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Restore Canada’s Parliament
by returning power to MPs

Centralization of power — since 1970 — has led to decline of Parliament

Conservative MP Michael Chong outlines the rationale for his Private Member’s Bill proposing amendments to the

Canada Elections Act and the Parliament of Canada Act to reform rules governing candidacy and caucus. The short

name of Bill C-586 is Reform Act, 2014.

Michael Chong, M.P.

The rules governing Canada’s Parliament, and those governing the
election of MPs and party leaders, have changed significantly over the
years. These changes, occurring over many decades under different
parties and leaders, have weakened the role of MPs and centralized
power in party leaders. Some of the changes came about in the evolu-
tion of the unwritten conventions that govern Parliament; others were
implemented through legislation like the Canada Elections Act. This
state of affairs should surprise no one as the books, academic papers
and journals written about this problem of centralization of power in
Ottawa are too numerous to mention.

With each passing decade, the problem has only gotten worse.
Continual changes hand more power over to party leaders, eviscer-
ating the role of the only elected representative Canadians have at
the federal level: their Member of Parliament. Individual MPs find

it increasingly difficult to exercise their role as elected representatives
within parliamentary parties due to the almost complete power of par-
ty leaders.! As a result, the collective ability of the elected legislature to
hold the executive to account has weakened, leaving in place a PMO
with almost unchecked power in between elections.

Three changes that have weakened parliament

Of all the changes that have weakened MPs and Parliament, three
stand out:

* Changes to the Canada Elections Act in 1970 gave party leaders
the power to approve party candidates and control party nomi-
nations. In fact, Canada is the only Western democracy where
party leaders, by law, have a “veto” over party candidates and the
power to replace a local electoral district association.

* Parliament’s unwritten rules have changed over the years in a
way that has advantaged party leaders and disadvantaged MPs,
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weakening the power MPs used to wield within parliamentary
parties. The governance and power structure of these parliamen-
tary parties are important because it is parliamentary parties, and
not individual MPs, that directly control the agenda and activi-
ties of Parliament.

¢ The role of the parliamentary party in reviewing the leader has
been little used, and the rules opaque. This has weakened the ac-
countability of party leaders to MPs.

The problem of the centralization of power in the party leaders in
Ottawa has had a real consequence. Canadians are losing faith in their
democratic institutions. Recent public opinion research reveals that
only 55 percent of Canadians report being satisfied with the way de-
mocracy works in Canada,” a 20 percent drop from 2004.? Voter turn-
out during federal elections has reached an all-time low, demonstrated
in the last federal election when four out of ten Canadians chose not
to vote.” Studies have found that many Canadians are disengaged be-
cause they feel that politicians work for someone else, and are therefore
indifferent to their views.” Canada’s democratic institutions are losing
their legitimacy.

Reform Act, 2013

To address this real problem, the Reform Act, 2013 was introduced
in the House of Commons in December, 2013. It proposes three
simple reforms:

e First, it would restore local control over party nominations, by
replacing the “party leader” with a locally elected “nomination
officer” for the purposes of approving party candidacy in an
election.

* Second, it would increase the power that MPs wield within par-
liamentary parties by requiring the election (as opposed to the ap-
pointment) 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).

¢ Third, it would reinforce the accountability of the party leader to
the parliamentary party by specifying the rules for the caucus to
review the leader.

If the bill becomes law, the Prime Minister and other party lead-
ers would still be immensely powerful. However, these reforms will
rebalance power in Ottawa, putting a check on the power of party
leaders, and by extension the PMO. By giving the people’s elected
MPs a greater say, these reforms will restore Canada’s Parliament to
the way it once successfully worked for decades in Canada. A greater
diversity of views will be allowed and MPs will be able to vote more
freely in the House of Commons, whether on principle or on behalf
of their constituents.

What about “problem” candidates?

Some have suggested that by restoring local control over party nomi-
nations, a plethora of problem candidates will result. This ignores the
fact that the current system already produces “problem” candidates
in every election. There is no evidence to suggest that the numbers
of these candidates would be any different under Reform Act rules.

Furthermore, under the Reform Act, nothing prevents a local electoral
district association, through the locally elected “nomination officer”,
from reviewing and removing a local party candidate if something goes
wrong,.

New powers for MPs?

The Reform Act maintains the current power of registered political
parties and their members to elect and review a leader, as they current-
ly do. Some have suggested the bill creates a new power for MPs, the
power to review the leader. This suggestion reveals a misunderstand-
ing of how Parliament works. The bill simply recognizes the current
power of the parliamentary party to review and remove the leader,
and the current power of the parliamentary party to select an interim
leader.® These current powers are part of the unwritten conventions
of Parliament. However, unlike other Westminster parliaments these
conventions have never been written down.” The Reform Act simply
proposes to put these conventions down on paper to make them clear
and transparent.

If the bill becomes law, the Prime Minister and other party
leaders wonld still be immensely powerful. However, these
reforms will rebalance power in Ottawa, putting a check on

the power of party leaders, and by extension the PMO.

Interim leader rules need clarification

The lack of clarity regarding the rules for changes in party leaders
between party leadership races is of concern. Few things are more im-
portant in a democracy than how transitions in power take place. For
example, if a Prime Minister were to immediately resign or suddenly
die while in office, the rules for determining the interim party leader
— and hence the Prime Minister — are not clear to many MPs. This
is troubling since, by unwritten convention, it is up to Members of
Parliament to select the new leader, and more usually, members of the
majority caucus in the House of Commons. In turn, the Governor
General would appoint that person as Prime Minister. The Reform
Act would put these unwritten conventions down in writing to ensure
clarity and transparency, especially important during a crisis.

Greater stability

Westminster parliaments that operate under the rules proposed in
the Reform Act (United Kingdom, Australia and New Zealand) are
just as stable as the current Canadian Parliament. The length of time
between leadership changes is no different under either system.® In
fact, the Reform Act would create more stability, because parties 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.” 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.
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Conclusion

Democracies around the world have produced the greatest prosper-
ity and most stable societies. This is no accident. Economic prosperity
and stability have flowed from the strength of these democratic insti-
tutions. In Canada, it will be the health and strength of our Parliament
that will determine whether or not we maintain and sustain our eco-
nomic prosperity and stability in the 21st century. In the long run,
restoring democratic checks and balances on power are vital to our
future peace, order and good government. *

Michael Chong has served as the MP for the riding of Wellington—Halton Hills since
2004. He served as Minister of Intergovernmental Affairs and Minister of Sport, as well
as the President of the Queen’s Privy Council for Canada from February 6 to November
27, 2006.
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party was no longer a national force in Canadian politics, one reason it was forced

into a merger with the Progressive Conservatives. The 2003-2008 leadership crisis in
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