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THE DEMOCRATIC DEFICIT

e are at the beginning of
W what | believe will be the
most exciting decade of our

times. Driven by the twin forces of glob-
alization and technological advance,
Canada faces a series of opportunities
and challenges the scope and nature of
which we have rarely seen before.

The issues we face will touch upon
our sovereignty as a nation. They will
challenge our values. These are not
pressures that can withstand a long
delay in response. These are changes
that will affect us on a personal level,
that have the capacity to divide us or
to unite us.

To deal with these forces we have
but one choice. We must anticipate the
changes that lie ahead and we must
shape them to meet our national pur-
pose. To do so we will need to take the
kinds of decisions that inevitably chal-
lenge the status quo. And we will need
to build the national consensus that will
allow us to move our country forward.

To put it bluntly, this is no time
for decision-makers or for decision-
making to be isolated from the reach
of the public. Indeed, the requirement
is quite the opposite, for what we must
do is to strengthen the engagement of
Canadians as we focus on the choices
going forward. If citizens are feeling
removed from the central debates of
our day, then we must seek out new
mechanisms, leverage new tools and
create new currents of discussion.
Surely, our fundamental point of
departure must be that better decisions
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emerge from the widest degree of pub-
lic participation.

A recent citizen-based study by the
Canadian Policy Research Networks
found that when Canadians were
asked to identify the most important
indicators of quality of life, democrat-
ic rights ranked at the top of the list. In
other words, there is a value—a very
important value—that citizens place
on the democratic process itself.

I want to focus on Parliament—on
the House of Commons in particular—
and what can be done there to effect
change. The Commons is where the
public will and must be heard, articu-

steadily. Over the years, | have often
heard fellow MPs from various parties
speak of the aspirations they had when
they first came to Ottawa, and the dis-
appointment they felt when they left.
Most continue to make a remarkable
contribution. But they do so in spite of
rather than with the support of the
system.

Members on all sides of the House
—from every political party and tradi-
tion—find themselves trapped in a
morass of mindless adversarialism that
is out of step with what their con-
stituents want and where their own
instincts lie. These same MPs speak

To put it bluntly, this is no time for decision-makers or for
decision-making to be isolated from the reach of the
public...we must strengthen the engagement of Canadians
as we focus on the choices going forward.

lated and exercised, where Canada’s
response to dramatic change must be
shaped, and where our strategy for
ensuring that it benefits Canadians
must be forged. The House of
Commons is where the country takes
control of its destiny; and better than
any other institution, it's the place
where, as a people, we can set a com-
mon agenda.

nfortunately, the authority of the
U individual Member of Parliament
has been allowed to erode while the
power of the executive has grown

about the fact that there is too little
opportunity for Opposition members
to make a difference. And not much
more room for those on the govern-
ment side.

And nearly everyone decries the
tone of Parliament, which prizes con-
frontation and partisan heckling over
practical solutions. Now, some may
say that this is to be expected in a com-
petitive system. And to be sure, there is
plenty of room in Parliament for the
conflict of ideas and the confrontation
of philosophies. But the trend is one
that we should find alarming. Its
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impact can be seen on not only those
we send to Parliament but on those to
whom Parliament ultimately answers.

It is seen in the growing disinter-
est Canadians express in their demo-
cratic institutions and the increasing
disengagement of Canadians from
the political process. It can be felt in
the alienation, indifference and even
hostility that some feel toward a sys-
tem they see as remote and unre-
sponsive.

This, at least in part, explains why
voter participation has dropped in
each of the last three general elections.
Indeed, the 2000 election saw the
number of ballots cast by eligible vot-
ers dip significantly to approximately
60 percent. And looking at each of the
past two general elections, the number
of Canadians who did not vote at all
was larger than the number of people
who voted for the winning party.

Now, we can rationalize these
results with reference to political cir-
cumstance or social change, but at
some stage we have to face up to the
fact: something is going wrong here,
and in a fundamental way. Casting a
ballot is the most basic function of our
democratic system. That so many
Canadians choose not to do so is the
political equivalent of the canary in a
coalmine. It demonstrates graphically
how high the stakes surrounding
reform are—that far too many
Canadians cannot be bothered to vote

because they don’t think their vote
matters.

nfortunately, we have too often
U given Canadians little cause to
believe otherwise. We have allowed
power to become too centralized—too
concentrated in the hands of a few and
too remote from the influence of the
many. We have permitted a culture to
arise that has been some thirty years in
the making. One that can be best sum-
marized by the one question that
everyone in Ottawa believes has
become the key to getting things done:
“Who do you know in the PMO?”

This is unacceptable. We must
change that reality.

For all these reasons, we must
move to address the democratic deficit
just as surely as a decade ago we
addressed the fiscal deficit.

There are numerous proposals for
the reform of the House of Commons.
I would like to outline six that | believe
to be essential. In each instance they
seek to restore the individual MP as the
lynchpin of our Parliamentary sys-
tem—the essential link between the
citizen and the government.

First, we must loosen the hold of
party discipline over Members of
Parliament so that they can more
freely and more frequently employ
their own judgment on individual leg-
islative matters.

It is time to adopt what the British
call a Three-Line Whip. Under this
approach—which is currently in use at
Westminster—votes would be classi-
fied in direct relationship to their fun-
damental importance to the govern-
ment’s mandate.

A One-Line vote would not be a
confidence measure and Members of
Parliament would be free to vote as they
choose. A Two-Line vote would include
a strong policy recommendation to
government members but would still
not be considered a matter of confi-
dence. A Three-Line vote—restricted to
key matters such as the Budget—would
see MPs expected to vote along party
lines as it would be considered an issue
of confidence in the government.

The Democratic Deficit

Second, we should boost substan-
tially the capacity of individual mem-
bers of Parliament—from all sides of
the House—to shape legislation before
rather than after it gains the impri-
matur of legislative approval. This
would be done by making greater use
of an existing, but seldom used
Parliamentary tool known as ‘Referral
After First Reading.’

Third, we should increase the
capacity of individual MPs to initiate
legislation by overhauling the system
for introducing private members’ bills.

The existing system is so weak as
to be almost laughable. An all-party
committee meets each session to
secretly select ten bills by lottery from
the dozens tabled. Each of these is
then debated for three hours and
voted upon. Those that succeed go on

We should boost
substantially the capacity of
individual members of
Parliament—from all sides
of the House—to shape
legislation before rather
than after it gains the
imprimatur of legislative
approval.

to committee from which few ever
resurface. The number of bills that
reappear in the House, much less actu-
ally become enshrined in legislation, is
embarrassingly low. This system is past
repair. It should be replaced by one
where success is determined by mem-
bers themselves and not by lottery.

One possible way to achieve this
would be to refer all private members’
bills to committee after first reading as
a matter of routine. It would then be
up to the relevant committees them-
selves to determine whether a given
bill should become voteable. Indeed,
this procedure would pick up logically
from the previous recommendation of
“Referrals After First Reading” by treat-
ing Private Member’s Bills in much the
same way.
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Regardless of the solution adopted,
we must give new means to individual
Members of Parliament to represent
their consciences and their constituents.

Fourth, the House of Commons
standing committees should be over-
hauled to provide increased independ-
ence and expanded authority. At pres-
ent, too many committees function
largely along partisan lines, with
debates coloured by party stripe and
with little room left for individual
action. The failure of the system is felt
all the more acutely when glimpses of
the kind of work that could be done
are seen in the specific studies com-
mittees sometimes produce.

A number of steps should be taken
to remedy this. Authority to select
committee members should be
removed from the party leadership on
both sides of the house and given to
the respective caucuses themselves.
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Caucus executives would take the
wishes of individual members into
account and, allowing for gender,
region and expertise, make the requi-
site assignments. And of course, they—
not the leader—would decide when
and why MPs would lose their com-
mittee standing.

When it comes to senior govern-
ment appointments we must establish
a process that ensures broad and open
consideration of proposed candidates.
To avoid paralysis, the ultimate deci-
sion over appointments should
remain with the government. But a
healthy opportunity should be afford-
ed for the qualifications of candidates
to be reviewed, by the appropriate
standing committee, before final con-
firmation.

The sixth and final proposal goes
back to the original Red Book, and that
is the creation of an independent ethics

commissioner who would report to
Parliament. The new ethics comissioner
would have the authority to review the
actions of all Parliamentarians, including
Cabinet ministers.

As Edmund Burke said so famous-
ly, your representative owes you “not
his industry only, but his judgment.”
It is to that principle that we should
rededicate our efforts.

The democratic deficit is on peo-
ple’s lips because it exists. Too few
Canadians regard Parliament as a place
of dynamic debate. Fewer people than
ever consider what happens there rele-
vant to their lives. That must be
changed.
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