Caro Loutfi of Apathy is Boring in her office in Montreal on Wednesday, August 21, 2019.
PAUL CHIASSON / THE CANADIAN PRESS

There has also been a lot of global change since the 2015 election, including
the rise of populism and Donald Trump’s controversial presidency. That
bodes well for voter turnout among young people. “We haven’t seen people
talk about democracy the way they have in the past four years,” said Loutfi.
This election, 111,300 voters casted a ballot at advance polls on 99
campuses across the country. Overall, preliminary numbers showed about
4.7 million Canadians voted at advance polls, a 29 per cent increase from
2015.
Delcio Manuel, 27, is a field worker with Democratic Engagement Exchange.
He has spent the last few weeks equipping first-time voters with the
knowledge and tools they need to go to the polls, including running “pop-up
polling stations” that simulate the voting experience.
“We find that a lot of people don’t know how to do it,” he said. “Some people
come from countries where they don’t trust governments. Others don’t
know how the process works, or how politics directly impacts their lives.”
Manuel himself is an example of a disengaged voter who changed his mind
about casting a ballot. Born in Angola, he grew up with the belief that voting

was pointless because of the lack of progress, and the entrenched belief that
all politicians were liars.
“When I moved to Canada at the age of 13, I met other newcomers from
other African and Middle Eastern countries who shared similar beliefs, and
that validated the beliefs I had growing up. When I reached the voting age, I
didn’t feel the need to vote,” he said.
As is the case with many young voters, Manuel’s political disengagement
changed with education. He studied community and justice services at
Mohawk College and later graduated from Carleton University with a degree
in global and international studies. He spent last summer as a researcher in
Curitiba, Brazil, working for a nonprofit called Instituto Atuação
(Performance Institute) that looks at ways to improve democratic culture at
the local level.
Young people have been reluctant voters, but apathy and cynicism are not to
blame, according to the Samara Centre. Young people are among the most
active participants in Canada’s civic and political life, even though they are
less likely than older people to say they’re interested in municipal, provincial
or federal politics. They talk about politics, they volunteer in campaigns and
belong to groups and associations.
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Young people are also more likely to be activists, getting involved in events
like marches and protests. In 2014, 57 per percent reported having a
conversation face-to-face or by phone about politics, Samara found in You
Have Our Attention (https://www.samaracanada.com/research/activecitizenship/you-have-our-attention) , a survey released earlier this year. In 2019,

that had risen to 70 per cent. In 2014, 33 per cent said they followed a
politician or candidate on social media. In 2019, it was 54 per cent.
You Have Our Attention found young people between the ages of 18 and 29
showed a stronger rate of political participation than older people in several
areas. While only seven per cent reported belonging to a political party, 39
per cent said they had attended a political meeting or speech compared to
30 per cent of those over 29. And 18 per cent of those between 18 and 29
said they had given a political speech compared to nine per cent of those
over 29 and four per cent of those over 55. Just over a quarter of those
under 29 reported donating money to a political party or volunteering for a
party or candidate — again a higher rate than the older demographics.
The survey also showed that young Canadians were more likely than their
older counterparts to say they trust MPs and politicians to do what is right.
There’s a curious paradox in the data, noted the report. “When young people
are asked to describe their behaviour, their responses suggest a high level of
political engagement. And yet, at the same time, they’re much less likely to
say they’re interested in politics when asked.”
There’s an immediacy and a passion to being part of the informal political
landscape, said Paul Howe, a political science professor at the University of
New Brunswick and author of Citizens Adrift: The Democratic
Disengagement of Young Canadians, published in 2010. Besides, movement
politics — where a group of people coalesces around an issue, whether it’s
local, national or international — has more potential for fast change, he said.
“People don’t want a formal commitment, like membership to a political
party, or even to vote for the same party,” he said. “People can participate in
a more fluid way, like a meeting or just communicating online. People in
general probably lean more to fluid, personalized commitments. Some
would say it reflects a more individualistic culture,” he said.

The more education a young person has, the more likely he or she is to vote.
Today, the gap between a young high school drop out and a universityeducated person is much wider than it was for previous generations, when
structures such as unions played a role in civic engagement, said Howe.
The bump in the youth vote in 2015 is still a mystery to Howe. Of the reasons
that have been posited for that bump — a desire for change, the appeal of
Trudeau’s sunny ways — he doesn’t think any makes sense on its own. In the
2011 election, for example, NDP leader Jack Layton had energetic, youthful
appeal. Layton helped spark a surge in NDP support, but it did not
correspond to an uptick in the youth vote. There have been other close
elections in which change was a major issue, but did not result in an increase
in the youth vote, Howe notes.
Studies show that just being asked to vote in a meaningful way can increase
youth participation in elections by up to 10 per cent. But handing out leaflets
on campus doesn’t cut it, said Loutfi. It has to be a conversation of at least
three minutes. Almost 600 organizations and young leaders are making
these asks through Apathy is Boring in this election. “It’s not that difficult.
It’s just meaningful interaction,” she said.
There are two different types of barriers to voting: logistical and
motivational.
According to Statistics Canada figures for the 2011 election, among youth
aged 20 to 24 who did not vote, about 17 per cent reported that it was
because they were not informed on issues, compared to 10 per cent of nonvoters aged 25 to 54 and only three per cent of non-voters 55 and older. Only
three per cent of the young non-voters said they didn’t think their vote would
affect the outcome, and only six per cent said they didn’t like the candidates
or campaign issues.
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These are motivational issues. Logistical barriers include matters such as
not having time to vote. Making voting easier doesn’t actually result in
under-participating populations showing up, but making voting a social
norm can increase the voting rate, said Morden of the Samara Centre.
Rather than harping about how many people are not voting, it’s better to talk
about how many people are voting.
“One of the things that pushes people to the polls is being part of something
that’s bigger than themselves,” he said.
Keith Neuman, senior associate with the Environics Institute, doesn’t see as
much excitement in this election as in 2015. A lot of millennials are
disappointed in the Liberals. For some, climate change might drive them to
the ballot box. It’s an important issue for both young people and their
boomer parents.
This election will also mark a whole new cohort of people who have their first
opportunity to vote, said Neuman. “There’s a whole new crop. It’s not a
massive number, but it’s not insignificant, either.”
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There’s nothing to suggest young voters are as enthusiastic about this
election as they were in 2015, said Ihor Korbabicz, a senior researcher at
Abacus Data. But he has no idea of what turnout will be. Research shows
that young Liberal supporters were not so turned off by Justin Trudeau’s
blackface/brownface revelations that they have shifted their support to
another party, although the incidents have appeared to cement the opinion
of older Conservative supporters that Trudeau is “not as advertised.”
Visible minority voters and those over 30, while disappointed, have tended
to treat Trudeau’s actions as a forgivable moment. “Not because they care
less, but because they sense that the Liberals and Trudeau have
championed their interests,” said Korbabicz.
Whatever their opinions, the question remains whether young voters will be
motivated to show up at the polls in the first place.
“It has been an election without a narrative, an election about nothing. In the
absences of a rallying theme, nothing has moved. Voters who are less
enthusiastic just don’t turn out,” said Korbabicz.

Voting is just one way to participate in a democratic society, said Morden.
But he sees glimmers of hope for a higher youth turnout at the polls,
especially with the increase in young people who say they’re interested in
politics.
“Far from the image of cynical, young people are slightly more trusting of
politicians. They’re not antagonistic or hostile,” he said.
Manuel is optimistic. Civic engagement on campuses with events such as
the pop ups and candidates’ debates have generated interest in the election,
he said. Issues such as affordability, climate change and education directly
affect young people, and that will prompt them to take action, he said. The
large numbers of young people at the climate marches a few weeks ago is
evidence of that, he said.
But Howe expects low youth turnout will continue to be an issue.
“If none of the parties or candidates has any appeal, they won’t bother to
vote. You could be frustrated by the choices you have. Your local Green
candidate might not be able to win the riding. You might have to vote
strategically for the Liberals, or waste your vote on the Greens. You may just
not vote at all,” he said.
“I think we’ll see better numbers, but I don’t think we’ll see them coming out
at the high 50 per cent level. Maybe the blip was temporary, and it will fall
back to Earth again.”
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By the numbers:
68 per cent: Overall voter turnout in 2015, according to Elections Canada, up
from 61 per cent in the 2011 election
65 per cent: Voter turnout among voters aged 18 to 34 in 2015, up from 49
per cent in the 2011 election
74 per cent: Turnout among voters eligible to vote for the first time in 2015
52 per cent: Proportion of millennials who say they are either very (13 per
cent) or somewhat (39 per cent) interested in politics, according to
Environics’ 2017 Canadian Millennial Social Values Study

48: Proportion of those who say they are not very (31 per cent) or not at all
(17 per cent) interested
57 per cent: Proportion of eligible voters who said they didn’t vote for
motivational reasons, such as that they did not like or trust the candidates
or that they were not interested or not informed
23 per cent: Proportion of millennials who identified one or more causes or
issues in which they have been actively following or are engaged in over the
past 12 months. These were most likely to include social justice issues such
as animal rights, racism, refugees and Pride, followed by global warming or
environmental issues, politics and health care.
20 per cent: Proportion of millennials who have participated regularly (five
per cent) or occasionally (15 per cent) in ongoing events or meetings about a
cause or issue in the past 12 months
70 per cent: Proportion of 18 to 29 year olds who said they had discussed
politics face-to-face or over the phone, according to Samara Citizens’
Survey, based on an online sample of 4,054 Canadian residents over 18
years of age and conducted between Jan. 16 and Feb. 6, 2019
57: Proportion who said the same thing in 2014
59 per cent: Proportion of 30 to 55 year olds who said they had discussed
politics face-to-face or over the phone in 2019
56: per cent: Proportion of those 55-plus
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