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Although there have been great strides in equality among men and women in Canada since Agnes MacPhail became the first woman elected in the House of Commons in 1921, we have a long way to go before we achieve equality in political expression.

For Canada to truly be an equal-opportunity society, bringing women into one of the most important roles in the political domain is critical. Yet it is precisely in this area where we are failing most embarrassingly.

After the last federal election, only 20.7 per cent seats were held by women, despite the fact that women constitute 52 per cent of the nation's population. The picture is no better at the provincial level, with women winning only 26 per cent of the seats in the recent Ontario election. 

How can Canada claim to be an equal-opportunity society when the demographics of our decision-makers are so out of proportion with the gender demographics of Canadian society? 

Our failure to achieve a truly representative democracy has resulted in Canada slipping to 47th place internationally in female participation in national parliaments, behind several developing countries, including many from the poorest, most conflicted areas in the world, such as Rwanda, Uganda, Iraq and Afghanistan. 

Statistics Canada indicates that the majority of students graduating from post-secondary institutions are women. So why aren't more Canadian women, who are considered to be some of the world's most educated and talented, engaging in parliamentary politics?

When seats in Parliament do not accurately reflect the demographics of this country, there is something fundamentally wrong with the structure of opportunity in our political system, and the appeal of politics to women in general.

The 1970 Royal Commission on the Status of Women identified the highest hurdle for potential women parliamentarians to be winning the nomination in their constituency. Thirty-seven years on, and political parties still haven't found a way to address the lack of elected female politicians. The parties and their respective leaders need to be proactive in recruiting and supporting women candidates and make tackling this inequality a priority in the nomination process. 

Political parties need to fundamentally alter their nomination processes to include more women candidates in winnable ridings. Quota systems have been demonstrated to ensure greater participation of women in decision making for many countries, whether it is through creating a minimum requirement for the number of parliamentary seats held by women, or ensuring that candidate lists submitted by parties include a certain percentage of women.

In the 2002 Moroccan election, 10 per cent of parliamentary seats were reserved for women, and subsequently the number of female parliamentarians increased from two to 35. In France, a 1999 constitutional amendment required that 50 per cent of the candidates submitted by parties be women. 

One hopes that equal opportunity in politics can also be achieved through a realization by young women themselves of the benefits of political participation.

Young women should be encouraged to get involved in politics. They need to understand that political experience can equip them with transferable skills considered highly valued in our fast-paced, competitive society. Politics encourages a multidisciplinary knowledge of law, history, sociology, philosophy and foreign affairs, and encourages critical analysis of complex issues.

Engagement in politics requires highly developed communication and public speaking skills, which lead to confidence, community leadership and higher levels of self-esteem. 

Politics also demands more than just a superficial knowledge of current events. Understanding the issues and their root causes helps to create a more engaged citizen, equipped with the skills and background to seek solutions to both local and global problems.

By focusing on the positive aspects that politics can have for the development of young women, and by pressuring political parties to restructure the nomination process to allow more women to participate, equal representation in Canada is an achievable goal.

It is only through equal participation in politics by both men and women that we can set national objectives truly representative of the needs of all Canadians. 

