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THE PROBLEM 

If we are honest, we will acknowledge that we have a problem in Parliament. 

 

The Senate scandals and last year’s controversy in the House of Commons 

about whether or not MPs have the right to stand and speak make it clear that 

decades of changes to Parliament have weakened the role of legislators and 

centralized that power in the party leaders. It’s clear that Parliament needs to be 

reformed. 

 

Barrels of ink have been spent documenting this problem of centralization of 

power in Ottawa. Countless books, academic papers, columns and journals have 

been written. 

 

The problems in Parliament today are not the result of any one party or any one 

leader. These problems are the result of changes that have been made over 

decades by different leaders and different parties.  

 

And party leaders themselves have acknowledged this problem. For over twenty 

years, leaders from John Turner to Preston Manning, from Paul Martin to current 

party leaders have called for measures to address the “democratic deficit”. 

 

Despite all the barrels of ink, all the attempts to change, little, if anything has 

happened. In fact, arguably, the problem has become worse. 

 

The time has come to act. And act we must, for it is clear that Canadians are 

becoming increasingly disillusioned with Parliament and their democracy. 
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Voter turnout has declined and many feel disconnected from politics and political 

parties. In the last federal election, more than four out of ten Canadians did not 

vote. 

 

According to the Samara Institute, “50 years ago nearly 80% of Canadians voted 

in federal elections. Today voter turnout is at about 60%, and provincial and 

municipal turnouts are often far lower. The most dramatic declines have occurred 

within the last 25 years.” 

 

And according to pollster Nik Nanos, just over 60% of eligible voters actually cast 

ballots in 2011 and among those under 30, fewer than 40% bothered to vote. 

 

PARLIAMENTARY REFORM STARTS IN THE HOUSE OF COMMONS 

Now, parliamentary reform includes both reform of the House of Commons and 

the Senate. 

 

But before we reform the Senate, we must reform the House of Commons. 

 

Before we introduce democracy to the Senate of Canada, we ought to restore it 

to the House of Commons. And the reason is simple: The House of Commons is 

the only place at the federal level where Canadians are democratically 

represented. 

 

Furthermore, Senate reform requires a constitutional amendment, whereas 

reforms in the House of Commons can simply be attained through legislation. 
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THE ROOT CAUSES OF OUR CURRENT DILEMMA 

I’ve served for 10 years in Parliament and have spent a quarter of my life in this 

institution. I believe that there are three reasons for the democratic deficit.  

 

First, party leaders approve party candidates. In fact, Canada is the only Western 

democracy where party leaders, by law, have a “veto” over party candidates. 

 

Second, over decades, unwritten convention has evolved in a way that has 

advantaged caucus leaders and disadvantaged caucus members. 

 

Third, the role of caucus reviewing the leader has been little used, and the rules 

opaque. This has weakened the accountability of party leaders to the party 

caucus. 

 

As a result, Canadians are losing confidence in the ability of their elected MPs to 

represent them to Ottawa, and not the other way around. 

 

WHY THE ROLE OF THE MP IS SO IMPORTANT 

It’s also important to note why the role of the MP is so important in our system. 

 

In most systems of government, such as the United States, citizens exercise 

three franchises, three votes at the federal level: A vote for the President, a vote 

for a Senator and a vote for their Congressman or woman. So, citizens there 

have three avenues to pursue when they need help, or when they want to 

communicate their views. 
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In Canada, citizens exercise only one franchise, one vote at the federal level: A 

vote for their local Member of Parliament, and they rightfully expect that their 

local member be able to respond to their views and aspirations.  

 
That is why the role of the Member of Parliament in the Canadian system is so 
important. 
 
REFORM ACT, 2014 

So, to address these problems the Reform Act was introduced in the House of 

Commons last December. 

 

The Reform Act proposes three simple reforms to improve Parliament by 

restoring local control over party nominations, strengthening caucuses as 

decision making bodies and reinforcing the accountability of party leaders to their 

caucuses in the House of Commons.  

 

First, the bill will restore local control over party nominations by replacing the 

“party leader” with a provincially or territorially elected “nomination officer” for the 

purposes of approving party candidacy in an election. 

 

Second, it would increase the power that MPs wield within parliamentary parties 

by requiring the election (as opposed to the appointment) of the caucus chair and 

mandating that an expulsion of a caucus member only be carried out by a secret-

ballot vote of caucus (currently, a member can be expelled by the leader). 

 

Lastly, it would reinforce the accountability of the party leader to the 

parliamentary party by specifying the rules for the caucus to review the leader.  
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These reforms will better empower MPs to represent their constituents and allow 

them to break rank with their party leader without getting kicked out of the 

caucus, kicked out of the party or removed as a party candidate. 

 
WHY LEGISLATION 

Taking the legislative approach is important for two reasons. First, it’s is 

important to apply these changes to all political parties to ensure that no one 

political party can “game” the system to their advantage. 

  

Second, over the last 20 years, all other promises to fix the “democratic deficit” 

have failed. Legislation is a certain and transparent way to implement the 

changes necessary. 

 

PROBLEM CANDIDATES 

Now, some have suggested that if we restore local control we’ll get problem 

candidates. 

 

Well, the current system already produces them. Here are several examples: 

- In the 2006 election, a Conservative candidate smuggled 112 bottles of 

booze across the Canada-US border in his 1996 Mercedes-Benz. 

- In the 2008 election, a NDP candidate was videotaped smoking marihuana 

while driving in the Vancouver lower mainland. 

- In the 2011 election, a white supremacist ran as a Liberal candidate and 

remained on the ballot as the Liberal candidate on election day. 

 

I’m convinced that the numbers of these candidates wouldn’t be any different 

under Reform Act rules than under the current system. 
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Furthermore, under the Reform Act, nothing prevents a local EDA, through the 

locally elected “nomination officer”, from reviewing and removing a local party 

candidate if something goes wrong. 

 

Prime Minster Trudeau introduced the party leader “veto” in October 1970. 

Historians don’t characterize Canadian elections and Parliaments before 1970 as 

full of unseemly candidates and extreme MPs. And in UK and Australian 

Parliaments, where the party leader “veto” doesn’t exist, are not full of unseemly 

candidates and extreme MPs. 

 

The final point to make about “problem candidates” is that we have a double 

check inherent in our system. First, local party members have to select a 

candidate. Then the voters of that electoral district have to elect that party 

candidate in an election. It takes both of these groups to elect someone as an 

MP. We should trust local party members and Canadians to make the right 

decision. We should trust them with the vote. 

  

INTERIM LEADER 

The current rules for transitions in party leaders in between party leadership 

races are not clear, because they are not written down. For example, if a Prime 

Minister were to  immediately resign or die while in office, the rules for 

determining the interim party leader – and hence the Prime Minister – are not 

clear. 

 

Transitions in power for a G-7 head of government in between elections should 

be clearer. The Reform Act would write these rules down and ensure clarity and 
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transparency. Fewer things are more important in a democracy than how 

transitions in power take place.  

 

MORE STABILITY AND STRONGER PARTIES 

Academic research shows that Westminster parliaments that operate under the 

rules proposed in the Reform Act (United Kingdom, Australia and New Zealand) 

are just as stable as the system we currently operate under. The length of time 

between leadership changes is no different under either system. In fact, I argue 

that the Reform Act would create more stability, because it would create stronger 

parties. 

 

The Reform Act would strengthen parties, since they would less likely be 

decimated by leadership crises. Because the current rules regarding the review 

of the leader by caucus are unclear and unwritten, a leadership crisis in caucus 

tends to be a long, drawn out affair that damages the party. (2001-2002 

Canadian Alliance and 2003-2008 Liberal Party of Canada). Under Reform Act 

rules, when a leadership crisis occurs, a decisive decision is made: the caucus 

comes together and makes a quick decision, either voting to sustain or remove 

the leader.  

 

THE REFORM ACT WILL STRENGTHEN GRASSROOTS DEMOCRACY AND 

STRENGTHEN LOCAL EDAs. 

The Reform Act will strengthen grassroots democracy and strengthen local EDAs 

by restoring local control over party nominations. 
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The Reform Act does not affect, in any way, the current right of political parties 

and their members to review a leader, as they currently do, nor does it affect their 

right to select the leader, as they currently do. 

 

The bill simply recognizes the current power of caucus to review and remove the 

leader. Party caucuses also have the power to select an interim leader. For 

example, Stephane Dion was replaced by Michael Ignatieff on December 10, 

2008.  In another example, Newfoundland and Labrador Premier Kathy 

Dunderdale was replaced as Premier by Tom Marshall on January 24, 2014. In 

both cases, this transition in power was not decided by the party membership or 

at a party convention. In yet another example, Premier Alison Redford was 

recently replaced by Dave Hancock.  

 

However, because these caucus rules are not written down they are vague and 

opaque. What the Reform Act simply does is put these unwritten rules down on 

paper to make them clear and transparent, just like other Westminster systems 

have done. 

 
STRONG LEADERS 

If the bill becomes law, the Prime Minister and other party leaders would still be 

immensely powerful in the proposals put forward in the Reform Act. It’s just that 

they wouldn’t be all powerful. 

 

The Prime Minister would still be leader of the party, and appoint party staff and 

control the party fund. The Prime Minister would still control the Government of 

Canada, its agencies, boards, commissions, departments and Crown 

corporations. 
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The Prime Minister would also still control more than 3,000 appointments. 

 

The Opposition Leader would still be leader of the party, and appoint party staff 

and control the party fund. 

 

PARTIES ARE QUASI-PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS 

Political parties are quasi-public institutions. They receive vast sums of public 

money and they are inherent to the functioning of our Parliament.  

 

The Conservative Party of Canada has benefitted from $300 million in public 

money in the last decade through direct and indirect subsidies. That’s right. 

About a third of a billion dollars in taxpayer money has been spent supporting the 

Conservative Party of Canada. And the same is true of the other political parties 

as well. 

 

In return for receiving this public money, parties ought to be more accountable 

and transparent about how they operate and govern themselves. The Reform Act 

would strengthen this transparency and accountability. 

  

CONCLUSION 

Democracies around the world have the most prosperous and productive 

economies. This is no accident. Economic prosperity and stability have flowed 

from the strength of democratic institutions. And in Canada, it is the health and 

strength of our Parliament that will determine whether or not we maintain and 

sustain our economic prosperity in the 21st century. In the long run, democratic 

checks and balances on power will produce the best outcomes. 
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It’s clear that Canadians want reform of parliament.  

 

Let’s not be timid. Let’s not be afraid. Let’s be bold and restore faith in our 

democracy. This is our chance to reinvigorate Canada’s Parliament and restore 

Canadians trust in our democracy. 

 

If we are asking Canadians to once again trust their politicians, then we, as 

politicians, have to learn to trust Canadians. 

 

We have to trust party members and Canadians with the vote. 

 

We have to trust that party members and Canadians have the judgment and 

wisdom to decide what is best, best in a local nomination when they vote for a 

local party candidate and best in an election when they vote for an MP. 

 

And we have to trust that MPs will make the right decisions in exercising their 

judgment about their caucus colleagues, their party leader and their caucus 

chair. 

 

Thank you.  

  
 
 


