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DECISION 2022 NSUARB 141 
M10630 

 
NOVA SCOTIA UTILITY AND REVIEW BOARD 

 
 

IN THE MATTER OF THE MUNICIPAL GOVERNMENT ACT 
 
 

  - and - 
 
 

IN THE MATTER OF AN APPLICATION by the MUNICIPALITY OF THE DISTRICT OF 
GUYSBOROUGH to confirm the number of councillors and to alter the boundaries of 
polling districts  
 
 
 
BEFORE:   Roberta J. Clarke, K.C., Member 
 
 
 
APPLICANT:  MUNICIPALITY OF THE DISTRICT OF GUYSBOROUGH 
 
 
 
HEARING DATE:  August 25, 2022 
 
 
 
DECISION DATE:  September 14, 2022 
 
 
 
DECISION: Application is approved.  Number of councillors set at 

eight and changes to the polling district boundaries 
approved. 
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I SUMMARY 

[1] The Municipal Government Act requires every municipal council to conduct 

a study and apply to the Nova Scotia Utility and Review Board to confirm or alter the 

number of councillors and the boundaries of the polling districts. 

[2] The Municipality of the District of Guysborough applied to confirm the 

number of councillors and to alter the boundaries of the polling districts.  The Board sets 

the number of councillors and polling districts at eight and approves the proposed 

changes to the polling district boundaries. 

II BACKGROUND 

[3] The Municipal Government Act, S.N.S. 1998, c. 18, (MGA) requires every 

municipal council to conduct a study and apply to the Nova Scotia Utility and Review 

Board to confirm or alter the number of councillors and the boundaries of the polling 

districts.  Section 369 states: 

369  (1) In the year 1999, and in the years 2006 and every eighth year thereafter 
the council shall conduct a study of the number and boundaries of polling districts in the 
municipality, their fairness and reasonableness and the number of councillors. 

 
(2)  After the study is completed, and before the end of the year in which the 

study was conducted, the council shall apply to the Board to confirm or to alter the number 
and boundaries of polling districts and the number of councillors.  

[4] The Municipality of the District of Guysborough (Municipality or MODG) 

applied to the Board to confirm the present number of councillors at eight, and further, to 

alter the boundaries of the polling districts. 

[5] The Notice of Hearing was advertised in the Guysborough Journal on July 

27, 2022, and an Amended Notice of Hearing was advertised in the same newspaper on 

August 10, 2022.  The Notices invited members of the public to provide comments to the 

Board before the hearing, or to request the opportunity to speak at the public hearing.  
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The Board received no letters of comment, and no requests to speak.  The hearing was 

held in the Community Room of the Chedabucto Lifestyles Complex in Guysborough, 

Nova Scotia, on August 25, 2022.  One municipal councillor and a representative of the 

media were present during the hearing. 

[6] Shawn Andrews, Deputy Chief Administrative Officer, and John Heseltine, 

Senior Planner with Stantec Consulting Ltd., presented the application on behalf of the 

Municipality.  Stantec was engaged by the Municipality to undertake a review to help 

Council prepare this application.  The review report was filed with the application. 

[7] There are presently eight councillors elected from eight polling districts.  The 

population of the Municipality according to the 2021 Census is 4,518, which is a 20.3% 

decline since 2006, but a small decrease since 2011, when the population was 4,681.  

Mr. Heseltine testified that Stantec projected that by 2031 there would be a further 

population decline, although both he and Mr. Andrews said that there had been some 

marginal increase in population over the last year or two. 

[8] Table 1, based on Table 3-1 of the Stantec report, sets out the number of 

eligible electors in each polling district in the last municipal election in October 2020: 

Table 1 
Polling Districts 

Polling District Number of Electors Variation from Avg. Number of Electors 
#                              % 

1 589 97 19.7 
2 208 -284 -57.7 
3 614 122 24.8 
4 505 13 2.7 
5 514 22 4.5 
6 463 -29 -5.9 
7 484 -8 -1.6 
8 558 66 13.4 

 
  Total number of electors:   3,935 
  Number of councillors:    8 
  Average number of electors per councillor: 492  
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[9] District 2, which has a large variance, will be discussed later in this decision.  

Stantec also calculated the variations from the average for the polling districts excluding 

Polling District 2:  

Polling District 1   10.6% 
Polling District 3 15.3% 
Polling District 4 -5.2% 
Polling District 5 -3.5% 
Polling District 6 -13% 
Polling District 7 -9.1% 
Polling District 8 4.8% 

 

[10] Table 2, based on Table 4-3 of the Stantec report, sets out the estimated 

number of eligible electors contained in each polling district, based on the eight polling 

districts proposed in the application: 

Table 2 
Proposed Polling Districts 

Polling District Proposed Electors Variation from Avg. Number of Electors 
#                                   % 

1 522 30 6.1 
2 211 -281 -57.1 
3 565 73 14.9 
4 551 59 12.0 
5 490 -2 -0.4 
6 491 -1 -0.2 
7 505 13 2.7 
8 600 108 22.0 

 
  Total number of electors:   3,935 
  Number of councillors:    8 
  Average number of electors per councillor: 492   

[11] Again, Stantec’s report also provided the variances omitting the results for 

Polling District 2, which resulted in the following variances for the other seven districts: 

Polling District 1   -1.9% 
Polling District 3 6.2% 
Polling District 4 3.6% 
Polling District 5 -7.9% 
Polling District 6 -7.7% 
Polling District 7 -5.1% 
Polling District 8 12.8% 
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[12] Through Stantec, the Municipality consulted extensively to seek public input 

about the size and style of municipal government as well as the boundaries of polling 

districts.  The public was notified through the Municipality’s website, and on Facebook, 

as well as an article in the Guysborough Journal. Stantec conducted an online public 

survey about the number of councillors preferred by residents.  A majority of the survey 

respondents favoured the current council size or larger.  Stantec also interviewed the 

current councillors about council size.   

[13] Stantec then presented Council with potential boundary configurations for 

councils of six, seven, eight or nine polling districts. Council accepted Stantec’s 

recommendation to seek input from the public on a seven and eight polling district 

scenario.  As a result, Stantec undertook an online survey on these two polling district 

scenarios and held public meetings in Hazel Hill, Country Harbour, and the village of 

Guysborough.  In response to comments from the public and from current councillors, 

Stantec made some adjustments to the proposed boundaries for eight polling districts 

and recommended that they be accepted by Council.  

[14] Stantec presented the public consultation findings to the MODG Council at 

its regular meeting on May 18, 2022.   The presentation was reviewed by Mr. Heseltine 

at the Board’s hearing and subsequently filed in response to an undertaking.  Council 

accepted Stantec’s recommendation to apply to the Board for approval of eight councillors 

in eight polling districts.  The proposed districts are configured differently from the current 

eight districts.  One councillor opposed the acceptance of the recommendation. 
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[15] In addition to the testimony of Mr. Andrews and Mr. Heseltine, the Board 

heard from Councillor Mary Desmond who represents the current District 2.  The Board 

discusses the significance of her evidence later in this decision. 

III FINDINGS 

[16] Section 368(4) of the MGA sets out the criteria for the Board: 

368 (4)  In determining the number and boundaries of polling districts the Board 
shall consider number of electors, relative parity of voting power, population density, 
community of interest and geographic size.  

  
[17] In 2004, the Board determined that the target variance for relative parity of 

voting power shall be ±10% from the average number of electors per polling district.  Any 

variance more than ±10% must be justified in writing.  The larger the proposed variance, 

the greater the burden on the municipal unit to justify the higher variance from the average 

number of electors.   

[18] While the Board will permit variances up to ±25%, the outer limits of this 

range should only apply in exceptional cases, where the affected municipality provides 

detailed written reasons showing that population density, community of interest, 

geographic size, or other factors, clearly justify the necessity of an increased variance 

within a polling district.  In most cases, however, the Board expects municipalities to meet 

a target variance of the number of electors in each polling district which is within a ±10% 

range of the average. 

[19] The Board observes that it received no objection about this application.  

Maintaining the present number of councillors was favoured by the majority of the 

members of the public who responded to the survey, as well as the majority of councillors 

in their interviews with Stantec.  The Board notes from the evidence that the MODG has 
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close to the average number of councillors for rural municipalities in Nova Scotia.  The 

Stantec report states that while the average area of districts is slightly larger than the 

average rural municipal district, the number of constituents per council member in the 

MODG is close to the lowest in the province. 

[20] According to both the Stantec report and Councillor Desmond, the Council 

is working well, and there is no apparent reason to change the number of councillors.  

The Board agrees that the number of councillors should remain at eight. 

[21] Of the eight proposed polling districts, two districts exceed the 10%± 

guideline applied by the Board. Polling District 8 only slightly exceeds the guideline when 

Polling District 2 is removed from the variance statistics, and if District 2 is included, 

District 8 does not exceed the 25%± variance.  Polling District 8 is largely made up of the 

former Town of Canso, which the Board views as a clear community of interest.  The 

Board is satisfied that this variance is justified. 

[22] Polling District 2 is as described in the Stantec report: 

 …unique among Nova Scotia’s rural municipalities as set aside to ensure representation 
of the African-Nova Scotia communities of Lincolnville, Sunnyville, and Upper Big Tracadie 
on Council. 

[Exhibit G-1, p. 2.3] 

[23] The Board notes that these communities are small in area and are not 

geographically connected.  Further, the population is much smaller than the other polling 

districts in the MODG.  However, the Stantec report indicates that all councillors who 

expressed an opinion on the issue were supportive of continuing District 2 in its present 

configuration.   

[24] Further, the Board found Councillor Desmond’s evidence about the 

importance of maintaining District 2 as it is currently delineated very persuasive.  While 
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she acknowledged that as a councillor, she is responsible to all the residents of the 

MODG, Councillor Desmond described the importance of a voice for the African-Nova 

Scotian residents of the Municipality.  She stressed the importance of diversity, equality, 

and inclusion, and it was clear to the Board that she is very proud that the Municipality 

has recognized these principles by having a dedicated African-Nova Scotia district. 

[25] The Board observes that the large variation of District 2 was recognized and 

discussed in its decision on the last municipal boundary hearing for the MODG (2014 

NSUARB 182).  The Board recognizes that the variance of Polling District 2 is justifiable 

given the community of interest it represents, regardless of the lack of contiguity of the 

communities it includes.  The Board accepts the reasons advanced by the Municipality. 

[26] The Board asked about several communities in the MODG which have 

strong Acadian affinity.  Mr. Andrews confirmed that those communities are all located 

within one polling district and are represented by the current Warden. 

[27] Mr. Heseltine testified that the slight changes that were made in several 

polling districts were a result of looking more closely at connectivity in districts mainly to 

ensure parity.  However, the proposed districts are mainly configured like the current 

districts.  Mr. Andrews confirmed the changes will be effective for the next municipal 

election but that affected residents will be aware of the changes because their tax notices 

will indicate their district. 

[28] The Board notes that Stantec has had several opportunities to consider the 

municipal boundaries in the Municipality and the former Town of Canso as the company 

engaged in previous studies for these areas.  The Board commends the Municipality on 

engaging a consultant with knowledge of the area to undertake this most recent review, 
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and on the extensive consultation and study process followed.  The Board considers that 

municipal staff, Council and Stantec all worked diligently to ensure the views of the public 

were properly solicited and that relative parity of voting power was achieved among the 

polling districts, while respecting communities of interest. 

[29] The Board approves the application.  The number of polling districts is set 

at eight, each electing one councillor.  The Board also approves the proposed changes 

to the polling district boundaries. 

[30] The Municipality filed digital maps of the polling districts in previous 

applications.  Mr. Andrews, on behalf of the Municipality, undertook to file digital maps of 

the proposed polling district boundaries, if approved.   

[31] In recent years, some municipalities and towns have asked to provide the 

descriptions of its polling districts or wards using digital GIS technology.  While the Board 

is mindful of the benefits of digital mapping over text descriptions, both in terms of cost 

and efficiency, the important factor to be considered is the use of any polling district or 

ward descriptions during the conduct of municipal elections.  Regardless of the format 

adopted, the description must be able to address any inquiry made by electors or 

municipal election staff during the conduct of municipal elections.  Accordingly, it is 

necessary that the scale of any digital mapping descriptions be capable of being adjusted 

to respond to any inquiry.  In addition to filing a large hard copy map showing all polling 

districts, the Board also requires the separate filing of individual digital mapping for each 

of the eight polling districts.  The Board approves the filing of the digital polling district 

maps by the Municipality.   
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[32] The Municipality will file new digital maps for the new polling districts when 

this decision is issued.  An Order will issue, approving the application, after the Board 

receives the new digital maps. 

DATED at Halifax, Nova Scotia, this 14th day of September, 2022. 
 
 
 
      ______________________________ 
      Roberta J. Clarke 
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