Anderson: Now's the time for MPs
to strengthen Canadian politics
Last week's throne speech called for a transformation in the way federal politicians do their
work. But cross-party collaboration and civility will not simply emerge on their own; specific
reforms are needed. The Samara Centre for Democracy has some suggestions.
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Last week’s throne speech laid out the Liberal
government’s agenda for our minority Parliament.
While the speech in 2015 had an entire section on

“open and transparent government,” the new edition
paid little attention to our democratic institutions.
Yet the throne speech also called for a transformation in the way politics is
conducted. It repeatedly reminded MPs that Canadians “want their
parliamentarians to work together,” imploring them to act with “goodwill,
humility, and … [to] raise the bar on what politics is like in this country.”
We fully agree that Parliament can — and should — work differently. But
such cross-party collaboration will not just emerge on its own. Reforms to
the operation of Parliament are needed — and quickly. These first sitting
days are crucial to set a new tone for how MPs will work together during the
43rd Parliament, not just across party lines, but also within their own
caucuses.
The stakes are high; Canadian democracy needs work. According to the
Samara Centre for Democracy’s 2019 Citizens’ Survey,
(https://www.samaracanada.com/research/resourcesanddata/2019-citizenssurvey/) nearly half of Canadians think our democracy is getting weaker,

whereas only three in 10 believe it’s getting stronger. Interventions are
needed to address the longstanding issues plaguing our parliamentary
democracy, such as toxic partisanship, stifling party discipline, and the

“

alarming concentration of power in the hands of party leaders.

Nearly half of Canadians think our
democracy is getting weaker, whereas
only three in 10 believe it’s getting
stronger.

The return to Parliament should not mean a return to bad habits, especially
since there are practical and straightforward solutions available to MPs and
party leaders, many that do not require legislation or additional spending. It
could be as simple as MPs committing to respectful and civil debate.
In fact, the prime minister and the Leader of the Opposition already share
common ground on parliamentary reform. Both have called for a more
balanced approach to determine who gets to speak in the Commons. At
present, the party whips provide the Speaker with a list of the MPs permitted

to speak on each item. While the intention behind using these lists is to
make proceedings more efficient, parties also use them as a tool of
discipline, silencing those who vote (or even tweet) the wrong way.
There is consensus for change. When he was Speaker, Andrew Scheer ruled
that he was not bound by those lists — that the Speaker’s authority to
recognize MPs wishing to speak was indisputable. And the Liberals’ 2019
election platform committed to ending the use of such lists.
Abolishing whips’ lists would be a modest change to reduce the scripted
nature of parliamentary debates and make MPs freer to speak on behalf of
their constituents and conscience. It is an easy change to accomplish, given
the apparent consensus that already exists, and would send a positive signal
that this Parliament is capable of cross-partisan cooperation for a healthier
democracy.
The cross-party trust built by ending whips’ lists can then be applied to other
opportunities to make Parliament work better. Enabling constructive, nonpartisan committee work by opening the election of committee chairs to all
MPs, reducing the use of omnibus bills that escape real legislative scrutiny,
or allowing petitions that gather enough public support to be considered for
parliamentary debate, are all reforms that can be achieved with political will
alone. More importantly, these changes have the potential to considerably
improve the functioning of our parliamentary democracy by encouraging
independent and thoughtful representatives to collaborate for the good of all
Canadians.
The Samara Centre for Democracy has interviewed more than 130 departing
MPs (https://www.samaracanada.com/research#mpexitinterviews) , and regularly
surveys sitting MPs. Their regrets serve as an important warning to MPs
entering the 43rd Parliament.
Take, for instance, some of their reflections from the last Parliament: “I wish
I had voted more often according to my conscience”; “I could have been a
better catalyst in bringing colleagues together from all parties to work more
effectively”; or “I didn’t truly figure out what I could accomplish and how
until three years in.”
MPs and party leaders need to prioritize democratic reforms and begin
working on them earlier in their mandate. This week is the ideal time to start.

Kendall Anderson is the Executive Director of the Samara Centre for
Democracy, a nonpartisan charity dedicated to strengthening Canada’s
democracy.
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