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Setting electoral boundaries in Nova Scotia
By John Heseltine, LPP, MCIP

SUMMARY
The Province of Nova Scotia requires 

reviews of municipal and school board 

electoral boundaries on a regular cycle, 

as well as when municipal boundaries 

change. Reviews are overseen by the 

Nova Scotia Utility and Review Board, 

which has mandated a structured 

approach to the conduct of governance 

and boundary studies. This article 

outlines methodologies developed to 

conduct successful review processes.

RÉSUMÉ
Le gouvernement de la Nouvelle-

Écosse exige la révision à intervalles 

réguliers des limites territoriales 

des circonscriptions municipales 

et scolaires et lorsqu’il y a des 

modifications de limites territoriales 

municipales. Ces révisions sont 

opérées sous la surveillance de la 

Commission des services publics 

et d’examen de la Nouvelle-Écosse 

qui, en vertu de son mandat, dispose 

d’une approche structurée pour mener 

des études sur des questions de 

gouvernance et de limites territoriales. 

Cet article décrit les méthodes mises 

au point pour mener des processus 

d’examen efficaces.

Local governments that elect their 

councils from districts or wards  

require boundary reviews after 

annexations, dissolutions, and amalga-

mations, as well as at regular intervals, to 

ensure continuously balanced represen-

tation. Planners can make an important 

contribution to polling or electoral district 

boundary reviews for municipal govern-

ments by drawing on skills in demography, 

geography, and public consultation.

The Province of Nova Scotia has 

developed a rigorous approach to municipal 

governance and boundary reviews for its 

municipalities that illustrates core process 

issues applicable in other jurisdictions. 

Nova Scotia requires its regional and rural 

municipalities to elect councillors for their 

districts. Towns (there are no cities in the 

province) may elect councillors at large 

or from particular wards. Since 1999, the 

Province has required its municipalities to 

review governance arrangements including 

council size and polling district boundaries 

every eight years (i.e., 2008, 2016, and so on). 

Reviews are subject to approval by the Nova 

Scotia Utility and Review Board (NSUARB). 

A nearly identical process formerly also 

applied to school boards, which the Province 

recently disbanded.

Reviews can be politically charged, as 

population decline in many rural areas has 
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created pressure to reduce council size – a 

move that incumbent councillors often resist. 

Reviews must nevertheless be technically 

sound as the NSUARB has established and 

enforced a process for their conduct, with 

clear criteria for boundary determination. 

The Board-prescribed process requires 

reviews to be carried out in two phases, 

described below: the first to determine the 

appropriate size of council and the second 

to delineate the districts from which to 
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elect councillors. The process is simple, 

and the Board has been flexible concerning 

its application. In particular, the Board 

has allowed applicants to consider more 

than one council size when, in the second 

phase, the consensus on size is not clear 

or, even when it is clear, if consideration of 

multiple scenarios promotes discourse. At 

the same time, the Board is very insistent 

on effective public consultation throughout 

the process.

The Board also insists on the rigorous 

application of boundary review criteria. Section 

368(4) of Nova Scotia’s Municipal Government 

Act specifies number of electors, relative parity 

of voting power, population density, community 

of interest, and geographic size as key criteria 

for defining polling districts. The Board places 

its strongest emphasis on “parity of voting 

power,” which ensures that representation 

on council is proportional to population. 

The Board currently requires the number of 

electors in each polling district to be within 

±10% of the average of all polling districts in 

the municipality in question. While the Board 

allows exceptions, it requires applicants to 

justify variations outside the specified range 

in writing. Municipalities normally base their 

justifications on the community of interest and 

geographic size criteria.

COUNCIL SIZE
The first review phase normally draws 

more attention than the second because of 

tension over council size. Council size itself 

is, however, a simple matter – normally a 

number between five and 12 that is usually 

unlikely to change by more than two (see 

Table 1). The question is well suited to an 

opinion survey, and telephone or online 

surveys can be employed to investigate 

citizen preferences for most reviews. Low 

cost is a notable benefit of online surveys, 

as Nova Scotia’s rural municipalities are 

economy-minded. 

The key drawbacks of online surveys are the 

challenges of attracting significant responses 

and drawing inferences about the general 

population from respondents who are normally 

self-selected. With active support from 

municipal clients and Facebook advertising, 

experience shows that online surveys can 

generate a very good response. A good 

example is the most recent boundary review 

for the Municipality of the District of Clare, 

which drew 512 responses or 7.1% of roughly 

7,000 municipal residents over the age of 15. 

An accessible online survey can complement 

public meetings by providing an easy means 

for those who cannot attend or are reluctant to 

speak to register their opinions.Table 1 – Council Size, Nova Scotia Rural and Regional Municipalities, 2018

Reviews can be politically charged, as population decline  
in many rural areas has created pressure to reduce council size,  
a move that incumbent councillors often resist. 
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BOUNDARIES
Once a council size or a range of council 

size options is determined, Nova Scotia 

legislation requires one district for each 

councillor. The districts must conform  

to NSUARB criteria, particularly the  

±10% parity requirement. The province  

also seeks boundaries for districts that are 

clear and easily identified on the ground, 

enclosing districts that are contiguous and 

internally connected.

Over multiple boundary reviews, a “divide 

and conquer” approach has been developed 

to adjust boundaries and balance districts. 

Existing districts are divided into smaller 

component areas that can be reassembled 

into new districts, meeting the Utility and 

Review Board’s parity criterion as closely 

as possible. The basis of subdivision is the 

communities comprising each district. 

Voters within each district and community 

are determined by plotting the locations of 

electors recorded on the latest municipal 

enumeration list, which gives a precise 

picture of voter distribution that can be easily 

and accurately subdivided. 

The first boundary review for Cape 

Breton Regional Municipality used 

communities defined by the Region’s 

Planning Department. For later studies in 

municipalities that had not defined their 

communities, polling divisions within 

each district (i.e., the areas associated 

with each polling station) were used as a 

framework within which communities were 

defined. Nova Scotia Civic Address File 

comprehensively defined communities across 

Nova Scotia and their community polygons 

have since been used as the basic unit for 

constructing new polling districts (Figure 1). 

Regardless of the community definition 

used, however, it is often necessary to divide 

community polygons to create small enough 

pieces to satisfy the parity standard.

The initial focus in boundary delineation is 

always parity. Once the number of expected 

districts is known, it is easy to determine 

the parameters for assessing parity. In a 

municipality with 10,000 electors and 10 

proposed districts, for example, the average 

number of electors per district will be 1,000. 

Districts with 900 to 1,100 electors will meet 

the parity criterion. 

A simple spreadsheet is used that lists 

all community polygons comprising each 

polling district to create potential districts. 

The spreadsheet sums the number of 

electors or eligible voters in each district as 

community polygons are moved from one 

district to another. It allows for monitoring 

compliance with the parity criterion as 

communities are shifted between districts. 

The process is analogous to solving a Rubik’s 

cube. Moves that bring one district closer 

to the parity criterion often move others 

farther away. However, unlike a Rubik’s 

cube, more than one solution is possible for 

a boundary delineation problem. Boundary 

arrangements that meet or come close to 

the parity criterion are mapped and assessed 

using GIS. Viable arrangements are then 

presented to councillors and the public for 

their consideration.

In my experience, citizens find the 

assessment of boundary options difficult. 

Council members, for their part, tend to be 

conservative. At the risk of generalization, 

many hope for minimal change to the 

districts from which they have been 

elected in the past. The recent project in 

Clare stands out as a singular case where 

significant adjustments were made in 

response to public input. Residents and 

councillors agreed with the general thrust 

of the boundary arrangement proposed. 

However, Clare is an Acadian enclave 

within Nova Scotia with a Francophone 

majority distributed along the “French 

shore” of the Bay of Fundy. Both French 

and English-speaking groups made 

specific recommendations to reinforce 

the creation of districts that represent 

their respective populations within the 

municipality. Less populated inland areas, 

which are predominantly English-speaking, 

Figure 1 – Nova Scotia Community Address File Communities with Enumerated Voters, 

Municipality of the District of Clare, 2018.
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have traditionally been contained within 

an anglophone district that ensured 

representation of the linguistic minority on 

Council. While the proposed boundaries 

maintained the arrangement, superior local 

knowledge ensured proper allocation of 

French and English areas (see District 2 in 

Figure 2) was observed. 

BOUNDARY REVIEW ISSUES  
AND OPPORTUNITIES
Nova Scotia’s approach to boundary review 

has considerable merit. Fairly elected 

and representative councils are critical 

to effective municipal governance. The 

NSUARB has evolved effective criteria 

for assessing the delineation of electoral 

districts and built a body of decisions and 

precedents that help to guide analysts. 

Criteria can change. The Board, for example, 

has reduced its parity criterion from ±33% in 

the 1980s to 25% in the 1990s to ±10% today. 

Prince Edward Island has emulated Nova 

Scotia in its new Municipal Government Act 

by adopting ±10% as a fixed standard for its 

municipal wards.

The NSUARB has accepted our method-

ology as sound. We have refined it through 

12 municipal and school board governance 

and boundary reviews, although improve-

ments may yet be found. Transportation links 

between communities are examined, along 

with features such as population density, 

in order to identify communities of interest 

consistent with Board criteria. The process 

embraces the NSUARB’s emphasis on 

public consultation and the input received is 

respected and considered. 

Computer tools help sort communities 

into districts satisfying the parity criterion but 

algorithms that could evaluate all possible 

solutions or, potentially, find a mathematically 

optimal solution would be valuable. More in-

teractive approaches to the process could also 

be very beneficial for boundary consultations, 

although the sheer number of participants 

– anywhere from 25 to 100 in an open public 

meeting – can make this work daunting.

Regardless of the tools applied, objectivity 

and openness are critical to acceptance of 

governance and boundary recommendations. 

The process described prioritizes technical 

criteria, but the analyst must apply judgement 

to assess alternative arrangements properly. 

Geographic and cultural links make some 

areas more compatible with others. Thanks 

to their background identifying and assessing 

the critical features of communities, planners 

are well suited for the task. Municipal 

planners are also familiar with the context 

of municipal governance – although there 

are clear dangers for planners employed 

by a municipality to review the boundaries 

from which the councillors with whom they 

regularly interact are elected. Given the 

scope and diversity of the stakeholders they 

must take into consideration, it is that ability 

for planners to listen professionally that will 

prove most important. 

John Heseltine is a Senior Planner with 

Stantec Consulting Ltd. in Dartmouth, 

Nova Scotia. He has completed a dozen 

reviews of municipal and school board 

electoral boundaries in the province.Figure 2 – Approved Municipal Districts, Municipality of the District of Clare, 2018.

Given the scope and diversity of the stakeholders they must  
take into consideration, it is that ability for planners to  
listen professionally that will prove most important.  
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