
Prorogation
There’s no doubt that Prime Minister Harper’s lengthy
prorogation of Parliament in the middle of a Christmas recess
has met with widespread public disgust and opposition. While
prorogation is the entirely normal way to end one session of
Parliament before starting another one, the government does
not normally employ it to unilaterally shut down debate.

On January 9, British newspaper The Economist
commented: ‘The argument that previous Prime Ministers
frequently prorogued Parliament is no more convincing. In
almost every case they did so only once the government had got
through the bulk of its legislative business. The Parliament that
Mr Harper prorogued still had 36 government bills before it,
including measures that form part of the prime minister’s
much-vaunted crackdown on crime. When it reconvenes, those
bills will have to start again from scratch. Past prorogations
were typically brief. This time sessions will be separated by a
gap of 63 days.’

The Economist continues, ‘So why shut down Parliament?
Breaking six days of silence, Mr Harper said last week that it
was a ‘routine’ move to allow the government to adjust its
budget, due on March 4. His spokesman claimed that the 63-
day gap between sessions was less than the average prorogation
of 151 days since 1867. However, the average in the last three
decades has been just 22 days.’

Since the beginning of January, opposition parties and
others have suggested amendments to the prorpogation
perogative that would require the Prime Minister to consult
Parliament before proroguing it in future. 

These should be the first order of business at the beginning
of  the next session—even before the debate on the Speech from
the Throne, and before the presentation of the Budget.

Confidence Votes, Elections and
Alternative Governments

Many Canadians now expect that the government will lose a
confidence vote sometime in 2010; should this occur, the Prime
Minister would probably go to the Governor General to request

that a general election be held. The alternative would be for the
Govenor General to ask the opposition or a coalition of parties
if they were ready to form a government.

In order to split the opposition, the PM wishes to maintain
the impression that a General Election is the only alternative to
letting the government have its way. His calculation is that, at
any given time, at least one of the three opposition parties will
feel unprepared for an election and to avoid it would support
the government during a confidence vote.

However the truth is that the Governor General, legitimately
and with ample precedent, has the option to ask an opposition
party whether it could form a government. Given current
governmant structure, a viable government would probably be
a coalition, although the coalition does not have to have been
formed ahead of time.

In December 2008
The Prime Minister’s first prorogation of Parliament in
December 2008 was a stalling tactic to avoid just this, as the
opposition was clearly ready to form a coalition to govern and
to vote no confidence. 

On CBC recently, spokesman Conservative MP Pierre
Poilievre stated  that the Prime Minister needed to retain the
power  to prorogue Parliament (a ‘tool’) in order to block any
effort by the opposition to ‘reverse the result of an election.’ 

However, the 2008 election had, of course, resulted in a
second Conservative minority government, so asking the
majority opposition to form a government would be entirely
consistent with the results of that election. In fact, Mr
Poilievre’s use of this argument to justify the 2009 prorogation
carries with it the implication that the government was recently
expecting a repeat of the 2008 situation.

But the PM cannot avoid all confidence votes, particularly in
a new post-prorogation session, when a Speech from the
Throne and a Budget must be presented. And it would be very
difficult for the PM to request prorogation in the middle of the
Debate on the Speech or on the Budget. So an alternative
government or an election are inevitable.
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Stable Coalition Majority Government
At the time of the 2008 prorogation, the PM was successful in
demonizing the opposition parties’ efforts to form a credible
coalition. But in fact, given the number of apparently safe seats
held by the Bloc, it is mathematically difficult for any of the
other three parties to form a majority government. 

Whether or not an election takes place, the alternatives
remain either a Conservative or Liberal minority government,
or a Liberal/ NDP coalition (any other combinations seem
extremely unlikely). 

In fact, a coalition may be the only way to create a stable
government. Many countries have them, and they may be an
antidote to the sort of partisan deadlock that characterizes two-
party states, in countries which do not have proportional
representation.

The Senate Finagle
Having prorogued Parliament till March, the Prime Minister is
in a position to fill five vacant positions in the Senate. He has
indicated his intention to appoint five individuals who will not
only support the government’s legislation in Senate votes, but
will also favour his point of view on Senate reform.

Clearly, he sees the Senate as just another chamber of
partisan opinion. Just as Conservative MP’s in the House of
Commons are constrained to express no opinions other than

the party line, so Prime Minister Harper expects that his newly
appointed senators will do as they are told.

He also plans to revise the membership of Senate committees
to reflect that new Conservative plurality in the upper house. This
would enable Conservatives to hamstring Senate committees
much as they do Commons committees—a tactic that went so far
as the publication of instructions to Conservative MPs on how to
obstruct the work of the committees.

Both these moves distort the function of the Senate—the
chamber of ‘sober second thought’—and insult its members,
who are, or should be, appointed for their wisdom, eminence,
and experience. 

Prime Minister Harper favours an elected Senate, probably
because he expects that the partisan split in an elected Senate
would mirror that in the House of Commons. 

However, if the election of Senators were carried out by some
system of proportional representation, this might not only break
the partisan deadlock, but would give voters an opportunity to
judge the aforementioned wisdom, eminence, experience, and
capability of independent thought of individual candidates.

Any such changes would clearly require a constitutional
amendment, requiring the not only the assent of both Houses
of Parliament, but also at least seven provinces representing at
least 50% of the population. 0

© Island Tides Publishing Ltd.This article may be reproduced with this attribution, in its entirety, with notification to Island Tides Publishing Ltd. 

This article was published (Feb 4, 2010) in ‘Island Tides’. ‘Island Tides’ is an independent, regional newspaper distributing 17,500 print
copies throughout the Gulf Islands and the Canadian Strait of Georgia from Victoria to Campbell River to Howe Sound.

Island Tides, Box 55, Pender Island, BC, Canada.       Phone: 250-629-3660.       Fax: 250-629-3838. 
Email: islandtides@islandtides.com.     Website: http://www.islandtides.com

http://www.islandtides.com


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 200
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [1200 1200]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


