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Introduction

The lack of maternity and parental leave policies available to many city councillors acts
as a significant barrier to women’s political participation within municipal institutions. This
briefing note explores the nature of this issue, before offering examples of policies that
municipalities have adopted to mitigate this barrier and improve levels of diverse
representation.?

Women remain underrepresented at all levels of Canadian and First Nations
government. Despite making up over 50% of the population, as of 2021, women fill just 30% of
the seats in the house of commons, while representing 35% of provincial parliament seats and
15% of provincial and territorial first ministers." Within First Nations band councils, women
account for 27% of councillors and 19% Chief positions. In Canadian municipalities, women
occupy only 28% of councillors’ seats and 18% of mayoral positions. Increasing women’s
representation in government is crucial to ensuring the democratic legitimacy of public
institutions, providing access to new ideas, and representing the wishes of a populace which
overwhelmingly supports the idea of increased diversity within Canadian government."

Statistics gathered from the Canadian Municipal Elections Database show that when
women compete in municipal elections, they are on average six percent more likely to be
elected than men." This finding is supported by a wide body of scholarship which highlights the
disconnect between the support women receive from the electorate, and the lack of support
that is provided by municipalities themselves." To attract and retain higher numbers of
candidates who identify as women, municipalities must work to minimize institutional barriers
to women’s participation in the political process.

Nature of Maternity and Parental Leave Policies

A substantial barrier to women’s participation in municipal politics, identified through
many studies and consultations, is the lack of maternity and parental leave available to many
city councillors across the country. Many Canadian municipalities, including most throughout
British Columbia, do not provide any form of standardized parental leave to members of their

1 Research conducted by Jon Klaassen (MA Student, University of Guelph) in collaboration with Councillor Lani
Gibson (District of Kitimat), Councillor Casda Thomas (Town of Smithers), and Dr. Leah Levac (Associate Professor,
University of Guelph).

2 A limitation of this report is that large portions of the referenced data reinforce gender binary classifications
and/or fail to properly account for the perspectives of non-binary individuals. While non-binary folks may face
similar challenges, future research and resulting policy developments should pay increased attention to their
experiences so that unique barriers they face can be addressed through meaningful policy responses.



city councils. Instead, repeated absences from council proceedings can result in reprimand or
dismissal, with exceptions being granted only on an ad hoc basis. This gap in policy leads to the
exclusion of a large group of individuals who may be serving as the primary caregiver of a young
child, a group that is disproportionately made up of women." It can also lead to sitting
councillors who are women deciding to transition away from politics, a factor which hurts
further efforts to increase diverse participation in local government.ii

In their recommendations designed to increase women’s participation in local politics,
the Federation of Canadian Municipalities (FCM) highlights the development of adequate
maternity and parental leave policies for city councillors as an important step towards achieving
this goal. This position is echoed in similar reports produced by the Union of Nova Scotia
Municipalities, the City for All Women Initiative, and the Canadian Commission for UNESCO. In
their recommendations, these reports call for the development of maternity and parental leave
policies in cooperation with women so that the policies better reflect women'’s lived realities.
This includes making sure that these policies are inclusive, and do not act as an additional
barrier to participation and/or source of stigma.*

While mandates in provinces such as Ontario* and Nova Scotia* have already led to the
province-wide adoption of parental leave policies within municipalities, the government of
British Columbia has yet to institute such a requirement by amendment of the Community
Charter. However, this has not stopped city councils throughout the province from developing
and passing their own legislation with the hopes of creating more equitable and inclusive
spaces for political participation. In addition to the maternity and parental leave policy that has
long been accessible to members of Vancouver’s city council, there are several policies from
smaller municipalities that can serve as valuable templates for local governments throughout
northwestern British Columbia.

Model Policies

The first policy worthy of attention is the Council Maternity and Parental Leave policy
adopted by the District of Squamish in 2019. Providing councillors with up to six months of paid
parental/maternity leave, this policy applies to any individual who is pregnant, giving birth, or
adopting a child. It also extends to any co-parents or partners who may be involved in the
process, regardless of their family status or gender. Importantly, this policy places no
restrictions on the professional capacity of councillors who engage it, allowing them to
continue to participate in council affairs at any time throughout their period of leave. This
ensures that taking a maternity/parental leave does not constitute a barrier to participation in
and of itself, a concern that has been noted regarding previous applications of similar policies.*"
This policy also makes sure to set clear guidelines regarding the rights of councillors who take a
leave to retain any relevant appointments and/or designations upon their return. This ensures
that parents who choose to use this policy do not lose their ability to act as sources of influence
within municipal political institutions. "



The second initiative to draw attention to is the Council Maternity and Parental Leave
policy enacted by the District of North Saanich in 2021. This policy explicitly highlights the gap
in the current Community Charter, noting that it does not contemplate a situation where
councillors would need to take a leave for parental reasons. It provides individuals with four
months of paid leave, which can be taken by any councillor who “[becomes] a natural or
adoptive parent; or a person who is in a relationship of some permanence with the natural or
adoptive parent of the child and intends to treat the child as their own” X" Following this initial
period of paid leave, councillors can take an additional 61 weeks of unpaid leave within a
designated time frame following the birth/adoption of their child. This policy provides similar
protections and guarantees to the one enacted by the District of Squamish, as it allows for
councillors to continue exercising all rights and privileges of the office, as well as preserving all
active memberships and appointments.*¥

In addition to these examples, there are parental leave policies in development in
several additional British Columbia municipalities such as Kamloops and New Westminster.Vi
This illustrates the growing enthusiasm for the development of these policies across the
province, and the need for more local governments to follow suit in the pursuit of eliminating
barriers to women’s participation. Municipalities are making small but important moves
towards creating more inclusive structures. Maternity and parental leave policies are an
important part of these efforts.
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