure of the provincial government today in dealing with information 
issues through the Public Affairs Bureau (PAB) serves as a significant barrier for access to 
information and thus, our ability to hold up democratic accountability.  The PAB 
centralizes, protects and controls information making it difficult for media and opposition 
parties to access information.  Generally, obtaining information is subject to delays, costs, 
lack of time and resources.  This arduous structure presents democracy with a vicious cycle 
in the sense that media ceases to cover what is happening at the legislature.  

The discussion from participants in this break out group focused discussion on four main 
areas that needed work in relation to improving access to information and awareness of 
issues: 

1. Developing alternative forms of media; 
2. Expecting more from the existing media;  
3. Reaching a broader audience with messages about critical issues; and, 
4. Engaging and educating youth. 

The group tended to feel that mainstream media was faltering in respect to giving due 
attention to critical issues and problems.  They therefore called for a bolstering of 
alternative media sources that would fill the gap and create spaces for creative dialogue on 
critical issues.  The group felt that online forums, blogs and news sources were a critical 
component to enhancing democracy in Alberta.  Alternative media should be free however 
from editorial constraints and pressures and serve as an unfiltered medium for dialogue 
and sharing. 

Discussion also focused on what the group envisioned in terms of addressing concerns 
with existing mainstream media.  The focus of this discussion was not on what mainstream 
media was doing wrong, but on what citizens could do to force improvement of the 
quality of coverage.  Participants stressed that citizens need to speak up and complain 
when a story isn’t accurate.  Letters should go to media and appeals through the Alberta 
Press Council in order to ensure that all sides of a story are reflected in the media. It was 
also stressed that the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) be thoroughly supported 
by citizens as it sets a good standard for unbiased reporting and covers a wealth of critical 
issues.  

Participants also felt that discussion and information regarding democracy and our 
political system must reach a wider audience.  There was a sense that in many instances, 
information and dialogue was occurring amongst the same group of informed, concerned 
citizens without reaching out to those who are less involved. It was expressed that larger 
efforts to spread and distribute information to groups that are traditionally less involved, 
such as citizens in rural areas and youth.   
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Creating a greater awareness in Alberta of the structures, the issues, the challenges, and 
opportunities is a critical component of enhancing our democracy.  Participants suggested 
that individuals should attend City Council, Legislative and School Board meetings to 
educate themselves and understand that there is no need for intimidation.  The power of 
one on one conversations and individual responsibility in spreading information should 
not be understated.  Individuals have a responsibility to start reactions, speak up and spark 
discussion.  It was also stressed that groups should be created around specific issues and to 
spread awareness.  The idea of developing a Citizen’s Assembly was also broached and the 
idea of proportional representation may also need to be considered as a better way to 
demonstrate public opinion.  In essence however, the group felt that there was a need for 
a fundamental paradigm shift to engage with the general public and reach the grassroots; 
an essential component of creating a more democratic Alberta. 

Group participants also felt there is a need to ensure there is education on democracy and 
civics in the classrooms in our province.  Support needs to be provided to teachers to 
ensure that youth understand the importance of democracy, are able to find creative ways 
to engage with politics, but also understand the critical issues within our political system. 
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Democratizing Electoral Politics 

Session Animator:   Harvey Voogd, Fair Vote Alberta  

The ‘winner take all’ nature of our ‘first-past-the-post’ electoral system hides the diversity of 
political opinion in Alberta. The electoral system has also been criticized for over representing 
the dominant political party to the point that majority governments are elected with a 
minority of votes. Democratizing the electoral system means reforming the way votes are 
translated into seats. But it also means examining the ‘rural bias’ in the distribution of seats, 
the timing of elections, and the rules governing party and election financing. What reforms will 
democratize electoral politics in Alberta? 

Session Overview 

Assessing the structure of our current electoral politics and considering potential for 
reform were the focus of this group’s discussion.  There was a genuine concern that the 
lack of public political engagement is hurting electoral politics in Alberta, but at the core 
was a need to determine how to educate the public on electoral reform, democratic rights, 
and the value of participatory democracy.  Some of the key challenges in Alberta’s electoral 
politics include a rural bias from the population distribution in individual ridings, the 
timing of elections being based on ad-hoc calling of elections versus fixed dates, and lack 
of transparency in party financing. Overall, the disparity between the popular vote and the 
seat distribution in the legislature is a cause for concern; reinforcing the general apathy in 
the community to affect change. 

The group as a whole focused on discussing key ideas that could aid electoral reform in 
seeing positive change over the two years, including: 

• Pushing electoral reform onto the agenda for the Conservative leadership 
campaign; 

• Create awareness and educate the public on the benefits of electoral reform.  The 
group generally felt that if there could be an improvement in electoral politics, 
Alberta would see less single party dominance, increase voter turnout and 
increase minority representation; 

• Consideration and review of the British Columbia Citizen’s Assembly as a model for 
Alberta.  If we choose to reflect on other models, we may be able to establish a 
framework for citizen’s action in Alberta which could be effective.  A Citizen’s 
Assembly was discussed as a potential mechanism to engage the public and affect 
change to the electoral system; 

• Increase efforts to engage the public and other parties with the ruling party and 
facilitate discussion and cooperation rather than operating in isolation.  Simple 
actions such as concerned citizens joining the Conservative membership in order 
to initiate change from within the political party in power can have a substantial 
impact; 

• Movement of the electoral boundary commissions to become non-partisan in 
respect to developing of boundaries; 

• Fix election dates so that they are not privy to strategic political timing from the 
party in power.  The fixed election dates should be published on voting records; 
and, 

• Engage effectively with local and small community press media to build 
awareness about the issues and reach the rural communities. 



Democracy in Alberta Symposium Report 

 Page 9 

A combination of the above actions would force internal and external pressures for change 
on the electoral system forcing enhanced representation of the wishes of the citizens at 
large and bringing about increased accountability.  The group supported a movement of 
engagement and dialogue, potentially through a specific mechanism such as the Citizen’s 
Assembly. 
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Democratic Rights & Governance 

Session Animator:   Jason Foster, Alberta Federation of Labour 

New approaches to governance have altered which rights are respected and how rights are 
enforced. Deregulation, ‘self-monitoring’, and free trade agreements have enhanced corporate 
rights, while labour rights and human rights are too often ignored. Human rights enforcement 
and the protection of labour rights are essential to a democratic community. How do we 
rebalance the protection of democratic rights in Alberta? 

Session Overview 

The notes collected from this particular group focused on the positive and negative 
aspects associated with democratic rights and governance.  Participants were positive 
about the values enshrined in our political process, as codified in such documents as the 
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms as well as the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights.  There was however concern expressed about citizen awareness and access to 
knowledge about what is happening in our government.  The dominance of the caucus has 
marginalized the legislature and the opposition parties and there is a need for personal 
participation and incorporation of community voice into democratic institutions.  There 
was also concern expressed about the impact of community economic power in politics. 

Alberta’s democracy is representative of liberal democracy which is predicated mainly on 
the idea of individual rights. This type of democracy can be blind to certain kinds of power 
such as economic power, and can also be blind to certain kinds of rights.  Corporations are 
a group that has been able to take full advantage of the focus on individual rights in liberal 
democracies and strengthen their power, especially economically.  Corporations are often 
seen as individuals and this status as an individual has been enhanced to the global level.  
Alberta is an example of minimalist intervention and liberal democracy.  Labour unions 
themselves have also been built on the concept of individual rights rather than the 
community. 

The challenge with democratic rights is the incongruence between rights and laws that are 
expressed on paper versus their practical applicability.  Alberta as yet is not dominated by 
a one dollar one vote system but we are at a critical point where our rights need to be 
assessed and reaffirmed.  Conversation and dialogue about our democratic rights are 
occurring and need to continue. 

In order to advance democratic rights and governance in Alberta, the group generally 
agreed that education needed to take place through a number of mediums: 

• Target the public through a course on democratic citizen activism which could be 
delivered through an institution such as Metro College; 

• Engage youth in democracy and get them excited.  An educational model about 
democracy that could be brought into schools with access to resources and 
speakers could support youth engagement and understanding; 

• Challenge individuals at the symposium and in the community to mentor and 
engage others at a personal level to enhance their understanding and 
engagement; and, 

• Restore the political panel on CBC. 
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Gender Equality & Democracy 

Session Animators:  Janet Buckmaster, YWCA Edmonton’s One Woman One Vote 
Initiative 
Linda Trimble, Department of Political Science, University of 
Alberta 

 
Women are systematically underrepresented in the political system. A more Democratic 
Alberta must include more women participating in party organizations, serving on school 
boards and municipal councils, running as candidates, serving in the Legislature, and sitting in 
Cabinet. The diversity of women’s voices must be heard, and policy making must be subject to 
thoughtful gender analysis. How can we achieve greater gender equality in a more democratic 
politics? 
 

Session Overview 

Participants used this opportunity to share and develop thoughts on democracy in Alberta 
and discuss the gender deficit.  Participants felt that there continues to be a long road 
ahead in advancing gender equality and participation in governance   The continuing male 
dominance and masculine language employed in politics, coupled with underlying 
assumptions about gender roles and questions of women’s appropriate role in public life 
requires a multi-pronged approach to encouraging women to lead, participate and engage 
in the political sphere.  Electing more women is only part of the answer.   

Despite these concerns, participants expressed that they are encouraged by change and 
democratic renewal efforts across the country. Further efforts will need to focus on 
creating space for minority women and marginalized groups of women.  There is a need to 
encourage women of all backgrounds to join political parties and understand that policy 
affects them and is meaningful in their daily lives.  There needs to be encouragement of 
support groups such as Equal Voice and YWCA Edmonton’s One Woman One Vote Initiative 
to enable participation and engagement of women.   

Participants commented that in looking at involvement in public life, a woman’s decision-
making process is complex.  For a variety of reasons, women do not always aspire to 
political life, but when asked to participate, begin to see this activity as a possibility.  When 
given continued encouragement, many women will become actively engaged.  There 
needs to be more invitations for women to take leadership roles in politics. Parties need to 
actively target and recruit women. 

In order for parties to begin actively recruiting more women, gender equality in politics 
needs to be recognized as an issue at all levels.  One participant commented that to her 
knowledge, not one of the 13 elected women (16%) in Alberta sees gender as an issue, 
although a June 2005 report in Alberta Views magazine indicates a few do. Many female 
elected representatives at provincial level tend to believe that ‘if you want it; go and get it’ 
and that if women are not in politics it is because they don’t want to be.  Further, this 
gendered absence is not always seen as a problem.   

This approach does not consider the effect of gendered socialization, women’s approach to 
political life, policy implications for women or the additional barriers that exist for women.  
The system is structured on the basis of a masculine and individualist identity. While the 
New Democratic Party and the Liberals in Alberta are committed to finding women to run, 
women confront numerous barriers to participation such as children and family, work 



Democracy in Alberta Symposium Report 

 Page 12 

commitments, division of labour, nomination and campaign costs, apathy and stereotypes.  
Women tend to also see problems through a different lens. 

The group identified a number of key activities that need to take place within the next two 
years to engage women in democracy  

• Improve communication and networking among all women that is inclusive and 
uses several different types of media.  This networking could involve a directory of 
groups and websites of interest; 

• Encourage political involvement and election of women in government.  For the 
provincial leadership race for example, women could influence and front a female 
candidate for the Conservative party.  Women should ask questions of the 
leadership candidates on policy issues that affect women, learn how each 
candidate views the lack of proportional representation of the female population 
in Alberta and the candidate’s ideas for change; 

• Political parties need to be educated and encouraged to seek out female 
candidates for significant roles in the party and to run in winnable ridings; 

• Generally, more women need to be working in provincial and municipal 
governments on women’s issues and this includes bureaucrats; 

• Change the language of politics.  Through increased dialogue and education of the 
public and women and consciousness-raising, a new language can make inroads 
and support a more effective, less masculine approach to politics.  The groups felt 
that education, research and analysis needs to be a component of work to engage 
women and change language; 

• Support and partner with immigrant women and marginalized groups to ensure 
their participation and engagement.  By engaging marginalized communities, 
more effective and inclusive approaches can be facilitated; and, 

• There needs to be an emphasis on social issues, particularly that of childcare. With 
this being a significant obstacle for women’s involvement in politics and the 
labour force, there needs to be a lobby for funds and spaces in childcare.  A 
strategy for labour force and child care relationships needs to be forged and an 
Advisory Council to support women’s issues and childcare advocacy initiated.   
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Participation in Democratic Politics 

Session Animator: Heather MacIntosh, Sheldon Chumir Foundation for Ethics in 
Leadership 

Participation in democratic politics ranges from voting, to joining a political party or interest 
group, to being active in a social movement. Currently, too few Albertans, particularly young 
Albertans, bother to vote in provincial elections. More needs to be done to vitalize political 
groups and movements and engage socially marginalized Albertans in political activity. 
Democracy requires a participatory culture and informed citizens who are ready and willing to 
participate. How can we increase citizen participation in democratic politics in Alberta? 

Session Overview  

Encouraged by recent success in Alberta on the defeat of the Third Way in healthcare, the 
group felt that changes are possible when people pull together and that there are groups 
making a difference in democracy in the province.  The group expressed that democracy is 
much more than just voting and that active citizens create awareness and engagement on 
the ground. 

The current political culture in Alberta appears to be stagnant and there is loyalty to the 
existing political and economic arrangements.  Politicians appear to be bankrupt, only 
saying what they think people want to hear. Citizen apathy continues to embed in the 
system.  People tend towards cynicism rather than engagement and opposition to 
government.  Non-voting is an expression of non-confidence and people need to take this 
apathy to an active role.  The group felt that there is a lack of involvement of youth in the 
political processes.  There are no active political clubs, youth don’t know enough about 
politics and parties are not actively engaging youth. The media tends only to give ‘sound-
bites’ of issues and the media filters don’t give citizens the whole story.  There is a lack of 
transparency and access in the government.  Also, participants felt that addressing the 
issues of marginalized groups and giving them a personal voice to their concerns would go 
unheard in a representational government.  There is a feeling that that one must assimilate 
rather than speak out. 

Group participants felt there were a number of areas that need focus in the next two years 
in Alberta: 

• More extensive public consultation on issues before bills are passed is 
fundamental. This consultation must be inclusive and represent a cross-section of 
interested stakeholders.  Participants suggested that the White Paper process that 
happens in Sweden provides a good opportunity to open issues to public debate 
and input before decisions are made. Consultations that focus on identifying 
issues rather than dictating them would be a step in the right direction.  Support 
needs to be provided to politicians and people that embrace community 
participation and that a lobby group should be created for community 
participation; 

• Support needs to be provided for more balanced research on political issues.  
Currently, well-funded government research outweighs opposition and 
grassroots research; 

• A culture that values participation needs to be facilitated.  Spaces need to be 
provided where people can discuss and debate issues, particularly in local 
communities as issues arise.  Participants felt that groups could be created to raise 



Democracy in Alberta Symposium Report 

 Page 14 

awareness as a collective on issues.  Meetings for these groups could take place 
on fixed dates and locations and be publicly funded.  The idea of a citizen action 
council should be seriously considered as well as movement on proportional 
representation.  Clear strategies should also be mapped out to impact political 
campaigns and engage public participation; 

• Education is a fundamental component to enhance participation in political 
processes.  The group felt that lack of knowledge contributes to the stagnation 
and ignorance of civil rights and responsibilities.  Citizenship by 6, an educational 
initiative to reinforce and create a political culture in our children before Grade 6 
and to ensure they understand that politics is a vital aspect of their future, should 
be further pursued. School curriculum to advance democratic participation and 
understanding that is interdisciplinary and bridges the different course areas was 
suggested and that role models need to be highlighted that children and youth 
can relate to; and, 

• More public education on political participation and issues is essential.  
Participants felt that citizens need to embrace being smart about politics and not 
be afraid or hesitant to talk about it with others.  A clear strategy to create 
awareness through a campaign on public education would be beneficial and the 
media should be utilized to create awareness on social issues. 
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Public Engagement to Extend Democracy 

Session Animator: Denis Theobald, Alberta Teachers’ Association 

The involvement of citizens in governance and policy making between elections is an essential 
check on the power of influential elites and a key element of a strong, participatory democracy. 
While lobbyists continue to press government officials, the Alberta government needs to 
ensure effective processes of meaningful public consultation. Public engagement to extend 
democracy must involve citizens, groups and movements playing a meaningful role beyond 
voting in elections. What can be done to engage citizens, groups and movements in 
governance and policy making? 

Session Overview 

Participants mutually agreed that democratic public engagement involves groups and 
individuals claiming the political right to influence and participate in the political decisions 
that impact on their lives and communities. In a discussion about the definition of truly 
‘democratic’ public engagement participants came to the conclusion that the quality of 
democracy is determined by more than just the willingness of individuals and groups to be 
politically engaged. Democratic public engagement requires a commitment on the part of 
governments—our governments must commit themselves to creating the space and 
opportunity for meaningful participation by engaged groups and individuals.  

Discussion began, however, with a focus on the willingness of Albertans to be politically 
engaged. The group discussed the problem of political apathy. Even in terms of ‘speaking 
out’ about issues of concern, participants noted that many Albertans seem to practice a 
form of political self-censorship that may stem from fear of being chastised in a political 
culture that is so dominated by one particular political vision.  A few participants drew our 
attention to the ways in which prosperity in Alberta may be pacifying the democratic 
movement—not only are people busy ‘making a living’, but in economic terms life is 
pretty good for a lot of people and this reduces the sense of urgency related to demanding 
political change (or even political responsiveness).  The group challenged itself to address 
the question “how do we wake ourselves up?”  They agreed that in the long run, we will 
pay a price for not paying attention to the importance of public engagement in politics 
and governance. On this front, participants stressed the importance of politicizing young 
people. There was even discussion of the connection between teaching politics and civics 
in school hand preparing future generations for democratic public engagement. 

When attention turned to the role of government in public engagement, the group agreed 
that the government should play a more active role in facilitating communication between 
official policy makers and individuals and groups in effected communities.   Access to 
information and transparency are critical to facilitating public engagement. But, in 
addition, participants agreed that government-sponsored summits and consultations have 
in the past been limited in scope and, essentially, ‘controlled’ affairs that failed to bridge 
the gap that exists between participants and policy makers.  As such, in addition to 
working to enhance public understanding of the policy development process, 
governments must commit themselves to more meaningful and substantive forms of 
consultation and public engagement. 

In essence, the discussion had two sides. On the one hand, more needs to be done to 
educate and politicize those who might become the politically active citizens engaged in 
politics in the future. At the same time, government needs to embrace an open and 
democratic culture of consultation and public engagement.   
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In a brief discussion on the workings of political process, several participants mentioned 
that one of the most critical issues in our ‘parliamentary democracy’ is reliance on one-
party government Standing Policy Committees. The group felt that only ruling party 
monopolization of these committees is a serious affront to democracy in Alberta.  If the 
legislature and its committees are ever going to serve as a vehicle for democracy and 
public engagement, the agenda and decisions of these committees must be determined 
democratically by all elected parties in the legislature. Opportunities to engage the policy 
process through policy committees of the legislature must be open to a wider range of 
Alberta citizens and groups. 

Solutions to the democratic deficit in the area of public engagement require a cultural shift 
in Alberta. Citizens must be educated and politicized, and governments must be 
committed to democracy.  There needs to be a meaningful bridging of community and 
government.  Particular efforts are required to ensure engagement of the rural community 
and various communities that fall outside the dominant cultural mainstream.  Because 
democracy is about engaged dialogue, we need to create space and opportunities for 
people to learn, reflect and speak. 

Key recommendations put forth by the group include: 

� At the community level, the group felt that developing a report card on Alberta 
government consultations and engagement would be the most effective way to 
move forward in the next 2 years.  The report card would highlight problems, 
opportunities and success stories and assess the opportunities and vehicles for 
public engagement put in place by the government.  Assessing the government’s 
commitment to and efforts at public engagement and consultation  could provide 
the information and analysis necessary to push our government to create more 
meaningful opportunities to engage the community in democratic processes; 

� Talk and educate people about democracy.  This should include efforts to reach 
students in schools.  But, within the communities of already engaged Albertans, 
participants felt that strong and successful advocacy groups could play a role in 
teaching others about politics and successful political engagement.  On this front, 
suggestions included workshops and classes in order to raise awareness of 
political opportunities, strategies and on key issues;   

� Many participants were excited about stories of participatory budgeting from 
other jurisdictions. There was discussion of the importance of local level initiatives 
to engaging people in politics.  It was suggested that piloting such a process at the 
Municipal level would be worthwhile. Even taking advantage of the fact that the 
City of Edmonton already offers a few days of consultation process before the 
budget is approved, would be a step in the right direction.  More people can be 
engaged in this process and ensure that a diverse background of individuals are 
attending; and, 

� We need to make it clear to our politicians that the government needs to develop 
and operate consultation based on principles that provide meaningful 
opportunities for truly democratic public engagement. Consultations need to be 
longer and reduce limitations to participation.  There also needs to be leadership 
to develop a culture of consultation and sharing of information within 
government.  Opposition parties can have their own consultation process to 
pressure government to be more responsive to ordinary citizens but 
democratization of consultation requires a real commitment by government to 
discussion at the grassroots levels. 
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Power, Accountability, Checks & Balances in 

Democratic Government    

Session Animator: Trevor Harrison, University of Lethbridge 

In parliamentary systems ‘responsible government’ is premised on the capacity of the 
legislature—and, it should be added, citizens—to hold the Premier and cabinet to account for 
their plans and actions. If there are no effective checks on the power of the cabinet and Premier 
we have undemocratic ‘executive government’. Can the elected legislature, and the opposition 
therein, hold the cabinet to account? Do the Auditor General and other oversight officers have 
the capacity to force meaningful democratic accountability? Is there meaningful protection for 
whistle blowers who speak out from within government? Are well-financed lobbyists with ties 
to government identified and regulated? Does the public have meaningful access to 
information regarding cabinet deliberations? If not, democratic governance is compromised. 
What should be done to check the power of the Premier and cabinet, and to ensure democratic 
government? 

Session Overview 

The power of community in Alberta, which should be the basis for holding government 
accountable, has been lost.  People are no longer interested in politics and getting them 
involved with the “what’s in it for me?” mentality is presenting significant problems within 
our democracy.  It was noted that at conferences dealing with democracy, it is difficult to 
even reach an attendance of 100 people, but yet hockey games have no problems reaching 
into the thousands.  How do you get people away from the apathetic mentality and build 
interest in your citizens about democratic matters?  How do you show them that it is 
important to be involved?  

There are a number of critical issues that need to be addressed within the democratic 
structures in Alberta.  The party in power tends to try and absorb the official opposition to 
defray discontent.  Private funding of political parties is an obstacle to true democracy as 
one can’t expect a candidate to be caring about everyone if they are being funded by a 
private source.  With these structural constraints, Alberta’s democracy needs to bridge 
voices from across the partisan spectrum to advance debate, discussion and action.  
Education in schools is essential; however students are choosing to drop out of democracy. 

This group felt that building community would be an integral component of curbing the 
ongoing democratic deficit.  A conscious effort to revive democracy in homes and schools 
would be a start with a revitalization of municipal politics as well.  Schools provide a 
medium of outreach which is untapped in the community.  The school can provide the 
space for a hub or gathering place for the community and in return, this also surrounds our 
children with community involvement.  The participants felt that the power of the 
community in local decision making has been lost and that the sense of cohesion that used 
to bring citizens together to make decisions in town halls no longer exists.  Parents must 
expose their children to political matters at home to instil an importance of democracy in 
their children.  This must then be reinforced in the school curriculum in order to keep 
children and youth surrounded by the notion that involvement in democracy is vital.  
Creating a sense of community politics and empowerment will thus spread in future years. 
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Community Power, Local Public Institutions & 

Democracy 

Session Animators: Janice Sarich, Edmonton Catholic School Board 
   David King, John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human Rights 

The increasing power of centralized provincial institutions, and the accompanying loss of 
power by local public institutions, concerns many democrats. Elected municipal governments 
and school boards, the once elected health boards, and the supposedly autonomous governing 
bodies of public colleges and universities must have the capacity to function as local sites of 
democratic governance. Grass roots democracy is built upon a foundation of communities 
with the independence and power to realize meaningful self-determination. How can 
communities and local public institutions be empowered to enhance democracy? 

Session Overview 
 
The focus of discussion at the symposium on the provincial aspects of government tended 
in many respects to point towards the need to revitalize democracy at a grassroots, 
community level.  This session was able to focus more specifically on this issue and 
highlighted that local communities are fundamentally different from the provincial 
government.  In light of this, the need to strengthen local communities as a way to hold 
government accountable and engage citizens cannot be allowed to be undervalued.  There 
is a withdrawal from participation in the life of communities but these are a critical venue 
in which to develop social trust, which ultimately helps to build social consciousness. 
Public participation in local government is seriously deficient and inconsistent: unless an 
issue impacts a person directly, involvement is very limited. The process for community 
engagement needs to be authentic and experienced closer to the source.   
 
The group felt that community study circles would be an effective mechanism to advance 
democratic renewal in Alberta.  Study Circles are mandated to give people power and 
decision-making capacity.  The agenda focuses on mutual learning and action and is an 
inclusive process involving people from various backgrounds.   This concept would enable 
relationship building and networking as well which the group felt was an important need 
in the community.   
 
Education and outreach in schools was also another area in which the group felt action 
should take place.  Mentorship of students by leaders and elders was highlighted, as well 
as having politicians and politically active groups visit schools to connect with youth.  The 
consensus was that activity should support longer term democratic participation for youth. 
Overcoming apathy through education will have a long term impact in Alberta. 
 
Finally, the group suggested that a networking list with community based actions would 
be beneficial for the community, to show the idea of participatory democracy.  Participants 
felt that the fundamental principles of participatory democracy also need to be ironed out 
and shared in the community.
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The big picture: moving forward collaboratively    

 
Following discussion and planning around the theme areas, participants were then broken 
into random groups to build action, direction and strategies at a macro level – to address 
democratic renewal across thematic areas. Discussions highlighted a need however to 
redefine democracy and transform it into a progressive movement rather than a focus on 
the status quo. The following highlights ten key areas of action that participants felt were 
priorities in the upcoming two years for democratic renewal.  
 
Creating a Citizen’s Action Forum or Assembly to Renew DemocracyCreating a Citizen’s Action Forum or Assembly to Renew DemocracyCreating a Citizen’s Action Forum or Assembly to Renew DemocracyCreating a Citizen’s Action Forum or Assembly to Renew Democracy    
Participants indicated that there is a need to consider how a Citizen’s Action Forum or 
Assembly could impact democratic renewal in Alberta.  This Assembly would draw on 
research and assessment of models across Canada, particularly British Columbia.  This 
would provide a forum for citizens to consider forms of electoral reform such as 
proportional representation, provide a public space for citizens to engage with each other, 
redefine our political culture, and apply pressure on government.  An assembly would give 
power to the grassroots and support the networking and relationship building amongst 
various organizations and individuals interested in advancing democratic reform in our 
communities and province. Some participants felt that the victory over the Third Way (a 
Government of Alberta initiative to further privatization of public health) could be used as 
a practical example for moving forward on particular issues within this Assembly. 
 
Creating a Report Card to assess Engagement and ParticipationCreating a Report Card to assess Engagement and ParticipationCreating a Report Card to assess Engagement and ParticipationCreating a Report Card to assess Engagement and Participation    
In order to track democratic participation and engagement, participants strongly felt that 
creating a grading system such as an annual report card for politicians and the 
government was a priority for Alberta.  This report card would provide a quantitative and 
qualitative analysis of the effectiveness of the government’s efforts to support community 
engagement in political decision-making.  An overall report card on Alberta’s democratic 
deficit more generally would also be a valuable tool for measurement of progress as 
movement on democratic renewal advances. 
 
Providing Public Spaces for Dialogue, Awareness Raising and Action PlanningProviding Public Spaces for Dialogue, Awareness Raising and Action PlanningProviding Public Spaces for Dialogue, Awareness Raising and Action PlanningProviding Public Spaces for Dialogue, Awareness Raising and Action Planning    
Creation of more public, safe spaces for citizens to engage with each other is essential to 
promote strong relations as well as to build understanding of the depth and breadth of the 
democratic deficit across groups and sectors.  The use of community study circles was 
strongly supported as a mechanism to create a process of learning as well as to support 
action planning. It was also felt that there need to be more opportunities, such as the 
symposium, to meet and discuss critical issues relating to democratic renewal.  These 
opportunities should be made accessible, such as on the weekends, and work to engage 
rural and remote areas in the discussions. In order to promote a balanced gender 
representation in political processes, it was also suggested that the government provide 
support for a network of women’s groups to communicate and work together.  
 
Enhancing Enhancing Enhancing Enhancing PPPParticipation and articipation and articipation and articipation and Engagement iEngagement iEngagement iEngagement in Policy Mn Policy Mn Policy Mn Policy Makingakingakingaking    
Supporting a strong consultative and engagement process with the government is 
essential and efforts need to be made to ensure quality of consultations.  While the report 
card would be one mechanism to apply pressure on the government to enhance their 
engagement processes, participants felt that more needed to be done.  Standing Policy 
and other Committees in government need to represent multiple parties to ensure 
transparency, accountability and linkages to the community.  It was also suggested that 
government consider the use of more effective pre-bill consultations to provide direct 
feedback to an issue.  The use of white papers, using the example of Sweden, would be a 
useful opportunity to engage feedback to policy making prior to passing of bills.  It was 
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also suggested that an electronic discussion board be established to support the 
development of strategies to combat cynicism and engage the public. 
 
Increasing Increasing Increasing Increasing AAAAccessibility to ccessibility to ccessibility to ccessibility to PPPPolitics in Albertaolitics in Albertaolitics in Albertaolitics in Alberta    
Enhancing opportunities for the public to access politics was discussed as an important 
issue, particularly for marginalized groups.  It was suggested that for example, an increase 
in the number of city councillors per ward may make politics more accessible.  A focus on 
childcare was a strong point of discussion in order to enhance the involvement of women 
in politics and the labour pool.  Other suggestions included supporting democratic election 
of health boards and reforming the voting process. 
 
Education in our School SystemEducation in our School SystemEducation in our School SystemEducation in our School System    
Throughout the symposium, the notion of engagement of youth and education within 
schools was consistently highlighted.  In order to support long term democratic vitality, 
new ways of engaging youth and educating on civil rights and the importance of 
democracy are needed. It was suggested that groups consider visiting schools and talking 
to youth through presentations and workshops. An effective social curriculum and delivery 
would also be needed to ensure consistency and delivery of the message.   Giving students 
credit for belonging and participating would also be beneficial. A safe space for teachers 
also needs to be facilitated to ensure they are not afraid to speak about politics in the 
classroom. 
 
Education and Outreach to the PublicEducation and Outreach to the PublicEducation and Outreach to the PublicEducation and Outreach to the Public    
It is essential to mount an effective and targeted campaign to reach out to the public and 
educate on the values and issues of democracy and the importance of engagement.  
Concerns over apathy and cynicism were constantly discussed at the symposium, and 
education is an essential component to addressing these problems.  Consciousness raising 
and engagement will support long term renewal and, in particular, efforts need to be 
made in the rural areas and with marginalized communities such as immigrant 
populations. 
 
Creating Opportunities for IndCreating Opportunities for IndCreating Opportunities for IndCreating Opportunities for Individual Impactividual Impactividual Impactividual Impact    
Outside of the democratic system, people have an opportunity, on a daily basis, to affect 
change.  Participants stressed that party membership is a critical avenue to impact change.  
Citizens should also use every opportunity to write letters to the editor and to the 
government, but with a small suggestion; copy the opposition!  Finally, participants 
challenged others to consider mentoring one or two other people (with a specific 
reference to youth) who are not engaged and aware of democracy and politics.  Embracing 
and mentoring people will result in a growth of concern and awareness in our 
communities. 

 
Enhancing Capacity to Affect ChangeEnhancing Capacity to Affect ChangeEnhancing Capacity to Affect ChangeEnhancing Capacity to Affect Change    
In order to affect change, groups need to understand better how to work together and 
work with government.  Educational programs and teaching opportunities amongst 
groups would be an important venue for sharing and capacity building.  It was also 
suggested that a document highlighting critical information and groups would be a useful 
resource for groups and individuals working to affect change.  Essentially, enhancing our 
capacity involves creating improved opportunities for groups from across political 
spectrums to engage and work together to advance democracy in Alberta.  Efforts need to 
be made to effectively engage with the governing party to ensure sustainable solutions for 
change.    
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Promoting Gender Equity in PoliticsPromoting Gender Equity in PoliticsPromoting Gender Equity in PoliticsPromoting Gender Equity in Politics    
A committed effort to advancing balanced gender representation and involvement in 
politics is an essential component to democratic renewal. Some participants felt that the 
language of politics, which tends to be very masculine and confrontational, needs to be 
challenged and redefined.  The involvement of women should be supported through 
addressing barriers to participation and enhancing support for women’s organizations and 
women candidates. 
 
 



Democracy in Alberta Symposium Report 

 Page 22 

Where do we go from here? 

 
Based on the discussions from the symposium, it was evident that space for dialogue and 
action on democratic renewal in Alberta needs to be supported and enhanced.  There also 
needs to be a leader to move the agenda forward on a number of key action areas.  From 
the symposium, organizers recommend moving forward with the following activities: 
 

� Hosting of a follow up event focusing solely on the exploration of a Citizen’s 
Assembly, in order to facilitate dialogue about the idea, and create an action plan 
for moving ahead; 

� Public Interest Alberta (Democracy Task Force) in collaboration with key partners 
such as Parkland Institute consider developing a report card for democratic 
engagement and on the deficit; 

� Community study circles focused on key theme areas as discussed at the 
symposium be initiated, to support learning and action planning which comes 
from grassroots and engages all key stakeholders including participants from rural 
and marginalized communities; 

� Equal Voice and YWCA One Woman One Vote, support the ongoing development 
of a woman’s political network to engage women, encourage women to vote and 
provide support to female candidates and women’s political involvement;   

� Engage with the current governing party to educate elected officials and party 
members on electoral reform and potential areas for democratic renewal in 
Alberta.  All efforts to advance democracy in Alberta should be undertaken with a 
clear vision for inclusion of all political parties; 

� A review of current formal educational programming related to democracy be 
undertaken to enhance youth engagement and understanding of democracy and 
their rights.  The development of a list of presenters and materials available 
through various organizations in Alberta would be a valuable resource for teachers 
to assist them in delivery of educational programming; and, 

� A well-thought out strategy for public education on the democratic deficit be 
developed by interested organizations and individuals.  While this education 
strategy may develop from community circles, a concerted effort should be made 
by key organizations such as Parkland Institute, Public Interest Alberta, Fair Vote 
Alberta and others to build public awareness leading up next elections. 
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John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human Rights 
 
The John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human Rights was established as a non-
governmental organization in Edmonton, Alberta in June 2000, evolving from the Human 
Rights Education Foundation, founded in 1998.  The Centre was established under the 
guidance and inspiration of patrons John Hume, M.P., M.E.P., Nobel Laureate, Dr. Margaret 
Kunstler-Humphrey, M.D., F.R.C.P., The Right Honourable Antonio Lamer, P.C. Former Chief 
Justice of Canada, and the Most Reverend Desmond M. Tutu, Archbishop Emeritus and 
Nobel Laureate.   

Named after the late John Peters Humphrey, the principal drafter of the United Nation 
Declaration of Human Rights, the Centre’s mission is to advance the universal 
implementation of human rights through teaching and education of all people, with a 
specific focus on children and youth. A commitment to human rights, we envision, will 
enable us to attend to many of the ills in our society; from poverty, to racism, to bullying. 

For more information on the Centre and its programs, visit our website at: 

www.johnhumphreycentre.org 

Telephone:  780.453.2638    Email: info@johnhumphreycentre.org 

 


