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Executive Summary 

The Office of the Chief Electoral Officer is an independent, non-partisan agency that reports 

directly to Parliament; it is composed of two entities: Elections Canada and the Commissioner of 

Canada Elections. This report evaluates Elections Canada’s performance in the administration of 

the 44th general election, held on September 20, 2021. The report summarizes Elections 

Canada’s success in delivering an election, as measured against established expected outcomes 

and performance indicators, and identifies areas for improvement going forward. 

For over 100 years, Elections Canada has delivered free and fair federal elections, providing 

opportunities for Canadians to take part in an electoral democracy. The agency is committed to 

listening to and engaging with Canadians, broadly sharing information, collaborating to expand 

its capacity and effectively managing its resources. Elections Canada focuses on maximizing the 

impact of its efforts and strives to continually modernize and improve its services. 

Assessment of Elections Canada’s performance 

Logistically, the general election of 2021 was the most complex election ever, marked by 

regional and local challenges that required a high level of adaptability. This included planning a 

general election not only during a pandemic but also during major wildfires in British Columbia 

and a hurricane in Newfoundland and Labrador. As a result, the Chief Electoral Officer used his 

authority to adapt provisions of the Canada Elections Act during the election period, or within 

30 days after the election, due to unusual, unforeseen circumstances or emergencies. Examples 

of the adaptations to the Act include locating offices outside electoral districts, developing 

alternative options for voting in long-term care (LTC) facilities, correcting issues of erroneous 

information, and issuing transfer certificates so that electors could vote at other polling places. A 

detailed report of the adaptations can be found in the Report on the 44th General Election of 

September 20, 2021. 

Elections Canada was able to adapt its voting services by: 

• Preparing for an increase in voting by special ballot. 

• Adjusting training and manuals to support a single-poll-worker model for in-person services. 

• Providing options for electors in seniors’ homes and LTC facilities. 

• Preparing for large quantities of personal protective equipment and materials. 

Public health measures varied across regions and posed one of the greatest challenges for 

planning the election. Elections Canada’s pandemic task force allowed the agency to coordinate 

with authorities across the country and adjust measures to meet local requirements. As a result, 

Elections Canada demonstrated adaptability in the 44th general election, and it is committed to 

continually evolving and improving its services based on the experience of each election. 

In the 44th general election, Elections Canada safely served 17.2 million Canadians in 

338 electoral districts. According to the results of the National Electors Study carried out for this 

https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/e-2.01/
https://www.elections.ca/res/rep/off/sta_ge44/stat_ge44_e.pdf
https://www.elections.ca/res/rep/off/sta_ge44/stat_ge44_e.pdf
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
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election, published in the fall of 2022, 95% of electors said they felt safe voting in person at a 

polling place when considering the health and safety measures for COVID-19 that were in place 

at the polls. Most electors (89%) also thought they were well informed about the health and 

safety measures for COVID-19 that were in place at the polls for the election. According to 

results from the Labour Force Survey released in February 2022, only 2% of non-voters reported 

that they did not vote due to reasons related to COVID-19. Of these responses, approximately 

two thirds were related to being worried about contracting the virus. The remaining one third 

was made up of people who were either sick with COVID-19 and/or self-isolating, people who 

disagreed with holding an election during the pandemic and people who were dissatisfied with 

the protocols put in place to allow for safe voting. 

Overall, 97% of electors were satisfied with the services provided by Elections Canada staff in 

the 44th general election, and 96% of electors were satisfied with their overall voting experience. 

Despite the challenges in this general election, these results are comparable to those from the 

43rd general election. However, some electors previously known to face barriers to the electoral 

process continue to face some challenges. 

Elections Canada met expectations and successfully delivered the 44th general election. The 

agency will continue to improve its services to meet the expectations of Canadians. The agency 

will also continue to explore innovative approaches to delivering electoral services to Canadians. 

Specific commitments are included in response to the detailed findings of this performance 

assessment. 

More information on the agency’s activities to prepare for, deliver and close the 44th general 

election is provided in the Report on the 44th General Election of September 20, 2021. 

 

https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec%2feval%2fpes2021%2frnv&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/res/rep/off/sta_ge44/stat_ge44_e.pdf
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Election at a Glance 
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Methodology 

Elections Canada developed a framework to guide the assessment of its performance in 

delivering the 44th general election. This framework builds on the agency’s departmental results 

and identifies the expected outcomes it aims to achieve for Canadians. 

The agency’s performance was assessed against the following expected outcomes identified 

before the election: 

• The health and safety of Canadians is protected when voting. 

• Electors have access to a variety of inclusive voting options that meet their needs. 

• Political entities receive the support and information they need to meet the requirements of 

the Canada Elections Act. 

• Canadians have confidence in the integrity and security of the electoral process. 

• Returning officers are adequately supported in the administration and delivery of the 

election. 

In assessing its performance, the agency considered public opinion research with additional post-

election analyses, official reports and audit findings, stakeholder feedback and research. This 

report is also informed by qualitative information and quantitative data from more than 

40 subject matter experts across the agency. Findings and action items were derived from:  

• Feedback from subject matter experts, including post-election analyses. 

• Feedback from key stakeholder groups. 

• The Returning Officers’ Report of Proceedings Summary for the 44th general election. 

• Action items from the 43rd general election. 

• The independent audit report on the performance of the duties and functions of election 

officers, completed by PricewaterhouseCoopers. 

The assessment and related findings are divided into three sections: Electoral Services, Electoral 

Integrity and Support for Returning Officers. Each section includes specific commitments to 

address the findings of this report and ensure continuous improvement overall. 

This retrospective report supports Elections Canada’s commitment to results-based management 

and the capacity to identify areas for improvement going forward. 

 

https://www.elections.ca/res/rep/rpp/dp2021/images/img2_e.jpg
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021/rorps&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021/ege&document=ex-au-index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021/ege&document=ex-au-index&lang=e
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Electoral Services 

Elections Canada’s mandate is to ensure that Canadians can exercise their democratic rights to 

vote and be a candidate. To provide a positive voting experience for Canadians, Elections 

Canada must deliver the right information and services at the right time.  

A key indicator of Elections Canada’s success is the overall level of satisfaction that voters 

expressed with the voting experience. The agency also considers, as a key measure, the 

percentage of non-voters who reported not being able to exercise their right to vote because of 

issues with the electoral process. 

Based on the results from the National Electors Study for the 44th Canadian federal election, 

which focuses on electors’ perspectives on the administration of the 44th general election, the 

percentage of electors who were satisfied with their voting experience remains high, at 96%. 

This is similar to the level obtained in 2019 for the 43rd general election, when 97% of electors 

were satisfied.  

Among electors who did not vote, issues with the electoral process accounted for 7% of the 

reasons that electors did not cast a ballot. This was one of the findings of the Labour Force 

Survey, carried out by Statistics Canada in October 2021 and released in February 2022, which 

included questions supplied by Elections Canada. This marks a two-point increase over the 2019 

election, when electoral process–related reasons were cited by 5% of non-voters, and is similar 

to the 2015 result (8%). Similar to 2019, two reasons together accounted for more than half of all 

the reasons cited for not voting: not interested in politics (32%) and being too busy (24%). 

As part of the preparations for the 44th general election, Elections Canada identified three 

specific outcomes that it expected to achieve for Canadians:  

1. The health and safety of Canadians is protected when voting. 

2. Electors have access to a variety of inclusive voting options that meet their needs. 

3. Political entities receive the support and information they need to meet the requirements of 

the Canada Elections Act. 

Objective 1: The health and safety of Canadians is protected when 
voting 

Sensitive to the fact that, for Canadians to feel safe exercising their right to vote, they would 

require details regarding the additional health and safety measures that would exist at the polls, 

Elections Canada developed and implemented a health and safety information campaign. Using a 

variety of platforms, the campaign aimed to inform Canadians of the measures the agency was 

putting in place to ensure the health and safety of both electors and election workers. 

  

https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec%2feval%2fpes2021%2frnv&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec%2feval%2fpes2021%2frnv&document=index&lang=e
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Elections Canada also developed a repository of pandemic information that was tailored to 

particular regions or electoral districts. These pandemic election toolkits enabled election 

workers to keep track of changes and protocols—for example, by including: 

• Updates to polling place layout requirements so that physical distancing among election 

workers, electors, candidates and observers at the polls could be maintained. 

• Information on the use of protective barriers and face shields for election workers. 

• Information on the cleaning of frequently touched surfaces. 

• Letters of support from chief medical officers. 

As well, all training materials and procedures for election workers were updated to include 

COVID-19-specific instructions. The materials continued to be updated, as required, so that 

returning officers could be confident that they were following the latest public health guidelines 

in their areas. This approach helped maintain the health and safety of workers and minimized 

disruptions in the electoral districts. 

Elections Canada made it a priority to conduct health and safety analyses to ensure that polling 

places met the federal guidelines on indoor ventilation. The agency provided protective 

equipment, health and safety materials and self‑administered COVID-19 rapid tests to election 

workers. Due to supply chain challenges and the need for very large quantities, extensive 

coordination of logistics and procurement was required with the Public Health Agency of 

Canada (PHAC), Public Services and Procurement Canada (PSPC) and suppliers. Elections 

Canada sought to work with health officials, landlords, returning officers and candidates to 

ensure that candidates were not present in such numbers as to violate public health measures, 

while at the same time ensuring that the transparency of the process was maintained. 

The agency’s focus on masking, ventilation and physical distancing ensured that the 44th general 

election was conducted as safely as possible for electors and election workers alike. According 

to the Survey of Election Officers, 95% of election officers reported that the measures that had 

been put in place for COVID-19 made them feel safe while working at the polls. The 2021 

National Electors Study showed that 95% of electors felt safe voting in person at a polling place, 

given the health and safety measures that were in place. 

Finding: The changes to Elections Canada’s procedures and communications 
products ensured that electors and election workers felt safe 

Due to the changing nature of the pandemic, Elections Canada had to adapt its plans and 

processes to the different health and safety requirements in provinces and territories across the 

country. To that end, Elections Canada established direct contact with provincial and territorial 

public health authorities before the election and communicated with them regularly until election 

day to ensure that health measures could be adjusted and updated as required. Elections Canada 

collaborated with PHAC and local health authorities to remain agile and flexible in the face of 

constant change.   

Elections Canada established a COVID-19 task force to coordinate communications with 

external partners and make policy recommendations about pre-screening, mask wearing, 

https://www.ccohs.ca/covid19/indoor-ventilation/index.html
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
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physical distancing, entry registers, vaccine passport requirements and curfew application. 

Through this work, the agency developed, monitored and adjusted, as required, a range of 

measures that would significantly reduce the risk of COVID-19 exposure at local Elections 

Canada offices and polling places. Effective collaboration ensured that these measures were 

implemented and that instructions were clear, were up to date and aligned with public health 

guidelines. Based on feedback from a majority of election administrators, election workers and 

electors followed the COVID-19 guidelines during the event, thereby confirming the relevance 

and clarity of the instructions. 

Elections Canada also paid careful attention to threats to election security. Working within the 

bounds of its legal mandate, the agency collaborated with government departments and agencies 

that are charged with protecting public security as well as with local law enforcement. Security 

experts within the agency worked closely with these external security partners to ensure the 

safety and security of the Canadians who participated in the election. The agency maintained 

open channels of communication, which ensured that plans for all polling places across Canada 

included rigorous physical safety requirements. 

During the event, returning officers in 111 of the 338 electoral districts requested and received 

an increase in their budgets for security at polling places. Elections Canada recorded 

102 security incidents, 78 of which required police intervention. The agency ensured that there 

were appropriate security and safety measures and plans in place to enable returning officers to 

manage these incidents effectively and that impacts on voters and voting operations were 

minimized. Many incidents at the polls involved electors refusing to wear a mask, and most 

protests were related to either mask mandates or vaccination policies. Election workers were able 

to resolve most situations at polling places by respecting an elector’s medical exemption or 

explaining the local public health requirements. Previous general elections had not had a 

significant number of security incidents; thus, tracking had not generally been performed. 

Finding: Collaboration was key to planning a safe election 

Going forward 

Elections Canada will continue to build relationships with key partners to protect the health and 

safety of all participants in the electoral process—including all electors, election workers and 

candidates. The agency will also maintain the pandemic task force to help prepare for the next 

election, should it also be conducted under pandemic circumstances. Building on the lessons 

learned in the 44th general election, the agency specifically commits to: 

• Review and update health, safety and security procedures and tools—including protocols, 

instructions and comprehensive training packages—for field and Elections Canada 

headquarters (ECHQ) staff. 

• Communicate early on about the convenience of voting by special ballot and provide more 

information on how to submit these ballots. 

• Leverage existing procurement vehicles through PHAC and PSPC to secure sufficient 

protective equipment and safety materials.  
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Objective 2: Electors have access to a variety of inclusive voting 
options that meet their needs 

The Voter Information Campaign for the 

44th general election was a national, multimedia 

advertising campaign that provided information on 

when, where and ways to register and vote. This 

campaign was designed to reach the widest 

possible audience and position Elections Canada as 

the official source of information on the electoral 

process. According to the 2021 National Electors 

Study, communications products for the 

44th general election reached their intended 

audiences and were clear and concise, despite the 

changing environment caused by the pandemic. 

After the election, 85% of electors recalled, 

unaided, that they had seen or heard Elections 

Canada advertising communications during the 

election. When presented with a selection of 

advertisements, the vast majority of survey 

respondents agreed that the ads were clear (85%) 

and provided useful information (85%).  

The results also indicated that the agency is 

recognized by Canadians as the authoritative source of information on the electoral process. 

According to the National Electors Study, 66% of electors mentioned Elections Canada as the 

organization that first came to mind for information about the voting process; this represents a 

four-point improvement over 2019. In the post-election survey, 96% of electors who completed 

the post-election survey reported feeling informed about when, where and how to vote, including 

74% who said they felt very informed. 

Elections Canada uses the voter information card (VIC) as 

its primary means of communicating with Canadians about 

where and when they can vote. The deadline to have all the 

VICs in the mail was August 27, 2021, as mandated by the 

Canada Elections Act. As a result of the challenges 

involved in finding polling places because of COVID-19, 

Elections Canada was not able to meet this deadline. 

However, it mailed approximately 85% of all VICs by 

September 6, 2021, just 10 days later; the remaining 

4.7 million were mailed by September 15, 2021. In total, 

Elections Canada mailed approximately 27.7 million VICs 

to electors whose names appeared on the preliminary lists of 

electors. Despite the delays, the vast majority of Canadians 

received a timely and accurate VIC. More information on 

VICs and VIC delays is described in the Report on the 

44th General Election of September 20, 2021.  

During an election campaign, 

Elections Canada sends out a 

voter information card to every 

elector whose name appears on 

the preliminary lists of 

electors. It tells electors when 

and where they can cast their 

ballot on election day or at the 

advance polls. A card is also 

sent to every elector who is 

added to the list of electors 

during the revision period. 

Voter Information Card 

Print, radio and TV ads in Inuktitut 

Print ads in nine ethnocultural 

languages 

Radio and TV ads in  

30 ethnocultural languages 

Digital ads in seven ethnocultural 

languages 

Print ads in accessibility publications 

Advertising campaign included: 

https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/e-2.01/
https://www.elections.ca/res/rep/off/sta_ge44/stat_ge44_e.pdf
https://www.elections.ca/res/rep/off/sta_ge44/stat_ge44_e.pdf
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According to the National Electors Study, 92% of electors recalled receiving a VIC in the 

44th general election; this is similar to the level obtained in 2019 (93%). Among those who had 

received a VIC and voted in person in 2021, 92% brought their VIC with them to their polling 

place. 

In tandem with sending the VICs, Elections Canada distributed the Guide to the federal election. 

This guide provided information about voter eligibility, registration, ways to vote, identification 

requirements (including information about accepted pieces of identification), accessibility of 

polling places and the voting assistance tools and services available on election day. It also 

prompted electors to contact Elections Canada if they had not received a VIC. In total, the 

agency distributed 15,806,012 bilingual guides across Canada and an additional 10,159 trilingual 

guides in Nunavut. Elections Canada also published a version of the guide in 49 different 

languages, including 16 Indigenous languages, on its website. 

Finding: Canadians had access to information on when, where and ways to vote 
during the pandemic 

More than 17.2 million ballots were cast in the 44th general election, including approximately  

5.9 million during the four days of advance voting. The agency’s efforts to refine the voting 

processes and enable a positive in-person voting experience appeared successful: according to 

the 2021 National Electors Study, 96% of electors were satisfied with their overall voting 

experience, including 80% who were very satisfied. This finding is similar to the level of 

satisfaction obtained following the 43rd general election, when 97% of electors were satisfied 

and 80% very satisfied with their overall voting experience. For the 44th general election, the 

agency introduced a new, single-poll-worker model for servicing electors in person because 

changes to the health and safety protocols, as well as anticipated recruitment challenges, required 

replacing the two-person model it had traditionally used. While service time to electors increased 

in some electoral districts, particularly at the advance polls, there appeared to be little impact on 

overall elector satisfaction.  

In the National Electors Study, voters reported that it took an average of 13 minutes to vote in person 

in 2021: 12 minutes at polling places on election day, 14 minutes at the advance polls and 

14 minutes at local Elections Canada offices. On average, it took five minutes longer to vote in 

person in 2021 than in 2019, when the average time was eight minutes. Many electors reported 

longer-than-usual wait times during the 44th general election due to the reduced number of polling 

places in some electoral districts. Long lineups were notable in Toronto, Vancouver, Montréal and 

Ottawa. The agency recorded approximately 190 instances of long lineups; 20 minutes was the 

average wait time in these queues, and one hour was the longest. More information on wait times 

can be found in the Report on the 44th General Election of September 20, 2021. 

Finding: Despite delays in some locations, Canadians remained satisfied with 
their voter experience 

Due to the pandemic, Elections Canada anticipated a significant increase in the number of requests 

to vote by special ballot, especially from electors wishing to receive and return their ballot by mail. 

To prepare, the agency assessed its capacity to handle a large number of requests for special ballots 

and subsequently adjusted its policies and procedures to be able to manage up to five million 

https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=ele&dir=pas/44ge/spr/voting&document=guige&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/res/rep/off/sta_ge44/stat_ge44_e.pdf
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requests. More than 1.2 million electors requested a special ballot during the 44th general election, 

compared with more than 700,000 during the 43rd general election; this represented an increase of 

82%. The agency received, verified and counted more than one million special ballots received by 

mail, a significant increase from the 55,000 ballots received by mail in the 43rd general election. 

For Canadians living abroad, submitting a special ballot 

by mail is their only voting option. As in past elections, 

verification notices were proactively sent to all electors 

appearing on the International Register of Electors to 

validate the information the agency had on file, including 

whether the electors were still abroad and, if so, at what 

address. Failure to respond resulted in the electors being 

removed from the Register; this avoided ballot kits being 

sent to electors who were no longer residing outside 

Canada or who had changed their address abroad and 

failed to advise Elections Canada.  

To provide better service to electors living abroad, 

special ballot kits were pre-assembled. This meant that 

Elections Canada was able to start shipping out kits to 

international electors on August 16, 2021, the day after 

the writs were issued, to some 29,000 electors on the 

International Register of Electors. The unpredictability of 

international postal services has always impacted the number of ballots returned on time, but this 

situation was only exacerbated by the pandemic. Of the 55,696 special ballots issued to international 

electors, 38,955 were returned, of which only 27,035 were valid. As per the Canada Elections Act, 

11,920 were set aside, including 11,699 that arrived after the legal deadlines.1  

Elections Canada developed additional tools, procedures and communications products to serve 

those choosing to vote by special ballot. New functionality was added to the Online Voter 

Registration Service to allow electors to register to vote by special ballot from within their electoral 

district as well as to view the status of their special ballot request. Elections Canada also partnered 

with Canada Post to make applications to vote by special ballot available in 63 postal outlets; 

approximately 920 electors used this service. In addition, election administrators deployed 

designated ballot boxes (one per polling place on polling day) to provide an additional option for 

electors to return their completed special ballot if they had not had time to mail it in. 

The agency also conducted workflow simulations to determine the workforce and space required for 

local Elections Canada offices to manage special ballot requests in a timely manner. As a result, 

approximately 1,500 computers were repurposed and installed in local offices to support the 

processing of applications. The agency also undertook daily monitoring of requests across the 

country and provided advice to returning officers on managing the number. Where and when 

numbers warranted, Elections Canada encouraged and supported returning officers in establishing 

extended shifts to help manage the increase in workload. 

                                                                    
1 Further detail on special ballots is available in the Special Ballot Report: 44th General Election. 

A special ballot can be sent by 

mail, or filled in at a local 

Elections Canada office, by 

electors who cannot go to their 

polling places. An elector must 

first apply to Elections Canada 

for registration before 6:00 p.m. 

local time on the sixth day before 

polling day. The special ballot 

differs from a regular ballot in 

that the elector writes in the name 

of his or her preferred candidate. 

Special Ballot 

https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/e-2.01/
https://www.elections.ca/res/rec/eval/pes2021/bvssb/bvssb_ge44_e.pdf
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Electors who wanted to vote by special ballot were required to make an application for registration 

after the issue of writ, but before 6:00 p.m. local time on the 6th day before polling day, as required 

by the Canada Elections Act. This rule is in place to preserve the integrity of the process: it provides 

enough time for returning officers to prepare, produce and print the lists in time for polling day; 

these include printed lists in remote areas. Electors were responsible for returning their special ballot 

by mail, in person at their local Elections Canada office or in person in the boxes designated to 

receive special ballots at election day polling places. Special ballots that were received after the 

relevant deadlines had to be set aside.  

For the 44th general election, a total of 99,988 outer envelopes were received by Elections Canada 

but had to be set aside and left unopened in accordance with the Act. Of these, 92,542 were set aside 

because they were received after the legal deadlines; they represent nearly 93% of all outer 

envelopes set aside. An additional 106,695 special ballots were never returned to Elections Canada. 

More information can be found in the Special Ballot Report: 44th General Election. 

Following the election, the Chief Electoral Officer of Canada proposed a series of recommendations 

for Parliament that would improve some of the limitations of the special ballot. These 

recommendations can be found in Meeting New Challenges: Recommendations from the Chief 

Electoral Officer of Canada following the 43rd and 44th General Elections.  

Local Elector 

A local elector is an elector who lives in Canada, other than an incarcerated elector, and 

whose application for registration and voting by special ballot is accepted by the 

returning officer of their electoral district. 

  

https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/e-2.01/
https://www.elections.ca/res/rec/eval/pes2021/bvssb/bvssb_ge44_e.pdf
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rep/off/rec_2022&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rep/off/rec_2022&document=index&lang=e
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National Elector 

A national elector is an elector who resides in Canada, other than an incarcerated 

elector, and whose application for registration and voting by special ballot is 

accepted at ECHQ and at local Elections Canada offices2 other than in the electoral 

district where they are registered. 

International Elector 

An international elector is an elector who resides outside Canada. 

Finding: Although Elections Canada was prepared to meet the increased demand for 
special ballot voting, electors who voted by mail had difficulties returning their ballot 
before the deadline 

                                                                    
2 Offices managed by a returning officer or additional assistant returning officer. In large electoral districts, there 

may be other satellite offices where applications for special ballots are not accepted. 



Electoral Services   19 

Elections Canada’s research has shown that certain groups of Canadians experience barriers to 

participating in elections. These barriers can take the form of informational barriers—such as not 

knowing what the different voting methods are or not knowing how to work in an election—and 

access barriers—such as not being able to vote in their first language or having to vote at a 

polling station that does not have an access ramp. Building on initiatives already in place to 

reach these target groups, Elections Canada continues to make the electoral process accessible 

for people with disabilities; First Nations, Métis and Inuit electors; electors in LTC facilities; 

students and youth; and new Canadians. 

Outreach 

The pandemic brought new challenges to communities already facing barriers to electoral 

participation and, in some instances, required the development of new health and safety protocols. 

National, provincial and territorial public health agencies identified Indigenous Canadians as a 

high-risk population, with even more concern for persons living on First Nations reserves.  

Elections Canada mobilized a whole-of-agency operational response to the risks and challenges 

stemming from the pandemic. Health and safety guidelines were developed for Indigenous 

communities, along with specific guidelines for elections held on First Nations reserves. A very 

similar approach was taken with LTC facilities to protect the health of residents. To support both 

communities, targeted messaging was developed and shared with stakeholder organizations from 

the early spring of 2021 until mid-October 2021. Affected communities were offered other “no 

contact” options, such as voting by mail and coordinated special ballot voting, where kits were 

dropped off from the local returning officers. To support these alternative voting methods, 

remote training was also provided for individuals already in the community or facility. 

The agency developed dedicated web pages and communications products that provided 

customized information for electors with disabilities and students as well as communications 

products for stakeholders to share with their communities on where, when and ways to register 

and vote. The agency’s Inspire Democracy program was used to increase the capacity to reach 

and disseminate information; over 65,000 information products were shared, including outreach 

materials in Indigenous (16) and other (33) ethnocultural languages. This effort minimized 

language barriers and supported the distribution of learning materials and Voter Information 

https://www.inspirerlademocratie-inspiredemocracy.ca/index-eng.aspx
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Campaign materials in print, digital and alternative formats through community organizations 

and other stakeholder groups. 

Electors with disabilities 

As at every election, Elections Canada worked to 

find polling places that were accessible to electors 

with disabilities. Due to the pandemic, schools and 

other usual polling places were generally 

unavailable. Leading up to the election, returning 

officers identified and confirmed alternative polling 

places and local Elections Canada offices in their 

electoral district. Once the election was called, there 

were added difficulties confirming polling places, 

and some landlords reversed their decision to rent 

spaces due to the emerging fourth wave of  

COVID-19. In some cases, returning officers were 

forced to lease commercial spaces to mitigate the 

loss of these traditional polling places. 

On September 20, returning officers set up 

61,197 polls,3 representing a decrease of 3,474 polls 

(5.37%) over the 43rd general election. Despite 

using non-traditional polling places, they remained 

accessible overall, with 94% meeting all 15 mandatory accessibility criteria.4 In areas where 

selecting an inaccessible polling place was unavoidable, other voting options were made 

available to electors, such as voting by special ballot. Despite the pandemic challenges, the 2021 

National Electors Study found that 97% of in-person voters with a disability found it easy to 

enter and access a polling place, the same result obtained in 2019. 

Elections Canada also worked to improve its accessibility by distributing learning materials in 

print and digital format, videos in American Sign Language and Langue des signes du Québec 

and alternative formats, such as braille and large print. Elections Canada provided a variety of 

tools and services that made voting accessible throughout the voting process, such as magnifiers 

with a light; tactile, braille voting templates; and signature guides. According to the National 

Electors Study, 51% of electors with a disability in 2021 were aware of the tools and services 

available; this is similar to the level obtained in 2019, when 50% of electors with a disability 

were aware of the tools and services available. 

                                                                    
3 The numbers of ordinary polls were adjusted following the official voting results process, which occurred after the 

publishing of the Report on the 44th General Election of September 20, 2021; therefore, these are the final numbers 

of ordinary polls (which may include some of the LTC facilities served on polling day). 
4 Accessibility data are validated, tracked and maintained by returning officers and monitored for quality assurance 

purposes by staff at ECHQ. Newly identified polling places are evaluated in person using the Polling Place 

Suitability Checklist, and existing polling places for which the checklist has already been completed are revalidated 

regularly with landlords in case of changes. During events, polling places are visited one week before polling day to 

ensure that there have been no changes that might adversely affect accessibility. Accessibility is also monitored on 

polling days; verifications are completed by poll workers before the polls open and throughout the day. 

The Polling Place Suitability 

Checklist is used by returning 

officers to evaluate the 

accessibility of potential polling 

places ahead of a general election. 

The checklist contains  

37 accessibility criteria, 15 of 

which are mandatory and must be 

met before a site is considered 

accessible. Returning officers also 

evaluate whether a potential 

polling place meets security and 

technology requirements. 

Polling Place Suitability 
Checklist 

https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=vot&dir=spe%2fchecklist&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/res/rep/off/sta_ge44/stat_ge44_e.pdf
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Notwithstanding these efforts, Elections Canada is aware that some electors who are blind or 

with visual impairments continue to experience challenges at the polls and that not all voting 

channels are equally accessible. In this regard, Elections Canada was made aware by an elector 

who is blind that the special ballot voting process presents specific challenges for electors with 

visual impairments, including navigating the online application process, difficulty in 

differentiating the inner and outer envelopes and the need to write the candidate’s name on the 

special ballot. Electors who are blind or with visual impairments have also consistently 

highlighted the barriers that exist to the independent verification of the elector’s mark on their 

ballot. While respecting the provisions of the Canada Elections Act, Elections Canada continues 

to work to address barriers to voting by special ballot and other voting options. 

First Nations electors 

First Nations electors continue to face unique barriers to participating in federal elections 

including geographic complexities of remote and low-population-density communities. As 

outlined in the Report on the 44th General Election of September 20, 2021, First Nations faced 

two additional barriers to voting in the 44th general election: forest fires, which displaced, or 

threatened to displace, several First Nations communities for most of the summer, and the 

pandemic, which forced certain communities to restrict access to non-residents.  

Many outreach activities in First Nations communities were also disproportionally affected by 

the pandemic during the 44th general election, when compared with non-indigenous populations. 

This is especially true in northern regions, where communities are dispersed over large 

geographic areas or can be reached only by plane. Elections Canada contracted outreach 

activities to several Indigenous stakeholder organizations, including the Assembly of First 

Nations (AFN). Outreach began in March 2021, with fax broadcasts to over 700 band offices and 

chiefs. Messaging encouraged early discussions with returning officers about suitable voting 

options and ensured that First Nations were aware of Elections Canada’s new health and safety 

protocols. The AFN also made four rounds of telephone calls (two before the writs were issued 

and two afterwards) to band administrators on over 450 First Nations across Canada. Each call 

was supported by an email message containing links to the relevant information on the Elections 

Canada website. Messaging was also shared over social media and on over 75 Indigenous radio 

stations. 

Polling places were set up on 351 First Nations reserves for the 44th general election. While this 

is a decrease from 389 in the 43rd general election, health and safety concerns related to the 

pandemic are seen as a contributing factor. Many First Nations restricted access to non-residents, 

and a number of stakeholder organizations, including the AFN, actively encouraged their 

membership to vote by mail. 

  

https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/e-2.01/
https://www.elections.ca/res/rep/off/sta_ge44/stat_ge44_e.pdf


22   Retrospective Report on the 44th General Election of September 20, 2021 

In three fly-in communities in the riding of Kenora in northwestern Ontario—Cat Lake, Poplar 

Hill and Pikangikum—the election day polling place was cancelled and replaced by an advance 

poll to accommodate traditional hunting dates. This happened despite the fact that election day 

polls had been planned and advertised on the VICs that had been sent to electors, and it resulted 

in compromised service for electors in these communities. More information is available in the 

Report on the delivery of voting services in Cat Lake, Poplar Hill and Pikangikum, Ontario, 

during the 44th general election. 

Electors residing in a long-term care facility 

In response to the pandemic, Elections Canada reviewed and updated the voting options for LTC 

facilities and seniors’ residences. Targeted messages with information about health and safety 

precautions and alternative voting options were sent to facility administrators before and during 

the election period. In addition to the traditional, single-building election day polling station 

alternative voting options included: 

• An adapted, early on-site polling station between Day 13 and Day 0 (for a maximum of 

12 hours). 

• Assisted special ballot voting. 

• Voting by special ballot returned by mail. 

• Voting at a local Elections Canada office. 

Elections Canada also extended the voting period for mobile polls in LTC facilities; this made 

planning and recruitment easier for returning officers. This approach allowed returning officers 

to use staff or volunteers at the facilities themselves or advance or ordinary polling day staff on a 

different day. Using facility volunteers or staff reduced the risk of exposure to COVID-19. 

Overall, 71% of facilities, representing 80% of electors in LTC facilities, opted to have on-site 

polls. In addition, 18% of LTC facilities (representing 13% of electors) were served by 

coordinated special ballot voting. In some cases, an LTC facility declined, or was not able, to 

host on-site services due to pandemic conditions; 11% of LTC facilities had their electors apply 

to vote by mail. A total 439 facilities5 refused service, and this is estimated to have affected 

15,875 electors. Electors residing in these facilities were merged into the nearest ordinary polls 

and received VICs advising them of their assigned advance and ordinary polls as well as 

providing information about their nearest local office. 

Young electors 

Learning from previous elections, Elections Canada has explored a variety of initiatives to help 

increase access to voting for youth electors (electors between the ages of 18 and 24). Youth have 

historically had rates of electoral participation below the average; reasons relate to interest and 

motivation; life circumstances, such as living away from home; and barriers to accessing the 

vote, such as a lack of awareness of the voting process. 

                                                                    
5 Facilities that were listed as having been permanently closed, or that no longer offered LTC services (e.g. because 

they had been converted to a hospital), have been excluded from these numbers. 

https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021/kenora&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021/kenora&document=index&lang=e
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In the previous two elections of 2015 and 2019, the agency opened temporary polling places in 

locations regularly frequented by youth, including on post-secondary campuses across Canada. 

Due to the lack of a fixed-date election, the pandemic and the uncertainty around student 

presence on campus, Elections Canada could not offer Vote on Campus for the 44th general 

election. Elections Canada communicated this information to key partners from the 43rd general 

election and published it on its website in September 2020 and in the Retrospective Report on 

the 43rd General Election of October 21, 2019 in April 2021. 

In addition to voting at their advance and election 

day polling places, students living away from home 

were able to use special ballots to vote in their 

ridings at a local Elections Canada office or by 

registering online to vote by mail. To inform 

students of these options, Elections Canada’s Voter 

Information Campaign included promotional 

activities targeted to this group, including digital 

ads on screens in 141 campuses across Canada, as 

well as ad banners on various social media 

platforms and websites.  

Despite efforts to inform national student 

associations about the suspension of the Vote on 

Campus initiative for this election, many students 

were surprised and upset that Elections Canada was 

unable to offer the service. Lessons learned suggest 

that students should be informed about major 

changes to the program earlier in the election cycle. 

Also, a more comprehensive communications and 

outreach approach—using national and provincial 

student associations and post-secondary 

organizations—would reach more students. 

Vote on Campus was an initiative 

piloted in 2015 on 39 post-secondary 

campuses as part of the agency’s 

drive to enhance services to 

Canadians, and it was deployed 

more broadly in 2019. The aim was 

to offer additional options for 

registering and voting in locations 

that might be more convenient to 

youth electors, and voting was 

carried out by special ballot. Electors 

who were outside their riding during 

the election period, such as students 

living on campus away from home, 

were among those who could benefit 

from this opportunity. 

Vote on Campus 

https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2019/ege&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2019/ege&document=index&lang=e
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Finding: Target groups continue to face barriers 

The agency recognizes that providing services to 

voters in the official language of their choice at 

polling places across the country is important. For 

the 44th general election, Elections Canada 

continued to work to ensure that voting services and 

information were available in both official 

languages. According to the 2021 National Electors 

Study, 94% of voters in official language minority 

communities (OLMCs) were satisfied with the 

official language in which they were served in 2021; 

this result was similar to the level obtained in 2019, 

when 93% of voters in OLMCs were satisfied. 

Elections Canada also worked with the Office of the Commissioner of Official Languages to 

optimize the complaints process and minimize the time between incidents occurring and the 

filing of complaints. A full 92% of the complaints received during the election period dealing 

with incidents that had taken place at the polls were resolved within a few hours, giving 

returning officers time to address the issues and prevent problems from recurring.  

Elections Canada provided opportunities to enrich future voters’ understanding of the 

electoral process 

Elections Canada’s mandate includes implementing educational programs for elementary and 

secondary students, with the goal of preparing them to participate in Canada’s electoral 

democracy when they are eligible. 

The pandemic environment and an election early in the school year brought new challenges 

and required innovative approaches to deliver the Student Vote Canada program. These 

included holding the first-ever virtual capacity-building events, providing learning materials in 

multiple digital formats to support different teaching environments and adding adaptations and 

safety protocols to the student election manual. These changes enabled teachers to use the 

Student Vote Canada materials with the same learning outcomes, no matter their environment. 

Elections Canada engaged a contractor, CIVIX, to run the Student Vote Canada program, 

which included the “Democracy Bootcamps.” These professional learning events were highly 

successful, and they enabled a national audience of 569 educators to attend, with participating 

schools in each of the 338 electoral districts. A recent evaluation of the Student Vote Canada 

program found that the changes were largely successful in improving the program’s design, 

implementation, impacts and relevance. 

Elections Canada’s civic education program continued to provide educators with free learning 

resources and information about elections and democracy. During the 44th general election, 

2,791 teachers’ guides were downloaded, and there were 115,000 unique visitors to the 

dedicated Elections and Democracy website. Overall, the program reached an estimated 

870,000 future voters.  

Official language minority 

communities are groups of people 

whose maternal or chosen official 

language is not the majority official 

language in their province or 

territory—in other words, 

Anglophones in Quebec and 

Francophones outside Quebec. 

Official Language 
Minority Communities 

https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
https://civix.ca/home/
https://electionsanddemocracy.ca/
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The agency received significantly fewer official languages complaints in 2021 than in previous 

general elections: to date, 111 complaints have been received, whereas 238 complaints were 

recorded in 2019. While it is difficult to determine the exact cause of this decrease in complaints, 

it is likely that the measures put in place by Elections Canada, the timing of the complaints 

coming to the agency’s attention and the improvements made to the complaints-management 

process contributed to improving the provision of service in both official languages at the polls. 

In general, for the 44th general election, the hiring of poll workers who were capable of 

providing services in both official languages was successful, and the majority of returning 

officers mobilized bilingual workers in their electoral districts. Despite these gains, the 

recruitment of bilingual workers remains a significant challenge in ridings where the official 

language minority population is less than 5%. In the 44th general election, these challenges were 

exacerbated by the early election, the pandemic and the labour shortage that affected many 

sectors.  

Returning officers reported that organizations representing OLMCs were also willing to 

collaborate on recruiting election workers, and this had a positive impact on the number of 

workers who could provide services in both official languages. As part of a pilot project to 

facilitate the recruitment of poll workers capable of providing services in both official languages, 

Elections Canada put in place new initiatives that helped returning officers target more bilingual 

candidates for poll worker positions; these initiatives included listing organizations in the 

Targeted Outreach Program Repository, strategies for communicating to OLMCs, consultation 

with OLMCs, and three partnerships as part of the Inspire Democracy program. 

Finding: Voters were satisfied with services in their official language 

Going forward 

Elections Canada will continue to work to refine and optimize voting services and increase the 

accessibility of the electoral process so that all electors have an equal opportunity to vote. 

Elections Canada recognizes the importance of ensuring that electors can exercise their right to 

vote in a federal election, and it is committed to delivering inclusive electoral services. Going 

forward, Elections Canada will do the following: 

• Examine how the business process at the polls can be further streamlined on the basis of the 

“first come, first served” model, including introducing electronic voters lists at the polls. 

• Propose piloting of new voting processes or technology to address the accessibility issues 

raised by electors with visual impairments. 

• Review how the agency engages with Indigenous peoples to plan and deliver public 

education and election services for those wishing to participate in the electoral process. 

• Establish a Vote on Campus working group to consult and share information with 

stakeholders, including student groups and post-secondary institutions. 

• Develop a sustainable model for voting options for LTC facilities. 
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Objective 3: Political entities receive the support and information they 
need to meet their requirements under the Canada Elections Act 

For the 44th general election, Elections Canada updated its information on candidates and parties 

to make it easier for Canadians to present themselves as candidates. The agency offered newly 

revised training, handbooks, guidance and communications materials. Virtual information 

sessions were held leading up to and during the election period, and targeted communications 

were sent to support candidates on a broad range of topics. The agency also developed two 

documents, Canvassing and Campaigning in Residential Areas and Public Places and  

COVID-19 Guidance for Candidates Collecting Elector Signatures, to support candidates. 

Statistics showed that these publications were accessed over 1,500 times during the election 

period. In all, 86% of candidates were satisfied with the overall quality of services received from 

Elections Canada in 2021; this percentage was slightly lower than the level obtained in 2019, 

when 89% of candidates were satisfied. 

Subject matter experts from across the agency enhanced training for the Political Entities 

Support Network (PESN) call centre agents. Training sessions and updates to the PESN Support 

Guide allowed agents to better serve clients by making prompt and consistent responses across 

multiple communications channels at key points in the electoral calendar, especially during the 

busy nomination period. This ensured that candidates and parties received authoritative 

information from Elections Canada on how to become a candidate.  

In order to reduce the number of in-person contacts with election officers during the pandemic, 

the agency allowed candidates to make their solemn declaration by videoconference with 

returning officers. No complaints and very few inquiries were received about the use of this 

process. According to the Survey of Candidates, 77% of candidates found it easy to comply with 

the nomination requirements in 2021, similar to the 78% for the 43rd general election. In 

addition, 94% of candidates were satisfied with the returning officers’ timeliness in processing 

their nomination in 2021. 

To further support candidates and parties, Elections Canada provides the Political Entities 

Service Centre (PESC); it is an online tool that allows candidates and political parties to access 

electoral products, submit e-nominations, obtain services and file financial returns. Although the 

portal facilitated a reduction of in-person interactions and a decrease in the demand for physical 

materials, the use of the online nomination form remained below expectations. As the pandemic 

pushed processes online, only 13% of nominations were submitted through PESC, although this 

percentage rose from 9% during the 43rd general election.  

To facilitate electronic filing of financial returns in PESC, the agency successfully developed a 

new tool to provide parties with up-to-date information on the status of candidates’ filings. This 

tool allowed parties to monitor the compliance of candidates with filing requirements. A user 

guide and training video were also created to facilitate the use of PESC, and an advanced level of 

support for candidates and official agents was provided. As a result, there was an increased 

uptake in the use of PESC for electronic filings of financial returns: 53% of candidates and 18% 

of parties used the online submission process in the portal to file at least one required document, 

up from 41% and 15%, respectively, from the 43rd general election. 

https://www.elections.ca/res/gui/app/2021-03/d/2021-03_e.pdf
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=pol&dir=can/formsreg/guid&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=abo&dir=oec&document=p4&lang=e#a1
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021/can&document=index&lang=e
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Overall, according to the Survey of Candidates, 65% of candidates reported that they, or 

members of their campaign, had used the PESC portal to submit e-nominations, download 

election materials, submit financial returns or access post-election results or resources. This is a 

higher level than the one obtained in 2019, when the portal was reportedly used by only 42% of 

candidates. Overall, 76% of candidates who had used the PESC portal were satisfied with their 

user experience. This percentage is higher than that obtained in 2019, when only 65% of 

candidates who had used it said they were satisfied. 

Finding: Candidates and parties remained satisfied with the overall quality of 
service they received from Elections Canada 

After the 43rd general election, Elections Canada committed to improving the tools and 

resources for third parties and their financial agents to meet the obligations of the political 

financing regime. For the 44th general election, the agency enhanced the suite of products and 

services it offered, including:  

• Improving its third party manual by adding 

new content and additional examples. 

• Updating the questions and answers related 

to third party rules on its website. 

• Making training for third parties available in 

the Virtual Training Centre and adding 

training videos on its website on the topics of 

registration, regulated activities, financial 

administration and reporting requirements. 

The registration and confirmation processes for 

third parties were also improved. This resulted in 

the delivery of timely services that met the needs 

of third parties. The agency received, processed 

and approved 105 applications for registration from third parties, and 88% of third parties 

received confirmation of their registration within two business days. Additionally, the agency 

provided third parties with information on their political financing filing obligations when it 

confirmed their registration. 

For the 44th general election, third parties were able to file their financial returns electronically 

through PESC: 27% used the online submission process in PESC to file at least one required 

document. 

However, there was a 31% reduction in the number of registered third parties from the previous 

general election. This is a change in the trend over the previous three general elections, which 

saw an increasing number of applications from third parties. This decrease may be attributed to 

the fact that the 44th general election was not a fixed-date event; as a result, there was no pre-

election period, and third parties had less time to plan their activities.  

Financial returns from third parties, including interim returns, were published at Third Party 

Financial Returns for the 44th General Election on the Elections Canada website.  

Third parties are organizations that 

want to participate in an election by 

promoting or opposing a party, 

candidate or nomination contestant. As 

in previous general elections, 

corporations, advocacy groups, 

professional and industry associations 

and labour organizations made up the 

majority of registered third parties. 

Third Parties 

https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021/can&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=fin&dir=oth%2fthi%2fadvert%2ftp44&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=fin&dir=oth%2fthi%2fadvert%2ftp44&document=index&lang=e
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Finding: Third parties received the information they needed to meet the political 
financing requirements 

Going forward 

Elections Canada will continue to engage political entities and candidates to ensure transparency 

and accountability. The agency’s efforts to enhance services include the following commitments: 

• Update political financing handbooks before the next general election. 

• Update political financing training materials before the next general election. 

• Provide video instruction and training materials for candidates and political parties on 

various aspects of PESC for the nomination process and other election administration–related 

topics. 

• Promote the use of PESC among political entities to increase their use of it for political 

financing submissions. 
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Electoral Integrity 

A trusted election is one that is fair, secure, reliable and transparent. More than 100 years of 

expertise in electoral management has given Elections Canada a sound reputation in achieving 

the highest standards of accountability, integrity and security in the electoral process. Elections 

Canada has introduced the use of an electoral integrity framework to define the electoral 

integrity principles against which its programs and services can be measured and helps structure 

analysis and decision making to support consistent and rigorous application of the Canada 

Elections Act and achieve the agency’s strategic vision.  

A key indicator of Elections Canada’s success in this area is the percentage of electors who had a 

positive perception of the agency’s administration of the election. Overall, 90% of respondents 

in the 2021 National Electors Study had a positive perception of the administration of the 

44th general election; in other words, they thought that Elections Canada had run the election 

fairly, and they trusted the accuracy of the election results. This is similar to the level obtained in 

2019, when 91% of electors had a positive perception of the administration of the general 

election. 

The independent audit report on the performance of the duties and functions of election officers 

concluded that these officers had properly exercised the powers conferred on them on all days of 

advance polling and on election day and that they had properly performed the duties and 

functions required of them under the relevant sections of the Canada Elections Act. In addition, 

the audit concluded that the administrative controls established by Elections Canada, including 

manuals, training material and certificates and forms, were effective in supporting election 

officers in the exercise of their powers and the performance of their duties and functions in 

accordance with the Act. 

As part of the preparations for the 44th general election, in addition to the expected outcomes 

from the Departmental Results Framework, Elections Canada identified a fourth outcome that it 

expected to achieve for Canadians: 

4. Canadians have confidence in the integrity of the electoral process. 

Objective 4: Canadians have confidence in the integrity of the 
electoral process 

As in every election, many legal, procedural and technological safeguards were in place to 

protect the secrecy of the vote and the integrity of the voting process. As noted above, 90% of 

electors had a positive perception of the administration of the general election in 2021. More 

information on the various players and procedures involved in protecting Canada’s federal 

electoral system is available in the Election Integrity and Security section of the Elections 

Canada website. 

  

https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/e-2.01/
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/e-2.01/
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021/ege&document=ex-au-index&lang=e
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/e-2.01/
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rep/rpp/dp2021&document=p6&lang=e#a55
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=vot&dir=int&document=index&lang=e
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Risk assessments 

Elections Canada paid careful attention to threats and worked within the bounds of its legal 

mandate to protect election security. Integrity risk assessments were conducted in preparation for 

the 44th general election as part of Elections Canada’s approach to safeguarding electoral 

integrity. A number of assessments focused on proposed changes to the electoral process related 

to the pandemic; for example, the single-poll-worker staffing model, polling place selection, 

recruitment and proposed health and safety measures. Other assessments supported the agency’s 

overall environmental awareness and facilitated the identification of mitigation and response 

strategies. These strategies were documented in the form of integrity response playbooks and 

tested in cross-agency tabletop exercises. 

Monitoring the information environment 

Ahead of the election, the agency developed a framework to counter inaccurate and misleading 

information. The framework defined processes and procedures to identify and address 

misinformation and disinformation on the voting process, whether the source of the information 

was domestic or foreign. By analyzing the information environment, Elections Canada was able 

to pre-emptively address inaccurate narratives related to the electoral process by implementing 

an integrity communications plan; this plan included adjusting all the agency’s public 

communications, including its web content, to better address electors’ potential integrity 

concerns and adding an integrity component to the Voter Information Campaign. For example, 

the agency created new web content that described its electoral safeguards and vote-counting 

procedures so that electors would understand all the measures that were in place to ensure the 

integrity of the process. The agency also created a suite of social media messages on various 

platforms, and these were shared widely at different times during the election period. 

The agency, once again, developed an online repository of its official advertising and 

communications products; electors could verify the authenticity of information about the election 

by checking the repository. This effort, along with the agency’s outreach and stakeholder-

mobilization initiatives, served to reaffirm Elections Canada as the official source of information 

on the federal democratic process. According to the 2021 National Electors Study, 93% of 

electors agreed that Elections Canada was the most trusted source of information about the 

electoral process in 2021; a similar proportion in 2019—92% of electors—agreed. 

Adjustments to special ballot processes 

The agency implemented a range of measures to assist with the anticipated increase in demand 

for voting by special ballot, while maintaining the integrity of the electoral process. Some of the 

new measures included a new online application system, prepaid postage, a special information 

campaign and a ballot drop-off service at polling places. The procedures for validating and 

counting the special ballots were extended; as a result, the preliminary voting results took several 

days to complete to ensure that the necessary integrity protocols could be performed. To 

maintain confidence in the electoral process and results, Elections Canada was transparent and 

communicated early, and often, that the results would not be available on election night. For the 

first time, the agency invited observers to its processing centre in Ottawa to witness the count of 

special ballots to reinforce public confidence in the integrity of the electoral process. 

https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
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Elections Canada issued instructions under the Canada Elections Act and adjusted its own 

internal procedures to ensure that voting by special ballot remained accessible and secure. Some 

of these changes to the special ballot included: 

Scope of Elector Group Returns 
Changes to Standard Operating 
Procedures 

1. Canadian Forces 

electors: members of the 

Canadian Armed Forces 

who voted at an 

established military poll. 

2. International electors: 

Canadian citizens who 

were residing outside 

Canada. 

3. Incarcerated electors: 

electors who were 

incarcerated in a 

provincial or federal 

correctional facility. 

4. National electors: 

electors residing in 

Canada who voted at a 

local Elections Canada 

office or by mail from 

outside their electoral 

district. 

Special ballots from 

these groups were 

returned to, and counted 

by, ECHQ staff (i.e. at 

440 Coventry Road). 

The deadline for ECHQ 

to receive these special 

ballots was 6:00 p.m. 

(Ottawa time) on 

election day 

(September 20, 2021). 

Counting begins on a date set by the Chief 

Electoral Officer; if no earlier date is set, 

this is five days before election day. During 

the 44th general election, counting started 

on the 11th day before election day (Friday, 

September 10, 2021)—to handle the 

expected increase in the number of special 

ballots received and to respect the 

pandemic-related health and safety 

protocols—and finished on the day after 

election day. 

In this election, access to the 440 Coventry 

Road location was granted to 

representatives of political parties for the 

first time. They were thus able to observe 

the counting process for themselves. 

Instructions issued under the Canada 

Elections Act allowed for electors who did 

not receive or could not use their special 

ballot voting kit to cancel their request and 

vote at their polling place on election day 

by completing a Voting Status Certificate. 

https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/e-2.01/
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/e-2.01/
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/e-2.01/
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Scope of Elector Group Returns 
Changes to Standard Operating 
Procedures 

5. Local electors: electors 

residing in Canada who 

voted at a local 

Elections Canada office 

or by mail and whose 

application for 

registration and special 

ballot had been 

approved by the office 

in the electoral district 

where they resided. 

Special ballots from this 

group were returned to, 

and counted by, election 

officers at the local 

Elections Canada office 

in each electoral district. 

The deadline for 

election officers to 

receive these special 

ballots was the close of 

polls on election day. 

Unlike the ballots received at ECHQ, those 

received at a local Elections Canada office 

cannot be counted until after the close of 

polls in that electoral district. During the 

44th general election, the counting of local 

special ballots was deliberately delayed 

until at least the day after polling day to 

ensure that the necessary integrity checks 

could be performed. 

Instructions issued under the Canada 

Elections Act allowed for designated ballot 

boxes to be made available at most polling 

places on election day to accept special 

ballots from local electors who could not 

return their ballot by mail. 

Instructions issued under the Act allowed 

for electors who did not receive or could 

not use their special ballot voting kit to 

cancel their request and vote at their polling 

station on election day by completing a 

Voting Status Certificate.  

All special ballots collected in the specially 

designated ballot boxes, and any Voting 

Status Certificates completed, were 

returned to the local Elections Canada 

office after the close of polls on polling day 

and the end of the count of regular ballots. 

This enabled staff to carry out the necessary 

verification steps before the counting of 

local special ballots could begin. 

To maintain integrity, special ballots that did not meet the necessary criteria were set aside in 

accordance with the Act. A total of 1,068,543 special ballots were returned to Elections Canada. 

Of these, 99,988 were set aside, most of which arrived after the legal deadlines. An additional 

106,695 special ballots were never returned to Elections Canada. More information on the 

counting of these votes can be found in the Special Ballot Report: 44th General Election. 

  

https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/e-2.01/
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/e-2.01/
https://www.elections.ca/res/rec/eval/pes2021/bvssb/bvssb_ge44_e.pdf


Electoral Integrity   33 

Security 

Elections Canada collaborated with key security partners and with other federal organizations, 

such as the Communications Security Establishment, the Canadian Centre for Cyber Security, 

the Canadian Security Intelligence Service, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, Public Safety 

Canada, Global Affairs Canada, the National Security and Intelligence Review Agency and the 

Public Health Agency of Canada, to modernize and secure its information technology 

infrastructure, protect electoral services and systems, and improve its overall security posture. 

Elections Canada met regularly with these agencies and departments to share information; 

discuss roles, responsibilities and protocols under potential scenarios; plan communications; and 

detect and respond to any threats to the integrity and security of the election. 

In addition, as part of its efforts to integrate security safeguards into its day-to-day business, the 

agency provided employees and election administrators with training on how to safeguard 

information and perform proper cyber hygiene.6  

Finding: Canadians had confidence in the integrity of the electoral process 

Going forward 

Elections Canada will continue to monitor the environment for threats and refine mitigation and 

response activities. Ongoing enhancements to practices, procedures and guidelines will further 

contribute to the integrity and security of the electoral process. The agency’s continuous 

improvement efforts will also enhance the existing systems and tools available for political 

entities to support transparency. Elections Canada commits to: 

• Develop tools to support engagement and communication with local law enforcement 

agencies to further develop relationships and ensure an effective response to security threats. 

 

                                                                    
6 Cyber hygiene is defined in Termium Plus as “a set of rules … and recurrent practices that are related to 

information system security.” 

https://www.btb.termiumplus.gc.ca/tpv2alpha/alpha-eng.html?lang=eng&i=1&srchtxt=CYBER+HYGIENE&index=ent&codom2nd_wet=1#resultrecs
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Support for Returning Officers 

It is the returning officer who has the primary responsibility to deliver a federal election within 

their electoral district according to the Chief Electoral Officer’s instructions. The support of 

ECHQ for the returning officer is key to enabling effective service to Canadians. For the 

44th general election, returning officers had to adapt to a pandemic within a very short time; this 

response made the support they received from ECHQ all that more critical. 

A majority of returning officers indicated that, 

overall, the communications and support they 

received from ECHQ was effective and 

facilitated the delivery of the election. 

According to the Returning Officers’ Report of 

Proceedings Summary for this election, 63% of 

returning officers agreed that the overall support 

from Elections Canada was satisfactory. 

Additionally, 79% of returning officers were 

satisfied that the training and information they 

had received prepared them for conducting the 

election. The report confirmed that the majority 

of returning officers agreed that the pre-event 

assignments and various training sessions in the 

pre-event period adequately prepared them, and 

their key staff, to deliver the 44th general 

election. Assignments were made available to 

returning officers in the summer leading up to 

the election. Of 338 electoral districts, 

312 electoral districts (92%) participated in  

pre-event assignments. 

As part of the preparations for the 44th general election, in addition to the expected outcomes 

from the Departmental Results Framework, Elections Canada identified a fifth outcome that it 

expected to achieve for Canadians: 

5. Returning officers are supported in the administration and delivery of the election. 

Objective 5: Returning officers are supported in the administration 
and delivery of the election 

The recruitment and retention of election workers remain the biggest logistical challenges that 

Elections Canada faces during each election. More than 200,000 election workers need to be 

hired and trained in a very short period of time to serve 27 million electors in 338 electoral 

districts across the country. This large number of workers is required to provide adequate 

services at the polls, maintain compliance with polling day procedures, meet accessibility and 

official language requirements and, for the 44th general election, adhere to evolving health 

The Chief Electoral Officer mandates 

returning officers to conduct pre-event 

assignments between electoral events. 

These include keeping files on 

prospective election officers and 

polling places up to date, maintaining 

contact with printing companies and 

party organizations, recruiting potential 

staff and identifying potential key staff 

to help meet obligations when the writ 

is issued. 

Pre-event Assignments 

https://www.elections.ca/res/rec/eval/pes2021/rorps/rorps_e.pdf
https://www.elections.ca/res/rec/eval/pes2021/rorps/rorps_e.pdf
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restrictions and mandates. For this election, returning officers were able to hire approximately 

195,000 workers, including 18,000 office staff working in local Elections Canada offices and 

about 177,000 election workers assigned to polling places. This represents a decrease of 

approximately 37,000 compared with the 232,000 employees hired for the 43rd general election. 

Elections Canada implemented several initiatives in an effort to mitigate the recruitment 

challenges of past elections. For example, the agency sought to gain efficiencies by adopting the 

single-poll-worker model. This enabled it to allocate resources optimally, thereby reducing the 

number of workers required to deliver in-person voting services. The agency also put in place 

contingency measures to support returning officers when recruited employees did not report for 

work; for example, returning officers and central poll supervisors were allowed to merge voting 

desks to enable voting to start immediately or enable the central poll supervisor or registration 

officers to open a poll while waiting for a standby deputy returning officer to arrive. During the 

44th general election, about 14,000 poll workers failed to report for work, an increase from 

approximately 10,000 in the 43rd general election. Despite this increase, fewer than 0.6% of 

advance and election day polls opened late. 

Elections Canada enhanced its recruitment campaign to address known recruitment issues and 

the anticipated recruitment challenges of conducting an election during a pandemic. The 

campaign ran from August 18 to September 18, 2021, with additional targeted campaigns in 

specific electoral districts that traditionally have difficulty recruiting workers. The agency also 

leveraged the use of social media on platforms like Snapchat, Spotify and YouTube to reach 

younger audiences and featured recruitment on the home page of its website for the entire 

election period. The recruitment campaign was aimed at raising awareness of paid working 

opportunities at the advance polls and on election day and encouraging potential workers to 

apply online. The campaign also outlined the health and safety measures that had been put in 

place for election workers. To ensure success, the agency tripled the campaign budget for the 

44th general election so that it could target a larger audience. 

To increase the agency’s reach with audiences that face barriers to electoral participation, its 

Inspire Democracy program shared information about working in the election with community 

organizations and stakeholder groups. The program developed a webinar, “Working in a Federal 

Election,” and sent information about job opportunities to a network of 619 stakeholder contacts. 

The youth community organizations contacted included the YMCA, the Canadian Alliance of 

Student Associations, Apathy is Boring, Institut du Nouveau Monde, Citoyenneté jeunesse and 

Fédération de la jeunesse canadienne-française.  

Elections Canada also implemented several measures targeting the recruitment of bilingual 

workers. These included:  

• Promoting employment opportunities in official language minority communities (OLMCs). 

• Creating a database, in collaboration with Canadian Heritage, of more than 400 local and 

regional organizations representing OLMCs, which all returning officers could access in 

order to recruit bilingual workers. 

• Working with returning officers to increase the number of community relations officers for 

official language minorities; these officers are responsible for engaging with members of 

OLMCs and encouraging them to work at federal elections. 

https://www.inspirerlademocratie-inspiredemocracy.ca/index-eng.aspx
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Recruitment efforts were also made in Indigenous communities before and during the election. 

Between August 5 and 19, 2021, the AFN made calls to 400 First Nations communities to 

promote employment opportunities with Elections Canada. Information about employment 

opportunities was also sent to more than 700 band offices and First Nations. 

Finally, it is important to note that the new regional recruitment coordinator position gave 

returning officers access to additional recruitment support. According to the Returning Officers’ 

Report of Proceedings Summary, the coordinator was an important player in the recruitment of 

bilingual poll workers in some electoral districts. However, some returning officers had 

difficulty understanding the scope of the position, and some struggled to effectively leverage and 

integrate it into poll operations. 

Finding: Despite a range of measures in place to assist recruitment, it remains 
major challenge  

Following the 43rd general election, Elections Canada revised the training strategy for returning 

officers. In collaboration with subject matter experts across the agency, approximately 40 hours 

of training materials were prepared and deployed through six distinct virtual training courses. 

The agency also updated the election worker training program to reflect and support changes to 

the voting process as well as procedures related to the ongoing pandemic.  

The agency deployed online training modules for recruitment, finance, voting operations and 

planning, technology and election worker training. The online courses supported the training of a 

record 4,583 staff in positions at local Elections Canada offices without any reported technical 

issues or outages. In previous elections, training accounts for key office staff had been granted 

centrally by ECHQ before personnel could access the training materials. The registration process 

often generated errors, and these caused delays for staff wishing to access the training materials 

under tight time constraints. For the 44th general election, the agency gave staff direct access to 

these courses. This change expedited registration for the online training and enabled quick access 

for field workers, which, in turn, reduced the demand for ECHQ support. 

According to the Survey of Election Officers, 85% of election officers said that the training they 

received prepared them well to undertake their tasks during the 44th federal election; the 

percentage in 2019 was slightly higher (88%). Additionally, 97% of election officers reported 

that they felt informed about the COVID-19 safety measures in place when they first went in to 

work at the polls. 

The independent audit of the performance of the duties and functions of election officers noted 

that the manuals, training materials, forms and certificates developed by Elections Canada 

effectively supported election officers. The auditors concluded that election officers properly 

exercised the powers conferred on them and appropriately performed the duties imposed on them 

under the Canada Elections Act.7 

                                                                    
7 It is important to note that in-person learning and networking opportunities were significantly curtailed by the 

pandemic, and returning officers informally expressed regret at their inability to take advantage of them before the 

election. 

https://www.elections.ca/res/rec/eval/pes2021/rorps/rorps_e.pdf
https://www.elections.ca/res/rec/eval/pes2021/rorps/rorps_e.pdf
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/eval/pes2021&document=index&lang=e
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/e-2.01/
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Finding: Returning officers and election workers had the necessary training to 
perform their duties 

Going forward 

Elections Canada always strives to support election administrators and election workers to 

ensure that they are prepared to deliver services and information to Canadians in each electoral 

district. Elections Canada will continue to work with returning officers to ensure that the best 

supports are available. The agency will continue to develop and deploy training materials in 

support of all four training methods (classroom, videoconference, workbook and online). In 

response to the findings, Elections Canada specifically commits to: 

• Leverage technology to reduce the number of election workers required to deliver an 

election. 

• Promote the use of online training through various communication channels and explore 

options for increasing participation. 

• Create more in-person, hands-on learning opportunities for election administrators, 

particularly in combination with regional and local meetings that are already being planned. 

While the agency plans to continue to expand the range of online, self-paced learning assets, 

election administrators may benefit from close discussion and collaboration with more 

experienced staff. 

• Update returning officers’ planning materials to ensure that returning officers are better 

informed about how to plan for splitting advance polls and adding extra deputy returning 

officers when they expect a high voter turnout. 
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Summary of Findings and Action Items 

The health and safety of Canadians is protected when voting 

Findings:  

• The changes to Elections Canada’s procedures and communications products ensured that 

electors and election workers felt safe. 

• Collaboration was key to planning a safe election. 

Action items:  

• Review and update health, safety and security procedures and tools—including protocols, 

instructions and comprehensive training packages—for both field and ECHQ staff. 

• Communicate early on about the convenience of voting by special ballot and provide more 

information on how to submit these ballots. 

• Leverage existing procurement vehicles through PHAC and PSPC to secure sufficient 

protective equipment and safety materials. 

Electors have access to a variety of inclusive voting options  
that meet their needs 

Findings:  

• Canadians had access to information on when, where and ways to vote during the pandemic. 

• Despite delays in some locations, Canadians remained satisfied with their voter experience. 

• Although Elections Canada was prepared to meet the increased demand for special ballot 

voting, electors who voted by mail had difficulties returning their ballot before the deadline. 

• Target groups continue to face barriers. 

• Voters were satisfied with services in their official language. 

Action items:  

• Examine how the business process at the polls can be further streamlined on the basis of the 

“first come, first served” model, including introducing electronic voters lists at the polls. 

• Propose piloting of new voting processes or technology to address the accessibility issues 

raised by electors with visual impairments. 

• Review how the agency engages with Indigenous peoples to plan and deliver public 

education and election services for those wishing to participate in the electoral process. 

• Establish a Vote on Campus working group to consult and share information with 

stakeholders, including student groups and post-secondary institutions. 
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• Develop a sustainable model for voting options for LTC facilities. 

Political entities receive the support and information they need to 
meet their requirements under the Canada Elections Act 

Findings:  

• Candidates and parties remained satisfied with the overall quality of service they received 

from Elections Canada. 

• Third parties received the information they needed to meet the political financing 

requirements. 

Action items:  

• Update political financing handbooks before the next general election. 

• Update political financing training materials and handbooks before the next general election. 

• Provide video instruction and training materials for candidates and political parties on 

various aspects of PESC for the nomination process and other election administration–related 

topics. 

• Promote the use of PESC among political entities to increase their use of it for political 

financing submissions. 

Canadians have confidence in the integrity of the electoral process 

Finding:  

• Canadians had confidence in the integrity of the electoral process. 

Action items:  

• Develop tools to support engagement and communication with local law enforcement 

agencies to further develop relationships and ensure an effective response to security threats. 

Returning officers are supported in the administration and delivery of 
the election 

Findings:  

• Despite a range of measures in place to assist recruitment, it remains a major challenge. 

• Returning officers and election workers had the necessary training to perform their duties. 
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Action items: 

• Leverage technology to reduce the number of election workers required to deliver an 

election. 

• Promote the use of online training through various communication channels and explore 

options for increasing participation. 

• Create more in-person, hands-on learning opportunities for election administrators, 

particularly in combination with regional and local meetings that are already being planned. 

While the agency plans to continue to expand the range of online, self-paced learning assets, 

election administrators may benefit from close discussion and collaboration with more 

experienced staff. 

• Update returning officers’ planning materials to ensure that returning officers are better 

informed about how to plan for splitting advance polls and adding extra deputy returning 

officers when they expect a high voter turnout. 
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Appendix A: Departmental Results Framework8 

 

 

  

                                                                    
8 This Departmental Result Framework was in place between 2018 and 2021. For the most current version of the 

current Departmental Result Framework, please consult the agency’s Departmental Plan.  

Result:  
Canadians can exercise their 
democratic rights to vote and 
be a candidate 

Indicators: 

• Percentage of electors 
included in the National 
Register of Electors 

• Percentage of polling places 
that meet Elections 
Canada’s key accessibility 
criteria 

• Percentage of electors’ 
residences that are within 
6 kilometers of their 
assigned polling place on 
polling day 

• Percentage of electors’ 
residences that are within 
12 kilometers of their 
assigned polling place on 
advance polling days 

• Number of electors who 
attended the Inspire 
Democracy workshop on 
Becoming a Candidate 

• Percentage of candidates 
who are satisfied with the 
services and products 
provided by Elections 
Canada 

 

Result:  
Canadians receive electoral 
information and services that 
meet their needs 

Indicators: 

• Percentage of electors who 
are aware of the main 
voting methods 

• Percentage of electors who 
are satisfied with the 
information provided by 
Elections Canada 

 

Result:  
Canada maintains a fair, secure, 
and transparent electoral 
process free of undue influence 

Indicators: 

• Percentage of Canadians who 
have a positive perception of 
the administration of elections 

• Number of security incidents 
with a demonstrable effect on 
the electoral process 

• Election officers’ level of 
compliance with procedures at 
the polls 

• Percentage of ineligible 
contributions that are returned 
to contributors or remitted to 
the Chief Electoral Officer, at 
the request of Elections 
Canada 

• Percentage of financial returns 
(all entities except third 
parties) that Elections Canada 
posts online within 
10 business days of filing 

• Percentage of candidate 
returns for which the audit is 
completed within 12 months 
after the submission deadline 

 Programs 

• Voting Services Delivery and Field Management 

• National Register of Electors and Electoral 
Geography 

• Public Education and Information 

• Electoral Integrity and Regulatory Oversight 

 

Core responsibility 

Electoral Administration and Oversight 

 

https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rep/rpp&document=index&lang=e




Appendix B: Departmental Result Indicators   45 

Appendix B: Departmental Result Indicators 

Results Achieved for Electoral Administration and Oversight 
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Canadians 


