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“The saga of parliamentary reform has only just begun,” writes David Mitchell, who adds that despite the pressure the young Democratic
Institutions minister has been under: “It is too early to write off Maryam Monsef.” House of Commons photo

Electoral Reform
Revisited

David Mitchell

The Liberal government’s promise of electoral reform
has been one of its most controversial, pitting political
agendas and suspicion of political agendas against each
other in a heightened version of the traditional Ottawa
power struggle. Then, in early June, the Trudeau gov-
ernment acceded to an NDP request to make the com-
position of the parliamentary committee examining the
project more democratic itself. As David Mitchell writes,
the broken logjam has expanded the possible outcomes.

r I \ he saga of Canadian electoral
reform has only just begun. And
yet, it’s already revealed some

important lessons about this new junc-

ture in Canadian politics and should
therefore prompt us to re-assess some

of our assumptions.

Until recently, most of the partisan-fu-
eled heat over the Liberal government’s
pledge to reform our system of voting
had focused on speculation about pro-
cess. This was largely partisan throat-
clearing aimed at staking out positions
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on imagined scenarios. Much of it
was neither particularly constructive
nor well-informed. But because the
government was slow to initiate the
file, critics predictably filled the vac-
uum with a grab-bag of opinion and
insinuation.

When the plan was announced to set
up a special parliamentary commit-
tee based on the House of Commons’
usual formula for standing commit-
tee membership, the outcry from op-
position parties was immediate. And
it looked like the government was
taken by surprise.

Opposition parties mounted an un-
precedented challenge, arguing that
just because the Liberals hold a ma-
jority of seats in the House, they
shouldn’t automatically seek to con-
trol a majority of seats on the special
committee. The criticism was ground-
ed in the not-outlandish notion that
since the committee would be explor-
ing alternatives to the current elector-
al system, it should be composed of
MPs based upon their party’s share of
the vote in the last election, not their
number of seats.

Apparently, the government hadn’t
considered this as an option. But op-
position parties dug in their heels,
claiming that if the Liberals held a
majority of seats on the committee,
they would use this advantage to ram
through whatever electoral reforms
they desired. And they kept up the
pressure, arguing that the special
committee—and therefore the gov-
ernment’s plan to fulfill its election
promise—were illegitimate as a result.

iven the opposition’s unabat-
Ged fervor, it seemed like the

prospects for credible and
collaborative reform of our elector-
al system were dim, if not dead. It
seemed likely that the Liberal govern-
ment would live to regret that they
hadn’t been more attuned to the
mood of House and the prospects for
the kind of cooperation necessary to
effect meaningful change.

But then, after taking it on the chin
for a few weeks, seemingly deter-
mined to proceed on the basis of
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When the NDP introduced a motion in the first week

of June that proposed to alter the committee’s
membership to reflect each party’s share of the vote, giving
a majority to the opposition parties, the government
astonished most observers by agreeing.

the original plan for convening the
special committee, the government
changed its mind. When the NDP in-
troduced a motion in the first week
of June that proposed to alter the
committee’s membership to reflect
each party’s share of the vote, giving
a majority to the opposition parties,
the government astonished most ob-
servers by agreeing.

Not only is the electoral reform train
back on the tracks, but the reaction
to the Liberal government’s changed
position on what may appear to be a
relatively minor procedural issue re-
veals the need to think about both
politics and governance in Canada a
bit differently.

Predictions of

Monsef’s demise may
be very premature. The
onerous responsibility of
delivering on an important
policy commitment of the
government will either make
or break a potentially
promising political career. But
it would be unwise to write
Monsef off, especially now
that electoral reform seems to
be back on track. »

In particular, we need to revisit—
if not discard—a few assumptions.
These include:

There’s no higher intelligence: A
number of conspiracy theories have
been advanced about the Liberals
possibly looking for an opportunity
to back away from their ambitious
campaign promise to reform the elec-

toral system. Others have suggested
that the governing party may have
somehow cleverly choreographed
their willingness to accept the de-
mands of opposition parties in order
to appear conciliatory.

In fact, the NDP motion to change
the special committee membership
was an unexpected political gift the
government simply couldn’t refuse.
Sure, there are some smart minds di-
recting Liberal strategy. But with a
new, hyper-activist government try-
ing to simultaneously advance nu-
merous bold policy initiatives, there’s
also plenty of room for human error.

Conspiracy theorists usually prefer
to ignore the fact that there’s rarely
a higher intelligence operating in the
corridors of power.

It’s too early to write off Maryam
Monsef: The person taking the heat
for the government on this file is a
young, new MP who is also the Min-
ister for Democratic Institutions.
Standing in the House almost on a
daily basis to respond to aggressive
opposition questions hasn’t been easy
for the rookie politician. Supported
by media and communications train-
ing, Monsef’s ability to publicly man-
age this complex file provides a sig-
nificant test for the claim that cabinet
government is back, and that utter-
ances by ministers will no longer be
crafted by Svengalis in the PMO.

Nevertheless, predictions of Monsef’s
demise may be very premature. The
onerous responsibility of delivering
on an important policy commitment
of the government will either make or
break a potentially promising political
career. But it would be unwise to write
Monsef off, especially now that elec-
toral reform seems to be back on track.

A referendum on what? One bizarre
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With the agreement on the makeup of the special committee on June 2, the debate on democratic
reform moves from process to substance. And what a debate it will be. Policy photo

aspect of the early, pre-committee de-
bate on the issue of electoral reform
was the sharp line being drawn on
the issue of whether or not a referen-
dum should be required to validate
any proposed change. How could
anyone take an entrenched position
on a matter that had not yet been dis-
cussed, let alone proposed?

What if the special committee ends
up recommending electronic vot-
ing? Would such a reform require a
referendum? How about mandatory
voting?

Of course, it's the government’s
pledge to replace our first-past-the-
post system with something new that
has generated the most fevered reac-
tion. But surely it’s far too soon to be
focused exclusively on the issue of
a referendum six months before the
special committee concludes its work
and issues its report by the scheduled
deadline of December 1st.

Would a ranked ballot favour the
Liberals? In spite of the fact that
the special committee has now been
structured on the basis of proportion-
al representation, we shouldn’t as-
sume that the committee will there-
fore recommend some kind of PR
system of voting. In fact, it has been
widely assumed, based in part upon
past comments of the prime minister,
that the Liberal government would
prefer a system based upon a ranked
or preferential ballot.

Further, it has also been widely re-

ported, as some kind of conventional
wisdom, that a ranked ballot would
favour the Liberals because they are
a centrist party and quite possibly
a popular second choice for many
voters inclined to support other par-
ties. Indeed, some analysts have even
pored over the results of the last elec-
tion to show that the Liberals may
have won even a larger majority of
seats if a preferential ballot had been

used in 20135.
‘ The past provides no

template for the
future. And the unintended
consequences of
implementing any electoral
reform simply can’t be
anticipated. %

he fallacies associated with

I these assumptions are actually
quite staggering. The past pro-

vides no template for the future. And
the unintended consequences of im-
plementing any electoral reform sim-
ply can’t be anticipated. In addition,
in an age when all political parties
seeking to form government are now
angling for the centre ground, where
most voters are located, wouldn’t it
make sense for the Conservatives,
NDP and others to try to position

themselves as popular second choices
for voters supporting other parties?

Taking a second look: For genera-
tions now, a government’s change of
mind has been routinely condemned
as either a sign of weakness or hypoc-
risy. But what if it’s actually a sign of
reflection and flexibility—in other
words, good politics?

The language used to characterize the
Liberal government’s willingness to
accept the NDP motion on member-
ship of the electoral reform commit-
tee was quite revealing. It was said,
for instance, that the Liberals “caved”
and that it was an “embarrassing
climbdown.” Some critics described it
as a “major reversal” from the govern-
ment’s attempt to “rig the system.”
And it was suggested that the Liberals
were humbled by their “walk-back.”

It’s also possible that the govern-
ment simply hadn’t thought this
through sufficiently. What if the
Liberals’ willingness to reconsider
actually foreshadows a different ap-
proach to implementing policy in
our country? What if this is actu-
ally a new way of doing business on
the part of a government and prime
minister who are surprisingly com-
fortable with reevaluating their ideas
and methods and quick to apologize
for their inevitable mistakes?

A couple of generations ago in Brit-
ish Columbia, an extraordinarily suc-
cessful Premier, W.A.C. Bennett, was
famous for taking a “second look” at
policies and ideas he had proposed.
“Wacky” Bennett used this to his
government’s great advantage—and
the consternation of his political op-
ponents. He served flamboyantly as
premier of B.C. for 20 years.

Perhaps a variation on this old-fash-
ioned approach to governing is now
being revived in Ottawa? We might
need to get used to it.

Contributing Writer David Mitchell is
a political historian, former B.C. MLA
and currently Chief External Relations
Officer at Bow Valley College in
Calgary. david@davidjmitchell.ca
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