
Appeal of Election of Graduate Student Senator (Senate-Sciences) 

(Election administered by GSAED, during the GSAED’s General Election of March 19-21, 2012) 

Peter Schalk 
Chief Returning Officer, GSAED 

Dear Peter,  

1. I am hereby contesting the validity of the election of the Senate representative for graduate 
students in the Faculties of Science, Engineering, Medicine, and Health Sciences (Senate-
Sciences election), administered by GSAED on March 19-21, 2012.  I ask for the Senate-
Sciences election to be invalidated and entirely redone due to a fatal procedural error on the 
election ballot. 

Background Facts 

2. The Senate-Sciences election took place from March 19 to March 21.  Matt Alteen and I 
were the two candidates in this election. 
 

3. The candidates were not provided with a sample of the ballot prior to the election.  During 
the election, on Monday, March 19 (by e-mail) and Tuesday, March 20 (by phone), I voiced 
a concern to you about a procedural error on Senate-Sciences section of the ballot.  The error 
was as follows: 

 
a) The same ballot contained separate sections for the two Senate elections: one 

section for the Senate-Sciences election (containing two candidates), and one 
section for the Senate-Humanities election (containing one candidate, with the 
option of voting “Yes” or “No”). 

b) Voters were only eligible to fill out one of either the Senate-Sciences or Senate-
Humanities sections of the ballot, according to the Faculty they were registered 
with.   

c) If voters marked both the Senate-Sciences and Senate-Humanities section of the 
ballot, then the ballot was invalid for both the Senate-Sciences and Senate-
Humanities elections. 

d) No procedure was exercised by the poll clerks prior to handing the ballot to voters 
that would prevent voters from marking both sections (such as circling the 
appropriate Senate section on the ballot, or blocking out the inappropriate Senate-
section on the ballot). 



e) The ballots being anonymous, it was impossible to ascertain the appropriate 
Senate section of the voter during the counting of the votes following the close of 
the election period. 
 

4. On March 20, you informed me that the poll clerks had no procedure to avoid this problem, 
and that the poll clerks were only instructed to orally inform voters where to vote before 
handing the ballot to voters. 

 
5. On March 20, I spoke to a poll clerk at the Roger Guindon polling station, who confirmed to 

me that no procedure existed to avoid the problem with the ballot.  She informed me that she 
had not received new instructions from you regarding a new procedure to avoid the 
procedural error on the ballot. 

 
6. The results of the election were posted at http://gsaed.ca/en/section/78 on Friday, March 23.  

The vote results listed were: Matt Alteen (47 votes); Joseph Hickey (45 votes).  The total 
number of votes in the election was 381.  The following note was appended to the election 
results: 

Please note that of the total number of ballots, 141 were not eligible to be counted for the Senate 

elections due to being left blank, or due to votes being cast for both Humanities and Sciences 

representatives. 

7. As I reported to you by e-mail on March 19, I accidentally spoiled my own ballot because of 
this procedural error, making the difference in votes between Matt Alteen and I equal to a 
single vote, as I would have voted for myself. 
 

8. The Senate’s “Regulation Concerning the Election of Student Members of Senate” states the 
following (para. 7): 

“If, in the course of an election of student members of Senate, any issues or 
circumstances arise that are not clearly and unambiguously governed by the Rules 
and Regulations, or by a policy, by‐law, regulation or resolution of Senate,  the 
Chief Returning Officer of the SFUO or the GSAÉD, as the case may be, shall 
promptly inform the Vice President, Governance of said issue or circumstance 
and of any proposed resolution thereof.” [emphasis added] 

Reasons for Redoing the Senate-Sciences Election 

Reason-1 

9. The error on the ballot was a fatal procedural error that invalidated the Senate-Sciences 
election for the following reason: 



 
10. There were a large number of spoiled ballots (141) as compared to the difference in counted 

votes (2) and the total number of votes of the winner (47) – the number of spoiled votes is 
therefore two orders of magnitude greater than the vote margin between Mr. Alteen and I.  A 
significant number of the spoiled votes would have been caused by the procedural error on 
the ballot that I have described.  Furthermore, there was no campaign to intentionally spoil 
votes in this election, and the number of spoiled ballots far exceeds that of past elections.   
 

11. The Senate cannot have confidence that the election was administered properly by the 
GSAED, or that the result is fair and in accordance with its Policies and Regulations, because 
there was such a large number of spoiled votes compared to the winner’s vote margin and 
compared to the total number of counted votes, and because the reason for the large number 
of spoiled votes is related to the known procedural error on the ballot. 

Reason-2 

12. The procedural error with the ballot also resulted in the following electoral flaw: 
 

13. A student registered in a “Humanities” faculty could have voted in the Senate-Sciences 
election by marking that section of the ballot and leaving the Senate-Humanities section of 
the ballot unmarked.  The converse is also true for a student registered in a “Sciences” 
faculty.  In this way, the faulty construction of the ballot permitted “Humanities” students the 
capability to illegitimately cast votes in the Senate-sciences election, and vice-versa.   

 
14. For this reason, the Senate cannot have confidence that the election was administered 

properly by the GSAED, or that the result is fair and in accordance with its Policies and 
Regulations.   

 

• Reason-2 is a fatal procedural error in itself.  This is made obvious using an analogy 
with the election of the Canadian government: a ballot cannot be constructed in such 
a way that a resident of Ottawa could vote for a candidate in a Montreal riding by 
simply choosing to fill out that section of the ballot and leaving their own section of 
the ballot blank!  An election having a ballot constructed in such a way would clearly 
have to be invalidated and redone. 

Reason-3 

15. I reported my concern to you on March 19 and followed up again on March 20, asking that 
my procedural concern about the ballot be corrected by applying some procedure to avoid the 
procedural error described above.  You did not correct the procedural error on the ballot 



when I voiced my concern, nor did you immediately contact the Vice-President Governance, 
as required by para. 7 of the Senate’s “Regulation Concerning the Election of Student 
Members of Senate.”   
 

16. For this reason, the Senate cannot have confidence that the election was administered 
properly by the GSAED, or that the result is fair and in accordance with its Policies and 
Regulations.   

Solution Requested 

17. I ask for the Senate-Sciences election to be invalidated and entirely redone. 

 
This Appeal has been respectfully submitted on the 25th of March, 2012. 

Joseph Hickey 

 

 

 

 


