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This paper looks at the functioning of the present-day Canadian House of Commons.  It is by no means a comprehensive examination: for example it will not look closely at the operations of the committee system, question period, or debates.  Rather, it will examine aspects of Canadian parliamentary government that have not had much attention in scholarly literature including: the number of days that the House sits, the government’s success in getting its legislation through Parliament, turnover of membership in the House of Commons, and the amount of legislation Parliament passes per year.  The main focus will be to consider what the present House is like as an institution, how it differs from the House of Commons of the past, how it has changed over the past sixty or so years.  The paper will not go into great detail on any of these aspects.  My intention is to share impressions and to raise questions, not to produce a definitive scholarly tome, or to preach either utter bliss or woe and disaster to all and sundry.  


Nevertheless, my findings leave me with a sense of slight unease, and I am prepared to argue that the role of Parliament has diminished in recent decades and is continuing to diminish, to the detriment of good government in Canada.  Further, much of the reason for this diminished role does not lie in the fact that we now have a Pizza Parliament with four parties and a likelihood of continuing minority parliaments.  The causes lie elsewhere, and many are beyond the control of Parliament and government. They lie in fundamental changes in recent decades in the political economy of the Canadian Federation, in the increasing role of provincial governments as compared to the federal government, and in the unwillingness, rightly or wrongly, for better or worse, of recent federal governments to establish national programmes, policies, and national standards for the services Canadians expect from their governments.  In this paper I shall not deal with these underlying issues.  Here I want simply to make the point that the present day Parliament is diminished, in terms of its activities and productivity, from those of forty and more years ago.


Canada seems to be faced with the prospect of continuing minority parliaments. Nevertheless, the Canadian parliamentary system, based as it is on the British, assumes two sides in its structure and proceedings:  a majority government on one side and a minority opposition on the other – Her Majesty’s government and, as expressed in that great Victorian oxymoron, Her Majesty’s Loyal Opposition.  A Parliament does not, however, need either a majority of one party or a coalition of two or more for the government to enjoy the confidence of the House, nor does a Parliament need a two-party system to function effectively.  Minority parliaments can be very productive, as were those of Prime Minister Pearson, who never enjoyed a majority, but whose regime established much of what we now consider the quintessential essence of Canadian political identity: its social and cultural programmes.

Parliament serves a complex medley of functions.  It serves as the key link between governed and government.  It makes decisions on behalf of the people of Canada, holds the government to account; informs and educates Canadians about government, issues, and policies.  Parliament forms part of an elaborate and multi-level system of government in the Canadian Federation.  It can be looked at as a stand-alone institution, but the pressures and influences that affect it include provincial legislatures and politics, federal-provincial relations, and economic and political factors outside the borders of Canada.  In this paper I shall limit myself to the House of Commons itself, tempting though it is to look beyond the confines of Parliament Hill and  place the House of Commons in the context of the Canadian federation with its ten provinces, three territories, and an economy in which provinces are economically more closely linked to their neighbours to the south than to each other. 

Does Parliament Meet often Enough?

As Table I
 shows, the average number of sitting days per calendar year for the House of Commons has dropped from 163 in the 1969-73 period to 105 in the 2004-08 period.  It has not been a smooth, regular drop.  The last years of the Trudeau government, 1980 to 1983 showed a significant drop from Trudeau’s earlier years.  Similarly the second Parliament of the Mulroney era sat almost fifty fewer days per year, or ten weeks less, than the first Parliament.  Parliament sat for so few days (105 per year) during the five years from 2004-08 in part because there were three elections in that five-year period - 2004, 2006, and 2008 – and in an election year the House sits about 35 fewer days, or seven weeks, less than in regular years.  Nevertheless, Parliament sat for only 115 days in each of the two non-election years during 2004-8 period, 2005 and 2007.  The House of Commons sits fewer days now than forty years ago; and the difference between the 1969-1973 period and the present is close to forty days, or eight weeks less.  The current calendar for the sittings of the House of Commons establishes a total of 135 sitting days per year.  But the last year the House sat that many days was 1995, and the average in recent decades has been far lower.  Even in 2009, a non-election year, the House is likely to sit fewer than 130 days.

Table I – House of Commons: Average Number of Sitting Days per Year, 1945-2008
	Time Period
	Average Number of House Sitting Days per Calendar Year

	
	
	
	
	

	1945-1968
	151
	
	
	

	1969-1973
	163
	
	
	

	1974-1978
	156
	
	
	

	1980-1983
	139
	
	
	

	1984-1988
	163
	
	
	

	1989-1993
	115
	
	
	

	1994-1998
	124
	
	
	

	1999-2003
	115
	
	
	

	2004-2008
	105
	
	
	



The number of sitting days per calendar year does not tell the full story.  The House no longer has evening sittings, and Monday and Friday are half days at best, with a corporal’s guard of duty MPs deferring their trips home while their colleagues leave after the Thursday sitting is completed, and arrive late Monday.  Though the fact that the House now sits through the lunch period mitigates some of these reduction in sitting hours, when all factors are taken into account, the House probably sits half the hours that it did forty years ago.  
Is Parliament Too Tough on the Government?

Table II shows the success rate of government bills in passing through the House and Senate and receiving royal assent in the years from 1945 to 2008.
  The decline in the percentage of bills reaching royal assent  is similar to the decline in sitting days.  Sixty years ago, during the King-St Laurent governments, more than 94% of the legislation introduced by the government received royal assent.  Diefenbaker, even including his minority Parliaments of 1957-8 and 1962-1963, achieved a 90% success rate.  Leaving out his disastrous 1962-3 session, 94% of the bills Diefenbaker’s government introduced achieved royal assent.  Prime minister Pearson, despite his never enjoying the luxury of a majority Parliament, succeeded in getting  86% of his bills through Parliament.  Later prime ministers were not so fortunate.  Trudeau’s average was in seventies, Mulroney’s in the low eighties, Chretien’s just below seventy, Martin and Harper in the fifties.  Even if a government were to enjoy a majority in the House at this point in time, it would be fortunate to see much more than 70 to 75 percent of its bills reach royal assent, despite the reality that a session now will very likely last well beyond the old tradition of a new session every year.  Many sessions in recent decades have lasted over two years, while the marathon first session of the 32nd Parliament endured from 14 April 1980 to 30 November 1983, a duration of more than three and a half years.   This session had a record 329 sittings, but even so only 82.4% of the legislation introduced by the Trudeau government during the session received royal assent.
Table II – Success Rate on Government Bills, 1945-2009

	Prime Minister
	Years
	% Royal Assent

	
	
	
	

	King-St. Laurent
	
	1945-1957
	94.6%

	Diefenbaker
	
	1957-1963
	89.7%

	Pearson
	
	1963-1968
	86.0%

	Trudeau
	
	1968-1979
	68.2%

	Trudeau
	
	1980-1984
	77.6%

	Mulroney
	
	1984-1993
	83.2%

	Chretien
	
	1993-2004
	69.2%

	Martin
	
	2004-2005
	58.8%

	Harper
	
	2006-2008
	53.2%



I am not satisfied that we know the reasons for this pronounced diminution of the percentage of the government’s legislation that achieves royal assent.  Perhaps in those early post-war years the command and control habits of wartime persisted, and the strong Mackenzie King wartime government continued its managerial and controlling ways.  Perhaps, in the eras when Parliament passed a high percentage of the government’s legislation, there was a strong consensus in the country that something needed to be done, and a strong trust in government.  Perhaps in recent years that sort of consensus has vanished, and the recent Pizza Parliaments – minority Parliaments with at least four parties - provides numerous opportunities for obstruction and delay.  Perhaps Parliament simply does not meet enough, or carry on its debates and committee investigations at a satisfactory enough level, to educate and persuade the electorate that its legislative programme is worthwhile.  Perhaps the failure of so much government legislation to reach royal assent derives from a lack of a national vision in Canadian governments.  Perhaps the real focus of Canadian politics has become the provinces, not the federal level, and Parliament has become irrelevant to the lives of Canadians.  Perhaps the reasons are more mundane, and lie in problems within government: that much of the government legislation introduced into Parliament has not been well-crafted, has flaws that ever-vigilant interest groups uncover, and lead to its demise.  Perhaps the occasional massive omnibus bills, such as the recent Federal Accountability Act which Parliament considered and passed in 2006, are forced through far too quickly for adequate discussion, and in compensation Parliament spends too much time on smaller bills that it can understand.  Perhaps, also, much of the legislation that fails to pass in one session gets through in the subsequent one, so that, overall, the success rate for government legislation is much higher than the statistics for a single session might suggest.


There are good reasons for Parliament, and especially a minority Parliament, to disagree with the government’s legislative proposals, and to reject them if it sees fit.  After all, the government side only represents a proportion of Canadians, and especially in a minority Parliament a majority of Canadians will have voted against it.  The challenge that faces a government of any political stripe, and whether in a minority or majority Parliament, is to persuade Canadians that the legislation it proposes is good for them and the county.  Parliament, and voters as well,, have had their doubts on this score in recent years.

Is Turnover in the House too High?

In some ways the House of Commons has improved over the past forty years.  The Canadian House has always had a high turnover of members – since 1945, on average 37% of members in the House  after an election were not there in the previous Parliament (Table III).  The percentage of new members has been lower in recent years than in the past, at 27% in the five most recent Parliaments, compared with an average of 42% in the 20th to 25th Parliaments, which extended from 1945 to 1962.  This is not a regular trend, however.  The elections of 1984, 1986, and 1993 had a turnover of 52.5%, 44.4%, and 72.2% respectively.  The 72.2% new members in 1993 set new record for Canada, as did the defeat of government members: the election returned only two members for the previous majority Progressive Conservative Party and government, and only one of these two had sat in the previous Parliament.  Studies in the United States have shown that improvement in the pay of elected representatives leads to a reduction in turnover: fewer members choose to leave when pay increases.  There is no such obvious correlation in Canada between the pay and allowances of members and the number choosing not to run again.  The percent of members choosing not to run again in the 20th to 25th Parliaments (1945-1963), the 31st to 35th Parliaments (1979-1997), and the 36th to 40th  Parliaments (1997-2009), were all virtually identical, at 12%.

Table III – New MPs, Selected Elections

	Election Date
	% did not run
	% defeated
	% New

	10/14/08
	10.9
	9.5
	21.9

	06/28/04
	18.2
	14.5
	35.1

	11/27/00
	7.3
	12.3
	19.6

	10/25/93
	23.2
	48.1
	72.2

	03/24/80
	3.5
	19.1
	22.7

	06/25/68
	15.8
	25.5
	42.4

	03/31/58
	7.9
	37.0
	44.9

	06/10/57
	7.8
	26.1
	35.8

	06/27/49
	10.7
	33.2
	47.7

	
	
	
	

	Average 1945-2008
	11.5
	24.0
	37.0


This is despite the fact that during this period MPs went from being relatively underpaid to relatively well paid (Table V).  Currently a basic backbench Canadian MP receives a salary of $157,731.00.  In comparison, a British backbencher receives a  salary of £64,726.00.   When the difference in the cost of living between London and Ottawa is taken into account, a British MP’s salary is the equivalent of $74,000.00 Canadian, or less than half what a Canadian MP earns.  The pressure on UK MPs to take advantage of their allowances has proven to be extreme, and the doubtful expenditures they claimed in 2008 led to much bad publicity and the resignation of the speaker, Michael Martin.  The Canadian House has not had a comparable scandal relating to MPs expenses, perhaps because both the salaries and the allowances have been reasonably generous in recent years, and certainly because the House has assiduously striven to improve its administration.  In the 1970s, Speaker of the House Jeanne Sauvé commissioned an audit by the Auditor General of the House’s management and financial administration.  The audit found serious deficiencies, and the subsequent reforms have led to the current, apparently scandal-resistant, management.  Since the 1970s the Auditor General has conducted an audit of the House’s management and financial administration at about ten year intervals; but in 2009 the Board of Internal Economy has deferred making a decision on whether the Auditor General should make the customary audit.

	City
	MP's Salaries
	Exchange Rate
	$ Canadian
	Cost of Living
	Effective Salary $Canadian 

	London
	£64,726.00
	1.78
	$115,348.20
	1.25
	$74,007.41
	

	Ottawa
	$157,731.00
	1.00
	$157,731.00
	0.802
	$157,731.00
	

	UK % of Canadian
	
	73.13%
	
	46.92%
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Exchange Rate: £1=$1.78
	
	
	
	

	Cost of Living: New York equals 1.00
	
	
	
	

	Effective Salary equals purchasing power of MPs' salary in capital city
	


Table IV – MP’s Salaries, Cost of Living, London and Ottawa Compared
The short tenure of MPs in office – five to seven years on average, an improvement from the past, is more than matched by the short tenure in office of the most senior public servants, the departmental deputy ministers.  In September 2009, for example, eleven out of the core twenty-two deputy ministers in Canada had been in their office for less than two years, nine less than one.  Eight had served between three and five years, and only one more than five.  Lest this be considered an aberration, it should be noted that only one of the previous deputy ministers the currently serving deputy ministers had replaced had served more five years in office, and twelve, more than half, had served less than three years before leaving their post.  

Table V – Tenure of Deputy Ministers in Canada, I September 2009
	Tenure
	Current
	Previous

	
	Incumbents
	Incumbents

	
	
	

	>five years
	1
	1

	4-5 years
	3
	5

	3-4 years
	5
	4

	2-3 years
	2
	7

	1-2 years
	2
	4

	0-1 years
	9
	1

	total
	22
	22


The Public Accounts Committee was told by a Secretary to the Treasury Board that it took about two years for a deputy minister to become fully effective in a post.  To the extent that this is true, most departments in Canada, much if not most of the time, are operating with a less than fully effective deputy minister and accounting officer at the helm.  The Lambert Commission in 1979 had identified this as a serious management problem, and had recommended that deputy ministers be under contract to serve five years in their post. The Public Accounts Committee also had found this to be a problem in management and accountability of the sponsorship programme, and had recommended that deputy ministers serve for five years.  The response of the Privy Council Office to this PAC recommendation was that:  “The appointment of deputy ministers is based on the operational and policy needs of the government.  The length of a deputy minister’s term in a position in no way diminishes his or her accountability and responsibility.”
  In other words: “none of your business.”   This was not helpful, and the brief tenure of deputy ministers continues to be a problem in accountability before the Public Accounts Committee, as it doubtless must continue to be in departmental administration as well.  I doubt if  the sage of Omaha, Warren Buffet, would invest in a company with a management retention practice as brief as that of the Government of Canada.  True accountability means having to live with the consequences of your mistakes.  That sort of accountability is missing all too often at the upper levels of the Canadian public service.  The government seems to have gotten into a bad habit here, that has now become institutionalized as a career expectation of deputy ministers and aspirants to that office.

Does Enough Legislation Get Through Parliament?
The best measure for comparing Parliament’s productivity, in terms of legislation passed, would be to compare the number of bills that receive royal assent each year.  But the length of sessions has varied from as few as 16 calendar  days and 13 sitting days (2008), to 1325 calendar and 591 sitting days (1980-1983), and, over the years, there has been little relationship between the length of a calendar year and the length of sessions.  In the majority Parliaments of King and St Laurent in the twenty-two years from 1945 to1957, sessions lasted on average 157 calendar days.  In the most recent two majority Parliaments, those of Mulroney and Chrétien in the twenty years from 1984 to 2004, sessions lasted on average 506 calendar days. 

 Much of the cause of these lengthened sessions lies in the growth of opposition obstruction and delay in parliamentary business.  This sort of slowdown of parliamentary business began with the Liberal opposition after the 1958 election of  the Diefenbaker majority Progressive Conservative government.  Later oppositions have refined and continued the slowdown.  Parliamentary sessions have become longer because governments find that longer sessions mean more likelihood that their legislation will reach royal assent.  Bills on the order paper die with the session.  Longer sessions mean that more bills will pass, and fewer will die with the session. 

The composition of  the Parliament, whether majority or minority, has a profound impact on productivity.  Majority Parliaments last about two and a half times longer – 1511 days from return of the writs to dissolution, compared with 618 for minority Parliaments.   Majority Parliaments take less time to pass legislation - on average one for every 6.7 days it exists, while a minority Parliament will average one for every 10.3 days, or about forty percent more.  Governments in majority Parliaments also tend to introduce more bills than governments in a minority situation.  Longer sessions mean more bills.

Table VI identifies three measures of Parliament’s legislative productivity: 1) the number of calendar days per bill that received royal assent; 2) the number of sitting days per bill that received royal assent; and 3) the average number of bills per 365 days (year) that received royal assent.  This allows accurate comparisons to be made over the time period, 1945-2008.  Sitting days per royal assent averaged 1.9 in the King-St. Laurent period, but rose to over 3 in the Pearson era, dropped below 3 for the first Trudeau Government, rose to above 3 in the second, 2.9 in the Mulroney majority Parliament, and never below three after that (Table VI)
.  The calendar days per royal assent increased at an even higher rate, though there is little change, with the exception of the Chrétien government, from 1968 to 2005.  The period from 1993-2007 had the lowest number of assents per year in the sixty-five year period since 1945.  

Table VI – Parliament’s Productivity: Time Taken to Achieve Royal Assent 1945-2007

	Prime Minister
	Years
	Calendar days
	Sitting Days
	Average Royal

	
	
	per Assent
	per Assent
	Assents per year

	
	
	
	
	

	King-St. Laurent
	1945-1957
	5.4
	1.9
	67

	Diefenbaker
	1957-1963
	7.0
	2.6
	59

	Pearson
	1963-1968
	7.8
	3.4
	52

	Trudeau
	1968-1979
	8.3
	2.3
	44

	Trudeau 
	1980-1984
	8.3
	3.7
	44

	Mulroney
	1984-1993
	7.2
	2.9
	50

	Chretien
	1993-2004
	9.6
	3.1
	38

	Martin
	2004-2005
	9.4
	3.0
	39

	Harper
	2006-2007
	13.4
	4.2
	27

	
	
	
	
	

	Average:
	
	7.5
	2.6
	50


The reduction in Parliament’s productivity cannot be explained by a reduction in demands on government over the years since 1945.  If anything demands have increased.  The explanations for Parliament’s decreased productivity lie elsewhere, partly in how governments see their role, and partly in an increase in obstruction and relentless parliamentary warfare by successive oppositions, and successive government’s response to this obstruction and delay.  What was an innovation in the Diefenbaker-Pearson period has now become the parliamentary norm, only worse.

Even in a majority situation the number of bills introduced varies widely from government to government, and from session to session during a Prime Minister’s tenure. The opposition’s desire to obstruct, oppose, and otherwise delay government business depends on whether it is in a confident and aggressive mood, or is a remnant of dispirited losers.  As the deep fissures in his cabinet and party were revealed in his later years as Prime Minister, Diefenbaker had less success in getting bills through Parliament.  Prime Minister Mulroney faced a demoralized and divided opposition when he was elected in 1984, and his success rate, 50 royal assents per year over his time in office, was noticeably higher than that of his predecessor, Prime Minister Trudeau.  On the other hand, Prime Minister Trudeau had continued the tradition set by his predecessor, Prime Minister Pearson, by introducing many major and contentious bills, including initiatives for constitutional patriation, that occupied much of Parliament and his government’s time and energy.  The size and significance of legislation affects the time spent on it, as does the vigour and volume of the interest groups opposed to it.  Some bills are major and contentious, like the efforts for constitutional patriation in the Trudeau era, or the Free Trade legislation of the Mulroney period.  Some are small and routine.  Small and routine does not necessarily mean an easy passage however.  An opposition sometimes chooses to debate small and routine bills simply to divert attention, and delay discussion and passage of major and contentious bills.  

Prime Minister Chrétien’s 1993-2004 regime introduced relatively little legislation, and had a low rate of bills achieving royal assent per year.  Chrétien viewed his role more as maintaining peace and order than initiating major social and economic reforms.  Of course, he had to cope with a powerful separatist movement within Quebec and a vigorously separatist Bloc Québécois opposition within Parliament.  The federalist side won the 1995 Quebec independence referendum by the slimmest of margins, and much of what happened in Parliament in those difficult years can be attributed to the challenges of the times. Major national initiatives in social or other policies would not have contributed to national unity during the Chrétien era, and national unity was the prime concern of the government.  One of the Chrétien government’s most important legislative initiatives during this period related directly to the national unity and Quebec separatism issue: his government’s “Clarity Act” ensured that any subsequent Quebec referendum on separation would have to be more explicit in its objectives than the wooly and tendentious Quebec referendum motion of 1995.

All governments, even those with a caretaker approach to their role, now face a challenge in getting their programme through Parliament.  The gross figures on bills passed in a session can be misleading.  A government can introduce lapsed bills in the next session.  Much of the major legislation introduced by the Harper Government and before the House in November 2009 – especially the bills dealing with crime and Senate reform – have now had their second or even third introduction into Parliament. Often the bills a government introduces in the Senate have already received third reading in the House of Commons but then died on the order paper with the end of a session or Parliament.  A government can reduce the time spent on a bill by using the Senate adroitly.
Still, the challenge of getting bills through Parliament has forced governments to take short cuts which can lead to inadequate study of legislation.   One such shortcut is to introduce broad and vaguely worded legislation that allows a government to do pretty much what it wants, with the details that define the true intent and purpose of the legislation being left to be defined through regulations or orders in council over which Parliament has no control.  Another is the omnibus bill, such as the Harper Government’s Federal Accountability Act.  All too often these huge bills do not receive adequate study by Parliament and its committees because they are too massive and complex to be adequately examined with the time and resources available to parties and committees.  Even well-resourced interest groups can have difficulty in coping with these massive bills, and their examination by parliamentary committee can be far too superficial to ensure good legislation.  Governments can also delay introducing non-crucial legislation even when it is needed.  Sheila Fraser, the Auditor General of Canada, found that:
No income tax technical bill has been passed since 2001. Although the government has said that an annual technical bill of routine housekeeping amendments to the Act is desirable, this has not happened. As a result, the Department of Finance Canada has a backlog of at least 400 technical amendments that have not been enacted, including 250 “comfort letters” dating back to 1998, recommending changes that have not been legislated.

In theory this sort of housekeeping legislation would be introduced by the government of the day regardless of political stripe, should not arouse intense partisan disagreement, and should be passed by Parliament with a minimum of fuss and delay.  Unfortunately, the various parties in Parliament do not see it this way.  The Canadian Parliament does not have an impressive record in making a distinction between important and contentious legislation that needs thorough scrutiny and debate, and legislation which is routine, not of great partisan importance, and is needed simply to keep the ship of state in good running order.

Where Should We Go From Here?
Parliament has changed during the last forty years.  Then it was quite normal for members to move their families to Ottawa.  The House had frequent night sittings, and the parliamentary restaurant was a busy place.  Members from all parties faced similar problems of on the one hand living in Ottawa and ensuring such day-to-day things as schooling for their children, and the other challenges attendant upon living in a new city, in a job that was not likely to last more than five to ten years.  On the other hand they had to keep in touch with their constituencies, which might be several days of inconvenient travel away from Ottawa.  It was not uncommon for MPs and their families to develop friendships with each other that transcended party lines.  Competition between parties was fierce, but was often muted and tempered by close acquaintance and common experiences and difficulties.

The House of Commons now suffers from a weekend diaspora.  As was noted above, for many the weekend begins on Thursday and ends on Monday.  The House sits on average for about eight weeks less per year, so there is that much less contact and interaction between members.  This means that much less chance for members from the different parties to meet outside the hothouse atmosphere of Parliament, to relate as human beings facing common challenges rather than as enemies across the vast political divide on the floor of the House.  

The end result is that the House has become a less collegial place.  The chamber itself has always been a place of confrontation.  Its design, with the government sitting to the right of the Speaker, the opposition directly across and facing the government, is designed to reflect the fundamental division between Her Majesty’s Government on Speaker’s the right, Her Majesty’s Loyal Opposition opposite to the Speaker’s left.  The government proposes from its side, the opposition opposes from the opposite side.  As Lord Derby, a British Prime Minister in the mid-nineteenth century, said: “The duty of an Opposition is very simple…to oppose everything, and propose nothing.”  This, of course was not true at Lord Derby’s time, and is not true now.  At the time Lord Derby spoke party lines had not solidified.  The House of Commons could and did defeat a Prime Minister and support another one, or go back again, without a general election occurring.  Much of the business before Parliament was private legislation, involving such matters as the incorporation of companies and railways.  The era of the major public bills was just beginning.  Partisanship then affected the British House of Commons less than it did thirty years later, and much less than it does now.  Even now the select committees of the British House, composed of backbenchers, normally conduct their work in an atmosphere of collegiality and non-partisanship.  Partisanship is reserved for the floor of the House, for question period and debates on government legislation.  British committee chairs are chosen from both sides of the House.

The Canadian House of Commons does not have the same sort of long-term serving members as the British MPs whose career begins and ends on the backbenches.  Nor has the Canadian House normally had committees that operate independent of party controls.  Nevertheless, for much of the time, in recent years, many of the Canadian House of Commons committees have conducted their business in a reasonably collegial atmosphere, with muted if not non-existent partisanship and party controls over committee members and business.  Much of this collegial atmosphere has diminished, if not vanished, in the current House.  Even the innovation of sittings during lunch hours has had the unintended consequence of reducing opportunities for cross-party contact.  Lunch is now served in the lobbies of the House, one lobby on the government side, another for the opposition.  Within the opposition lobbies territories are clearly, though informally, demarcated for each party.  The chances for causal lunchtime contact in the parliamentary restaurant, and the use of the restaurant, have correspondingly diminished.  I suspect that the current Canadian Parliament is the only one in the history of Britain and the Commonwealth in which the government has produced a manual for committee chairs from its party “telling them how to favour government agendas, select party-friendly witnesses, coach favourable testimony, set in motion debate-obstructing delays and, if necessary, storm out of meetings to grind parliamentary business to a halt.”  (Don Martin: “Tories have book on political wrangling”, National Post, 17 May, 2007).  The reduction of collegiality, the growth of intransigence, has spread to committees.  

Much of the time House proceedings are conducted  in a hostile and rather unpleasant atmosphere.  I would be embarrassed to take a class to question period now.  The raucous, disorderly, cat-calling and personal attacks that characterize it do nothing to increase an observer’s faith in how well Canada is governed.  The consequence of a four-day week Parliament that meets for fewer than half the weeks of the year is not just less informal contact between members from different parties, and less sense of a common purpose.  Sessions have become less of an assembly for debate and discussion, and more of a football game, a contact sport, a fight to death, and a head-butting contest, than a serious deliberation. Proceedings have all the spontaneity and credibility of a professional wrestling event.  They are entertainment for those who like this sort of blood sport, and not much else.  The various parties meet on the floor of the House, the field of battle, then, like professional football or hockey teams, retreat to their respective locker rooms, where they mull over their tactics for the next period of the contest.  The purpose of debate and question period has become to defeat, trounce, crunch, pulverize, annihilate, the opposition – not to achieve a consensus or reach a compromise, far less to identify a common purpose.  

It is worth wondering how much the cataclysmic defeat of the Progressive Conservative Government in 1993 has contributed to this anti-consensus and anti-compromise, conflict-oriented, name-calling, trivializing, and unpleasant state of  the Canadian Parliament.  The percent of new members after this election - 72.2% - was unprecedented in Canada, and likely in the British Commonwealth.  The current government is unique in Canadian history in many ways, not least in its attitude to Parliament.  It and its members have no history in Parliament prior to 1993.    It is unique in taking office as a clear party of the right.  Its distant predecessor, the Progressive Conservatives, like the Liberals, were a party of the centre, though somewhat more right-leaning than their opponents.  In the current Pizza Parliament the Bloc Québécois, a party existing only in Quebec, and ostensibly (though hardly in practice) dedicated to the secession of Quebec from Canada is, like the NDP, a moderately social democratic party.  The Bloc became Her Majesty’s Loyal Opposition in the House of Commons after the 1993 election.  The Alberta based and inspired right wing Reform Party, took over as official opposition in 1997.  Its begotten successor, the Alliance Party, also Alberta based, became official opposition in 2001, to be succeeded by the similarly Alberta-begotten and based Conservative Party in 2004.  There are differences between the three: the Reform Party, like the Bloc, proved to be one of the most courteous parties ever to sit in the House of Commons.  The Reform, Alliance, and Conservative parties fit squarely into the Alberta right-wing tradition, and have viewed the soft centrist policies of the Liberals, NDP, and Bloc, based in central Canada, with suspicion and distaste, not to say hostility.  Perhaps the Conservatives’ life in office, and the challenges of dealing with the economic consequences of a full-fledged recession, are leading them to a moderate and centrist stance more in keeping with the tradition of Canadian government.  But the Conservative Government’s main policies as embodied in their legislation before Parliament – an elected Senate and crime bills that would put more people in jail and keep them there longer – do not suggest that this is so.  Surely there are more important things for Parliament and government to devote their efforts and attention to.  It is worth wondering what the role of the federal government will and should be in the future: an active agent, or a caretaker?

Edmund Burke, the philosophical founder of modern conservatism, described society as: “a contract….  It becomes a partnership not only between those who are living, but between those who are living, those who are dead, and those who are to be born.”  In this Burkeian sense I, and I suspect many if not most Canadians, are conservatives.  I am now at a stage in life where I am more concerned about the world we are leaving our grandchildren and yet unborn future generations than about my personal desire to consume more.  The current recession has revealed deep flaws in our social safety net: in pensions and pension schemes, in unemployment insurance, in welfare programmes.  Different groups do not have equal access to the benefits of our wealthy society.  The argument is often put that we cannot afford the cost of preserving the quality of the environment because it will reduce income and prosperity.  “Prosperity” when used in this sense means current consumption.  It does not mean the quality of life enjoyed by future generations.  I worry about what we are leaving to those future generations when our obsession with current consumption ignores the costly but un-costed consequences of neglecting such issues as inequalities in income and access to post-secondary education,  successive generations of disadvantaged groups and their children, and a degraded natural world.  Are we honouring the terms of the unwritten contract between our generation and our children, or more particularly for my generation, our grandchildren?  

The woods are lovely, dark and deep.

But I have promises to keep,

And miles to go before I sleep,

And miles to go before I sleep.
…wrote Robert Frost.  Canadians, our Parliament, our political parties and leaders, should spend less time disporting themselves in the lovely woods of today, and put more into the miles to go before we sleep, satisfied that we have left our wonderful country well-prepared for the generations yet to come.
� The raw data relating to the Canadian Parliament and its members from which these tables have been derived can be found on the website of the Parliament of Canada.


� The data in Tables II and VI include government bills introduced in both the Senate and the House of Commons.  It does not include the pro forma bills, C1 and S1.  Nor does it include divorce bills.  The Commons and Senate give first reading to the pro forma bills before consideration of the speech from the Throne.  These pro forma bills assert the independence of Parliament from government, and the right of the Commons and Senate to choose their own business and deliberate without reference to the matters expressed in the Speech from the Throne. 


� Government response to the Tenth Report of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts, 17 August, 2005.


� The very short-lived Clark government (186 days) of 1979-80 has not been included in Table VI.  The duration of the Parliament includes the calendar days from the date of the writs were returned for a Parliament to the date the writs were returned for the succeeding one.  


� Report of the Auditor General of Canada, Fall 2009, Chapter 3 – Income Tax.
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