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Dear Mr. Tarlamis,
Thank you for your invitation to present a submission in the context of your inquiry
into the impact of social media on elections and election administration. I appreciate
the opportunity to collaborate with like-minded elected representatives and to share
Canada's experience on the new and ever evolving circumstances of modem
elections.
As the Minister responsible for issues related to Canada's democratic institutions,
my overarching goal is to strengthen the openness and fairness of our public
institutions.
Canadian public life is increasingly experienced and practiced online; the role of
social media platforms and Internet infrastructure in elections was already
expanding, but this process has been clearly quickened by the COVID-19 pandemic
as well. Social media platforms are increasingly being treated as de facto public
squares. In Canada, social media have helped connect citizens to political
candidates, political parties and -other groups, elected representatives and each
other. At the same time, we acknowledge that social media can be, and are being,
used by malign actors in profoundly anti-social ways.
There are three key ways the Government of Canada sought to mitigate these
dangers in advance of the 2019 general election and beyond: a whole-ofgovemment plan to safeguard elections; amendments to modernize electoral
legislation; and, varied international engagement.
Addressing these potential misuses and abuses of social media was a key part of the
government's wide-ranging and cross-departmental plan to protect our last general
election in October 2019. One novel measure to provide a defence against potential
manipulation online was the creation of the Critical Election Incident Public Protocol,
which brought together senior non-partisan public servants with expertise in national
security, legal issues, foreign affairs and democratic governance who were mandated
to alert Canadians in the event of an incident that jeapordised the right to a free and
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fair election. Even though the Protocol was not engaged in the 2019 election, it is
crucial to establish preemptive measures that are able to respond in the event of the
unthinkable.
The 2019 plan was particularly interested in the effects of social media platforms on
Canadian democracy. My predecessor began talks with representatives from the
major social media platforms operating in Canada to determine what efforts they were
undertaking to safeguard their platforms during the election. In the months before the
election, the government announced the Canada Declaration on Electoral Integrity
Online, a voluntary code that major social media companies in Canada supported that
emphasized principles of integrity, transparency and authenticity. More infonnation
on the Declaration can be found here: https://www.canada.ca/en/democraticinstitutions/services/protecting-democracy/declaration-electoral-integrity.html
However, the Declaration was only one part of the government's plan to address the
growing importance of social media in elections. The protecting democracy plan also
included supporting citizens directly, through $7 million in funding to civil society
organizations to supp01i digital, news and civic literacy programming. This Digital
Citizen Initiative continues to fund projects researching the effects of disinformation
on key vulnerable groups in Canadian society, and measures to help build citizen
resilience towards the worst of online disinformation.
Before the plan to protect Canada's democracy was devised, the government
implemented wide-ranging amendments to our elections act, designed to update the
administration of Canadian elections for a digital age. This included drafting new
provisions designed to bring online social media platforms under the umbrella of the
elections advertising regime, through the establishment of
Online platforms in Canada of a certain popularity threshold are now required to host
publicly accessible and searchable databases of all election and partisan advertising
sold on their platforms. To help account for Canada's linguistic diversity, there are
varying popularity thresholds for online platforms that must create these databases.
These new provisions were supported by most social media platfo1ms in advance of
the election; however, one major company noted that there was not enough time to
implement changes to their advertising systems to include this database, and
therefore, they publicly announced they would not host political advertising during
the election. While this was an unfortunate and disappointing effect - especially
considering the company was already running similar political advertising databases
in other countries - we believe that these new requirements will continue to be an
important tool to ensure accountability and transparency in political advertising.
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The issues we are facing with respect to social media platforms and elections are not
unique to Canada. Increasingly, policy makers and elected representatives around the
world are working together to consider questions around platform governance, and
the effects that social media platforms are having in our democracies. Therefore,
international cooperation is another crucial part of our efforts to address social media
and elections. In the past few years Canada has participated in numerous
international initiatives related to social media platforms and elections; for example:
•

•

•

•

Canada helped launch the G7 Rapid Response Mechanism at Charlevoix in
June 2018, which helps our countries share information and threat analyses and
identify opportunities for coordinated response;
Canada supported the Christchurch Call to Action to eliminate terrorist and
violent extremist content online following the violent tragedy in Christchurch
in May 2019;
Canada has engaged with the International Grand Committee on Big Data,
Privacy and Democracy and I recently participated in an event held in
partnership with the Committee; and,
Canada is currently co-leading, with Microsoft and the Alliance for Securing
Democracy, on Principle 3: Defending Electoral Processes of the Paris Call for
Trust and Security in Cyberspace.

This international engagement is a good opportunity for Canada to both learn from
the actions of like-minded democracies, and an opportunity to showcase our ongoing
elections work to the world. Specifically on the Paris Call, I greatly appreciate the
participation of Dr. Jake Wallis of the Australian Strategic Policy Institute for his
presentation on election interference and the role of social media platforms in
mitigation and response at the September 10th workshop.
As you can see, the Canadian response to the growing prevalence of social media in
our elections is multi-faceted and reaches across Canadian society and the
international community. The issues we are facing are complex and affect
stakeholders in an interconnected way; an effective response that does not leave
anyone behind needs to mirror this approach. To this end, my officials work with
numerous other departments in the Government of Canada, on issues related to social
media, such as: online harms, disinformation/misinformation, security, data privacy
and others.
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Should you require any additional information on Canada's response to the impact of
social media on elections and election administration, please do not hesitate to reach
out to:
Mr. Allen Sutherland
Assistant Secretary to Cabinet, Democratic Institutions and Machinery of
Government
Privy Council Office
Government of Canada

Again, thank you for taking the time to write and collaborate. I wish your Committee
the best in your debates and deliberations on these important issues, and I look
forward to hearing about the results of the Committee' s deliberations.

Sincerely,

Dominic LeBlanc, P.C., Q.C., M.P.

