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Summary  

 In the riding of Kenora (35042), three fly-in communities (Cat Lake, Poplar Hill, and 
Pikangikum) had their local polling place cancelled ahead of election day despite 
having been planned and advertised on the voter information cards that were sent to 
electors. 

 Once the election was called, upon learning of a conflict with hunting and cultural 
activities in these communities on election day, the returning officer replaced the 
election day poll with a one-day advance poll based on his understanding of local 
needs. This change was not communicated clearly to electors or to the community 
leadership ahead of election day. Elections Canada headquarters only became 
aware of it on election day, after it was too late to take action. 

 This review of the facts points to gaps in electoral services offered in three isolated 
First Nations communities in the riding of Kenora. It also shows that some electors in 
these three communities were not able to vote because of several breakdowns of 
communication.  

 The incident in these three communities points to a need for Elections Canada to 
review how it plans for and delivers public education and election services in First 
Nations communities. 

 Elections Canada apologizes to any elector who was unable to vote because of the 
gaps in voting services and the breakdowns of communication. 
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Introduction 

Elections Canada recognizes that First Nations electors face unique barriers to 
participating in federal elections, and continually strives to remove them. These barriers 
can be even higher in remote communities, where election services are often more 
logistically complex and difficult to deliver. For example, there is often a limited number 
of suitable polling places and election workers that are available. This report will focus 
on incidents that occurred during the 44th general election in the riding of Kenora. Three 
First Nations communities in this vast Northern Ontario riding did not have a poll in their 
communities on election day, despite one being advertised on the voter information 
card. Given the serious and unusual nature of these incidents, the Chief Electoral 
Officer (CEO) requested a review of the facts to determine what happened.  

This report is intended to be an objective review of what happened that will help correct 
mistakes and inform how the agency delivers election services to remote First Nations 
communities in the future. It should be noted that the Commissioner of Canada 
Elections has also received an official complaint and may be investigating these 
incidents independently from Elections Canada. The Commissioner has sole discretion 
in deciding how to deal with a complaint. 
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Scope and Methodology 

This review of the facts is limited to events in three communities in the riding of Kenora: 
Cat Lake, Poplar Hill and Pikangikum, where there were no voting services on election 
day. Elections Canada conducted interviews with the chiefs of those communities, the 
candidates, the returning officer (RO) and the field liaison officer1 for the riding of 
Kenora. Elections Canada gathered the accounts of these individuals to understand the 
events from their perspective. See Appendix 1 for a list of the people that were 
interviewed and the date they were contacted.  

While the primary goal of the review is to establish the facts regarding the cancellation 
of the polling places, it also examines the legal and administrative background 
governing the establishment of polling places in order to put in context the events that 
took place in these three communities. 

Elections Canada recognizes that there were other incidents that affected voting 
services in two other communities in Kenora: Grassy Narrows, where the polling place 
opened late, and Wabauskang, where the voter information cards of five electors listed 
the wrong polling place. While both of these issues are unfortunate, they do sometimes 
occur when running federal elections on a national scale, whether in urban, rural or 
remote communities. An internal review of these incidents was completed and a 
summary can be found in Appendix 3. 

 

                                            
1 A field liaison officer is responsible for advising and supporting both headquarters and returning officers 

within a geographic region, typically 10 to 14 ridings. 
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Legal and Administrative Framework 

Canada is divided into 338 federal ridings, each one divided into polling divisions with 
an average of 400 registered electors. Polling divisions are of varying geographic sizes, 
from a single high-rise condo tower in downtown Toronto to vast areas of Northern 
Ontario centered on First Nation communities. 

Under the Canada Elections Act, all polling divisions must be assigned to an advance 
and an election day polling place. ROs strive to identify polling places that are suitable 
to every polling division in their riding. Advance polling districts are much larger in size, 
both in terms of geography and population, than ordinary polling divisions. There were 
around 14,000 election day polling places serving voters from 64,000 polling divisions 
across Canada on September 20, 2021, and 4,000 advance polling places in operation 
from September 10 to 13. The Act states that election day polls must be open for 12 
hours and advance polls for 12 hours a day for four consecutive days. Since 2019, the 
Act allows the CEO to modify advance poll services to help serve electors in 
communities where they would otherwise have to travel to a far-away population center 
in order to vote at advance polls. This new flexibility is discussed further below.  

Shortly after the issue of the writs, the RO rents facilities for advance and election day 
polls and assigns all their polling divisions to those facilities, any accessibility issue is 
recorded and Elections Canada issues voter information cards to electors, telling them 
where they can vote. In some circumstances, such as a fire damaging a polling place, a 
polling division may be reassigned to another advance or election day polling place, in 
which case updated voter information cards are sent to affected electors. If it is too late 
to send updated cards, alternative communications methods are used to inform 
electors.  

ROs exercise their responsibility under direction and instructions from the CEO. The CEO 
has issued a Policy on the Selection of Suitable Polling Places, which governs the 
selection of polling places. The policy states that “a polling place is suitable when it 
reaches a balance among three key principles: accessibility, proximity and familiarity.” 
With respect to proximity, the policy states: “Whenever possible, electors should be 
assigned to vote in a polling place that is within reasonable distance from their ordinary 
residence.” This policy recognizes that while there are objective criteria for assessing the 
accessibility of a facility, proximity is a more complex and subjective concept, and ROs 
must exercise judgment when grouping polling divisions. The policy also recognizes that it 
is not always possible to find facilities for a four-day advance poll in an isolated population 
centre. It states that in remote regions, reasonable distance may not always be feasible, 
at least in the case of advance polling places, since they service multiple polling districts 
in larger geographic areas. Electors are therefore likely to have to travel a longer distance 
to vote at advance polls in these regions. This is not the case for election day polling 
places, which are all expected to be located within reasonable distance to an elector’s 
place of ordinary residence. 

https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=vot&dir=spe%2Fchecklist&document=psspp&lang=e
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Historically, finding locations and enough workers for four days of advance polls and 
one day of election day polls has been challenging in remote communities. Therefore, 
ROs have prioritized working with community leaders to secure and operate an election 
day polling place in all remote communities or at a reasonable distance from the 
community.  

An advance polling place is set up in a remote community, or at a reasonable distance 
from the community, when a suitable location and enough workers are available to run 
four days of advance polls. This often results in smaller isolated communities being 
assigned to advance polling places that are located in larger population centers, where 
there are more resources and capacity. The distance to these advance polling locations 
makes it difficult or impossible for most electors who live in smaller isolated 
communities to vote in advance. Elections Canada recognizes that advance polling 
locations that require electors to travel far effectively restricts their opportunity to vote to 
polling day only. 

There has been a significant shift over the years in interest in voting at advance polls. 
While only around 5% of all votes 25 years ago were cast in advance, more than 34% of 
the votes in the 44th general election were cast at advance polls. During that 25-year 
period the service offering increased from just over 3,000 polls open for three days to 
7,300 polls open for four days. However, the expansion of advance polling services has 
taken place mostly in urban and semi-urban areas with large populations of both 
electors and poll workers. As a result, there has been a growing gap in the service 
offering between urban and rural areas of the country, where it is more challenging to 
provide four consecutive days of advance polls. 

Since 2019, the Canada Elections Act gives the CEO the authority to modify service 
offerings for advance polls. It permits ROs to set up advance polls for less than four 
days in a particular community where the number of electors or available workers may 
not warrant or allow the full four days of voting. However, these permitted modifications 
have yet to be integrated into the full suite of voting services that are planned ahead of 
a general election. When the new authority was added to the Act it was too late for 
Elections Canada to bring such polls into operation for the 2019 election, while plans to 
do so for the 2021 general election had to be shelved because of competing pressures 
created by the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, mobile or short-term advance polls 
were only set up on short notice in exceptional circumstances during the election period. 
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Planning Electoral Services in Kenora’s 
Remote First Nations Communities 

In the riding of Kenora, the RO started engaging with the riding’s 44 First Nations 
communities from mid-July until August 6, 2021, and arrangements for voting services 
were made with some communities during that time. In the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic, all local outreach activities took place by telephone or virtually, and ROs 
were instructed to inquire about the public health measures in place in each community 
to plan for alternative ways of voting in the event that a community was put under 
lockdown or became temporarily inaccessible. 

Early on, the RO reported to Elections Canada Headquarters (ECHQ) that he was 
experiencing difficulties recruiting community relations officers and connecting with the 
leadership of some First Nations. The RO also reported that several communities were 
under evacuation orders due to forest fires and that it was difficult to reach many 
communities (for example, where band offices were not staffed or were unable to 
answer the phones). The fact that the election could coincide with hunting and cultural 
activities was not raised at the time of the initial engagement, which is not surprising 
given the uncertain timing of the election. For several communities, the RO made 
arrangements regarding voting services only after the writs had been issued because of 
the difficulties listed above. It is at that time, once the date of the election was known, 
that some community leaders raised concerns that election day would conflict with their 
hunting and cultural activities. Some community leaders also started to inquire about 
potential early voting options for their communities.  

For isolated communities in the riding of Kenora, the RO had prioritized offering on-site 
voting services on election day within each community. As in previous elections, there 
were no on-site advance polls planned. Thus, election day polling places had been 
secured and were to be run in Cat Lake, Poplar Hill and Pikangikum. For advance polls, 
residents of these communities were assigned advance polling places in Sioux Lookout 
(for Cat Lake) and Red Lake (for Poplar Hill and Pikangikum). These larger 
communities are located between 143 and 283 kilometres away from the communities 
by plane (see Appendix 2). These advance polls were clearly not a realistic voting 
opportunity for residents of the three communities who, in practice, would likely vote in 
person on polling day. 
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The Decision to Replace Election Day 
Services with a Single Day of Advance 
Polling for Cat Lake, Poplar Hill, and 
Pikangikum 

When the election was called, community leaders in three First Nations communities in 
Kenora reached out to the returning officer requesting on-site advance polls for electors 
who were unable to vote on September 20 because they would be participating in 
hunting and cultural activities. At this point, the RO believed instead that voting by mail 
should be promoted in the community as an appropriate alternative to voting on 
September 20. The community leaders indicated that, given mail delivery standards in 
remote communities, it would be impractical to vote by mail.  

On September 3, 2021, the CEO became aware, via a letter sent by member of 
provincial Parliament Sol Mamakwa, that the community of Cat Lake’s requests for an 
on-site advance polling place had been denied in the circumstances described above. 
To accommodate their needs on a scale appropriate for the size of the community, the 
CEO instructed the RO to offer on-site voting services on one or more advance polling 
day(s) instead of the full four days, if that could be arranged. At the time, the RO asked 
for and was granted the same authorization for Poplar Hill and Pikangikum.  

Based on conversations with the chiefs, the RO concluded that these three communities 
would be essentially “closed down” on election day for hunting and cultural activities, 
and that a single day of advance polling would be sufficient to meet their needs. 
Therefore, the RO cancelled plans to set up and operate an on-site polling station on 
election day in the three communities and relied on community leadership to pass on 
that information to voters on or before September 13.  

For the RO, cancelling the election day polling station was logical. He was under the 
impression that one advance polling day would be sufficient to meet the needs of these 
communities and that electors would not be present on election day. He communicated 
this “trade-off” to candidates via email. He did not recall any of them disapproving of his 
approach. The RO also communicated his approach via telephone to the chiefs of the 
communities. However, there was either miscommunication or misunderstanding 
because every member of the three communities that Elections Canada spoke with 
assumed that on-site election day voting services would be provided, in addition to the 
one-day advance poll that had just been granted. There is unfortunately no written 
record of these phone calls.   

There was also a breakdown of communication between the Kenora Elections Canada 
office and headquarters. ECHQ was not informed of the cancellation of election day 
polls at the time the decision was made, and only became aware of it mid-day on 
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September 20, via reports in the media. The corporate information systems had not 
been updated with this information prior to election day and no action had been taken to 
inform electors of the change; for example, the online Voter Information Service was not 
updated and replacement voter information cards were not sent. As a result, many 
electors in the three communities, who still made plans to vote on September 20, were 
unaware that the service would not be offered at the time and place indicated on their 
voter information card.   
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Observations for Future Consideration 

Absence of in-person advance voting services for those who 
could not vote on election day 

The three communities of Cat Lake, Poplar Hill and Pikangikum had been assigned to 
vote in advance in either Sioux Lookout or Red Lake, which are only reachable by 
plane. Had an on-site advance poll been planned for these communities before the 
election was called, the conflict with hunting and cultural activities on September 20 
would not have triggered a request for an alternative voting opportunity, as it would 
already have been in place, and the election day poll would very likely not have been 
cancelled as a result of a misunderstanding. Election Canada’s Policy on the Selection 
of Suitable Polling Locations should be updated without delay to take full advantage of 
the recent changes made to the Canada Elections Act. Advance polls that are open for 
less than four days in a particular community must be integrated into the full suite of 
voting services that are planned ahead of a general election to reduce the gaps in 
advance voting services that are offered in some remote parts of the country.   

Insufficient engagement and understanding of community needs 

Facts show that Elections Canada was unaware of the implications of the community 
hunting and cultural activities on electors residing in Cat Lake, Poplar Hill and 
Pikangikum, at least until the election was called. 

The RO also reported having difficulties in recruiting community relations officers and 
reaching out to First Nations leadership. Only two community relations officers were 
hired in Kenora for the 44th general election. The current practice is to hire these 
officers when the election is called; however, by then it is too late for them to influence 
the voting services plan in their riding. Our examination of the facts shows that 
operational planning in Kenora was carried out in a challenging context for all those 
involved, owing in particular to the forest fires that threatened many communities during 
the summer. The “eleventh hour” effort to arrange for on-site advance polls was well 
intentioned but poorly executed. Earlier and more regular discussions with chiefs and 
the communities would have allowed for a better understanding of the local 
circumstances and a more complete service offering. 
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Lack of on-the-ground knowledge and operational intelligence 

At ECHQ, knowledge and communications about the evolving situation in Kenora were 
partial, with significant gaps. The cancellation of election day polls was not 
communicated to ECHQ before mid-day on September 20, which removed the 
opportunity to review and reverse the decision in a timely manner. The protocol to follow 
in case a polling station is not held or when proceedings are interrupted should be 
refined and better communicated to ROs. Beyond this, better on-the-ground business 
intelligence systems and improved internal communications would likely have averted 
the cancellation of voting services on September 20. 

Inadequate communications 

Elections Canada’s interviews with stakeholders and reports in traditional and social 
media have highlighted a clear breakdown of communication between Elections 
Canada and the leaders and electors of these three communities. The RO relied on 
word-of-mouth to promote the one-day advance poll and there was no communication 
after initial discussions that the election day poll would not take place. Community 
leaders and engaged electors are excellent resources for increasing awareness, but 
they should not be relied on as the sole means of advertising voting services. More 
research is required into the best ways to reach electors in remote First Nations 
communities in order to provide them information on where, when and ways to vote, 
especially when there is a change in the service offering. 
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Conclusion 

The lack of planning for accessible and convenient advance voting in three communities 
who needed this service to make sure all residents had the opportunity to vote is the 
root cause of the incident reviewed in this report. However, other factors such as poor 
internal communication between the RO and Elections Canada as well as with 
community leadership exacerbated this root cause. Going forward, Elections Canada 
should take advantage of the flexibility recently afforded in the Canada Elections Act to 
expand access to advance polls in remote communities.  

The events in Kenora illustrate that a much more robust and ongoing engagement is 
needed with First Nations communities nationwide. There is increased interest to 
participate in federal elections among First Nations electors and with that interest comes 
increased service expectations. Elections Canada needs to adapt to meet these needs. 
Improving advance voting services is a good step for the next general election, 
whenever it is called. But there must be a broader and deeper review of current 
practices to truly effect positive change. Therefore, the CEO has requested that 
Elections Canada complete a program review of how it engages with and delivers public 
education and election services to First Nations communities.  

Elections Canada once again apologizes to the electors who were unable to vote in this 
election due to gaps in voting services and breakdowns of communication. Our goal is 
always to ensure that every eligible Canadian can cast a ballot. 
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Appendix 1  

Interviews conducted for this report 

Persons Interviewed Date 

Returning officer Several calls in the week following election day 

Field liaison officer Several calls in the week following election day 

Chief Russell Wesley, Cat Lake Early November, 2021 

Chief Howard Comber, Poplar Hill Early November, 2021 

Chief Dean Owen, Pikangikum Early November, 2021 

Cat Lake band office staff, including band 

administrator 
September 28, 2021 

New Democratic Party (NDP) candidate Janine 

Seymour 
September 28, 2021 

Conservative candidate (now MP) Eric Melillo September 28, 2021 

Liberal candidate’s campaign manager, Chelsea 

Kusnick 
September 28, 2021 

Green Party candidate Remi Rheault September 28, 2021 

People’s Party of Canada (PPC) candidate Craig 

Martin 
September 28, 2021 

Contact Attempts  

Poplar Hill and Pikangikum band offices September 28, 2021 
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Appendix 2 

Advance polling places serving three First Nations 
communities in the riding of Kenora 
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Appendix 3 

Other voting services incidents in Kenora 

Grassy Narrows 

In the community of Grassy Narrows, the polling place opened late on election day (at 
approximately 12:30 p.m. instead of 8:30 a.m.). The deputy returning officer (DRO) for 
this polling place was expected to pick up the election materials at the returning officer’s 
(RO) office the day before election day but did not do so due to illness. On the morning 
of election day, the RO couriered the materials to the community, and another DRO 
opened the polling place once the materials were received. After a conversation with the 
Chief of Grassy Narrows, the RO determined that it was not necessary to extend the 
polling place hours beyond 8:30 p.m.; all electors were in the community and would 
have been able to arrive at the polling place by the scheduled close of polls, and they 
would have been allowed to vote if they were still in line at 8:30 p.m. 

Wabauskang 

In the community of Wabauskang, five electors received voter information cards 
directing them to a polling station far from their residence, even though there was a 
polling place in their community. Subject matter experts on the National Register of 
Electors have confirmed that this error occurred because identical addresses from 
different communities were incorrectly geocoded2 in the Register. 

Some of the five electors chose not to vote because they did not think that they could 
get to their incorrectly assigned polling station on election day. Others tried to vote at 
the poll closest to their community, but they were turned away as a result of poor 
communication and/or inadequate poll worker training.  

The information on voter information cards should not by itself be used to determine an 
elector’s eligibility to vote. A registration officer at the polling place would have been 
able to update the affected electors’ addresses and allow them to vote, provided that 
they had accepted identification. They should not have been turned away. 

 

 

                                            
2 Geocoding is the process of linking an elector’s residential address to a riding and polling division. 
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