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Democratic Opportunity: Power to the People 
 
The Liberal government is proposing electoral reforms to change the way Canadians vote for 
their Member of Parliament. This is a solution in search of a problem. The real problem is not 
how Canadians elect their local Member of Parliament. The real problem is what happens to 
elected Members of Parliament when they get to Ottawa: They are too controlled by party 
leaders and the Prime Minister. Changing the way we elect Members of Parliament is not going 
to fix this very real problem. Reforming parties, the House of Commons and the Senate will fix 
this problem. That is what the reforms proposed in Democratic Opportunity: Power to the 
People will accomplish. 
 
1. Democratic Opportunity: Making Parties Open 
 
The increased voter turnout in the 2015 election demonstrates that Canadians, when given the 
opportunity, want to participate in our democracy. Too often this opportunity to participate is 
hindered by the closed nature of Canada’s political parties. The rules for party candidate 
nominations and leadership contests are frequently changed, generally opaque and not publicly 
available. Party leaders and insiders control party nominations, and party leaders have a “veto” 
over party candidates. Parties charge membership fees and membership lists are closely held by a 
chosen few.  
 
The private and inaccessible nature of political parties is concerning. Practically speaking, in 
order to become an MP a citizen must first become a party candidate. If the process to become a 
party candidate is largely private and inaccessible to the public, in effect, we have semi-
privatized a part of our democratic system. 
 
Political parties should be public institutions, since they are gateways to our political system. 
They decide who will be a party candidate and who will be party leader. In some cases they 
decide directly who will be Premier or Prime Minister.1 Parties should be much more publicly 
accountable and publicly accessible. 
 
  

																																																								
1	Political	parties	effectively	have	the	power	to	elect	a	Premier	or	Prime	Minister,	without	a	general	election	or	by-
election.	This	happened	when	the	Alberta	PCs	elected	Jim	Prentice,	who	did	not	have	a	seat	in	the	Alberta	
legislature,	as	leader.	He	was	then	appointed	Premier	of	Alberta	by	the	Lieutenant	Governor	on	September	15,	
2014.	Both	Kim	Campbell	and	Paul	Martin	became	Prime	Minister	because	their	political	party	elected	them	as	
leader.	While	both	had	been	elected	and	had	a	seat	in	the	House	of	Commons,	this	was	not	the	reason	for	their	
appointment	as	Prime	Minister.	It	was	because	of	their	election	as	leader	by	their	respective	political	parties.	
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The Plan 
A Conservative government led by Michael Chong will: 

• Implement a system of public registration for Canadians to register their party 
membership. Elections Canada will maintain this registration of party membership. This 
registration will be implemented by modifying the Elections Canada box on the first page 
of the T1 General Income Tax and Benefit Return.2 

• Allow for “one-time” registration of party membership 
• Require that party membership be free 
• Require that registration be used as the basis for party nomination and leadership contests 
• Establish clear rules for party nominations and leadership contests, and require that these 

rules be publicly available 
• Enhance the role that Elections Canada plays in overseeing party nomination and 

leadership contests 
• Eliminate the party leader veto and require that candidates in a general election or by-

election have the democratic approval of their local Electoral District Association. 
• Require Canadian citizenship to vote in a party nomination or leadership contest 

 
The Results  
Implementing a system of public registration for party membership will: 

• Increase public participation in political parties 
• Ensure fair and transparent party candidate nominations and leadership contests 
• Reduce the power of party leaders and increase grassroots democracy 
• Strengthen Canadian citizenship 

 
  

																																																								
2	A	similar	policy	was	proposed	in	the	2004	Conservative	election	platform.	It	stated,	“A	Conservative	government	
led	by	Stephen	Harper	will	institute	a	system	of	voluntary	voter	registration	for	Canadians	to	register	their	party	
affiliation.	This	registration	will	be	used	as	the	basis	for	party	nomination	and	leadership	contests.	Any	costs	will	be	
offset	by	rationalizing	the	Elections	Canada	bureaucracy.	A	Conservative	government	led	by	Stephen	Harper	will	
require	that	all	candidates	in	a	general	election	or	by-election	have	the	democratic	approval	of	their	local	Electoral	
District	Association.”	
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2. Democratic Opportunity: Making Parties Transparent 

Canadians want an opportunity to ensure that their hard-earned tax dollars are spent prudently. 
Parties receive vast sums of public money through the federal political tax credit and rebates on 
federal election expenses.3 While parties are required to disclose detailed information on money 
spent during elections, they are not required to disclose detailed information on money spent in 
between elections. Since they receive so much public money, they should be much more publicly 
accountable for their spending in between elections. 
 
The Plan 
A Conservative government led by Michael Chong will: 

• Require parties to annually disclose more detailed financial information to Elections 
Canada for publication 
 

The Results  
Requiring more disclosure of detailed financial information from political parties will: 

• Ensure more public accountability for public money 
 
  

																																																								
3	The	Conservative	Party	of	Canada	has	received	about	$300	million	of	public	money	in	the	last	decade.	This	comes	
from	the	federal	government	as	follows:	

- about	$15M	a	year	in	federal	political	tax	credit	expenditures	for	donations	to	the	national	party	
- about	$3M	a	year	in	federal	political	tax	credit	tax	expenditures	for	donations	to	local	EDAs	
- till	recently,	about	$10M	a	year	in	direct	funding	for	the	per	vote	subsidy	
- about	$20M	for	each	of	the	last	four	general	elections	(a	50%	rebate	for	national	campaign	expenses	and	

a	60%	rebate	for	local	campaign	expenses)	
Similar	amounts	hold	for	the	other	major	political	parties.	
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3. Democratic Opportunity: New “Commission on Party Leader Debates” 
  
Canadians want greater opportunity to participate in general elections. Too often, however, this 
opportunity to participate is stifled by backroom party deals. 
 
Traditionally, Canada’s three main political parties (Conservative, Liberal and NDP) negotiate in 
private among the major networks (known as “the Consortium”) about the number and rules of 
election debates. In the 2015 federal election, Canada’s main political parties also agreed to three 
new debates not hosted by the Consortium. These debates were hosted by the Munk Debates, 
Maclean's and the Globe and Mail. 
 
These private negotiations are a conflict of interest for both the political parties and the networks. 
Political parties try to “game” the system to their advantage, and the networks have an incentive 
to keep the number of debates to a minimum, since no advertisements run during the debates 
resulting in a loss of prime time advertising revenues. This leads to a lack of debates and rules 
that stifle debate, resulting in less information for voters. Other democracies have put in place 
independent commissions to establish the number and rules of election debates.4 Canada should 
do the same. 
 
The Plan 
A Conservative Party led by Michael Chong will: 

• Establish an independent, non-partisan “Commission on Party Leader Debates” to 
organize leaders’ debates during general elections and end the partisan games by political 
parties.  Legislation will be introduced to give this independent commission the full force 
of law to carry out its mandate. The commission will have a mandate to: 

o Ensure the debates provide the best information to viewer and listeners 
o Establish the dates, times, locations and number of debates 
o Set the rules of debate, including which party leaders will and will not participate 
o Set the rules for audience admission 
o Ensure debates comply with the Official Languages Act 
o Require broadcasters to carry the debates 

 
The Results  
Establishing a Commission on Party Leader Debates will: 

• Allow Canadians to see more leaders’ debates during federal elections 
• Ensure that Canadians have better information 

																																																								
4	In	the	US,	the	Commission	on	Presidential	Debates	(CPD)	was	established	in	1987.	It	has	managed	all	of	the	
presidential	debates	in	1988,	1992,	1996,	2000,	2004,	2008,	2012	and	2016.	
<http://www.debates.org/>	
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• Set the rules for leaders’ debates months ahead of a federal election, ensuring ample time 
for planning 
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4. Democratic Opportunity: Committee Reform 
 
Canadians need to be given greater opportunity to have their voice heard through their elected 
MP. Too often MPs are controlled by party leaders, particularly the PMO. 
 
When compared to other established democracies, Canadian party leaders exercise a great deal of 
power over MPs. The real power of the House of Commons is held by party leaders and the 
Prime Minister. Granting greater autonomy from party leaders is needed for elected MPs in the 
House of Commons to fulfill their constitutional role in holding the government to account. 
Since the elected MP is the people’s only elected representative at the national level in the 
Canadian system, strengthening that role is critical in ensuring a check and balance on executive 
power in between general elections. 
 
The decline of the power of elected MPs since Confederation is the result of many past changes 
made to our parliamentary system. There is no reason why future changes cannot restore balance 
to that system. All that is required is political will to make these improvements and an 
acknowledgement, especially on the part of party leaders, about the excessive concentration of 
power.  
 
Building on the passage of the Reform Act, 2014,5 further reforms are needed to rebalance power. 
One area in need of reform is the committee system of the House of Commons. Committees 
serve three vital functions: amending government legislation, approving government spending 
and holding cabinet ministers and departments accountable. They are where the much of the 
work of the House of Commons takes place. 
 
The Plan 
A Conservative Party led by Michael Chong will: 

• Amend the Standing Orders6 to remove the power of the party leader (through the party 
whip) to appoint committee members. Instead MPs would be given the vote on a secret 
preferential ballot. These elections would take place after the Speaker is elected, and the 
elections would be administered within each party caucus. The proportionality of party 
seats on committees would be maintained. 

																																																								
5	The	Reform	Act,	2014,	passed	Parliament	on	June	23,	2015	and	came	into	force	seven	days	after	the	October	19,	
2015	general	election.	It	gives	MPs	the	decision	on	the	powers	the	party	leader	will	have	in	party	caucuses	in	the	
House	of	Commons.	
6	Standing	Orders	are	the	permanent	written	rules	by	which	the	House	of	Commons	regulates	its	proceedings.	
Since	they	do	not	lapse	at	the	end	of	a	session	or	Parliament,	they	are	“standing”.	There	are	about	150	Standing	
Orders.	
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• Amend the Standing Orders to remove the power of the party leader (through the party 
whip) to appoint committee chairs,7 by mandating that the committee elect a chair by a 
secret ballot. Every committee member’s name will appear on the ballot to ensure that the 
party whips cannot control the system as they do now. A single preferential ballot could 
be used to ensure an efficient use of time at the first meeting, while ensuring the chair has 
the support of the majority of committee members. This system would ensure that the 
chair is truly democratically elected and accountable to committee members rather than 
to the PMO or party leader. 

• Amend the Standing Orders to alter the allocation of committee chairs for the parties in 
the House of Commons. Chairs should be allocated in proportion to their party standings 
in the Commons. In the House of Commons elected in 2015, this new allocation would 
result in fourteen Liberal chairs, seven Conservative chairs and three New Democrat 
chairs, rather than the current standings of twenty Liberal chairs for and four 
Conservative chairs. 

• Amend to the Standing Orders to change the “automatically deemed reported” rule for 
estimates (spending). Currently, if a committee does nothing within a certain timeframe 
with the spending proposed by government, the spending is deemed automatically 
approved by the committee and reported back to the Commons. Committees should be 
required to review and vote on proposed government spending. This, after all, is a 
fundamental reason for the existence of Parliament: That government spending or 
taxation only occur with the consent of the people’s elected representatives. 

• Reduce the number of standing committees by 5, from 24 to 19, by merging committees 
that share similar mandates. This would free up time for the several dozen MPs who do 
double duty on committee and ensure that they have the time and resources to focus on 
doing a good job on committee.  

• Amend Bill C-22,8 which establishes the new National Security and Intelligence 
Committee (NSIC), to make the NSIC a committee of the House of Commons and to 
eliminate PMO control of this committee.  

																																																								
7	On	first	glance,	committee	chairs	are	freely	elected	by	committee	members.	On	closer	inspection,	this	is	not	the	
case.	It	is	unheard	of	for	a	committee	to	conduct	an	election	of	the	chair	by	secret	ballot	vote,	since	it	is	rare	that	
more	than	one	committee	member	is	nominated	for	election.	Since	the	nomination	of	a	committee	member	is	a	
proposal	made	in	public,	the	party	whips	control	who	gets	nominated,	disciplining	any	member	who	nominates	
someone	not	chosen	by	the	party	whip	and	party	leader.	In	fact,	it	is	normal	practice	for	the	party	whip	or	party	
leader	to	notify	the	member	they	have	chosen	for	committee	chair	well	in	advance	of	the	first	meeting	where	the	
election	of	chair	is	to	take	place.	The	first	meeting,	where	the	“election”	of	chair	takes	place,	is	merely	a	
perfunctory	formality.	
8	Bill	C-22	proposes	a	joint	committee	made	up	of	nine	members,	seven	from	the	Commons	and	two	from	the	
Senate.	Members	of	the	committee	would	be	appointed	by	the	Prime	Minister	and	would	serve	at	the	pleasure	of	
the	Prime	Minister.	The	Prime	Minister	would	also	appoint	the	committee	chair.	While	the	committee	is	made	up	
of	parliamentarians,	it	is	not	a	committee	of	Parliament;	it	would	report	directly	to	the	Prime	Minister	and	not	to	
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The Results  
Committee reform will: 

• Strengthen accountability of the government to the people’s elected representatives, by 
reducing the power of party leaders, particularly the PMO, to control committees 

• Ensure that MPs have the time and resources to focus on doing a good job on committee 
• Ensure true oversight by the legislative branch over the executive branch’s national 

security activities. 
  

																																																								
Parliament.	Ministers	will	have	the	power	to	terminate	the	committee’s	review	of	operations	and	the	committee	
will	have	no	mechanism	to	challenge	that	decision.	Furthermore,	Ministers	would	be	allowed	to	withhold	
information	on	“national	security”	grounds,	and	the	committee	will	not	have	the	power	to	compel	the	government	
to	disclose	information.	Finally,	the	bill	allows	the	Prime	Minster	to	review	committee	reports	and	require	
revisions	before	they	are	finalized	and	made	public.	
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5. Democratic Opportunity: Board of Internal Economy Reform 
 
The Board of Internal Economy (BOIE) is the powerful body of the House of Commons which 
oversees its administration. The Board is created by the Parliament of Canada Act and is made 
up of the following members: 

• Speaker of the House of Commons 
• Cabinet Minister appointed by the Prime Minister  
• Cabinet Minister appointed by the Prime Minister 
• MP appointed by the PM 
• Official Opposition leader or designate 
• MP appointed by the Official Opposition leader 
• MP appointed by the second opposition party leader9 

 
In effect, party leaders and the PMO control the BOIE through their powers of appointment to 
the board. The administration of the House of Commons should be under the control of its 338 
elected members, not party leaders and the PMO.  
 
The Plan 
A Conservative Party led by Michael Chong will: 

• Amend the Parliament of Canada Act to ensure that the majority of BOIE members are 
elected by secret ballot vote after every general election. The proposed BOIE would 
consist of the following members: 

o Speaker of the House of Commons 
o Cabinet Minister appointed by the Prime Minister 
o MP from the party in government elected by secret ballot vote in caucus 
o MP from the party in government elected by secret ballot vote in caucus 
o Official Opposition leader or designate 
o MP from the official opposition party elected by secret ballot vote in caucus 
o MP from the second opposition party elected by secret ballot vote in caucus 

 
The Results  
BOIE reform will: 

• Rein in the power of party leaders and the PMO to control the administration of the 
House of Commons 

 
  

																																																								
9	If	there	are	more	than	two	recognized	opposition	parties,	additional	members	are	appointed	in	numbers	so	that	
the	total	results	in	an	overall	equality	of	government	and	opposition	representatives	(apart	from	the	Speaker).	
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6. Democratic Opportunity: Question Period Reform 
 
The heart of the daily proceedings in Parliament is Question Period in the House of Commons. 
Each day, Question Period is relayed to millions through the national media. For many 
Canadians, it is their only window on Parliament. The general perception is that Question Period 
lacks substance and the format does not provide good information. 
 
Canadians want the opportunity to see their local MP act on their behalf in Question Period. 
However, MPs have lost the right to ask questions of the government.10 Party leaders, through 
the House Leader and/or Whip, control which MPs get to ask and answer questions.  
 
The Plan 
A Conservative Party led by Michael Chong will: 

• allocate half the questions each day for Members, whose names and order of recognition 
would be selected by the Speaker on a system determined by the Speaker 

• require that Ministers respond to the questions asked of them 
• elevate debate by restoring the irrelevance and repetition rule to Question Period 
• lengthen the amount of time given for each question and each answer 

 
The Results  
Question Period reform will: 

• Rein in the power of party leaders and the PMO to control MPs in the House of 
Commons by restoring the power of the Speaker to decide who asks and answers 
questions 

• Increase the accountability of government by giving the Speaker the power to compel 
Ministers to respond to questions.  

• Increase the accountability of government by giving the Speaker the power to insure that 
questions and answers are relevant and non-repetitive 

 
  

																																																								
10	Technically,	MPs	still	have	the	right	to	ask	questions.	However,	this	right	has	been	replaced	by	the	practice	of	the	
House	Leaders	and/or	Whips	submitting	to	the	Speaker	lists	of	MPs	“approved”	for	questions.	
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7. Democratic Opportunity: More Open Debate 
 
Debate on bills in the House of Commons is at the heart of the law making process. Canadians 
want to see their MPs standing up on debate and representing them on the floor of the House of 
Commons. Too often, MPs are unable to speak to bills because of rules that limit the time and 
number of MPs that can speak. Modernization of the Standing Orders is needed to permit all 
MPs who wish to speak to a bill. 
 
The Plan 
A Conservative Party led by Michael Chong will: 

• Amend the Standing Orders to ensure that the time allocated for debate is split equally 
among MPs wishing to speak, so that all MPs are given a chance to speak 

• Change current practice and give the Speaker the role of coordinating which MPs will 
speak and in what order 
 

The Results  
Giving MPs a greater opportunity to debate in the House of Commons will: 

• Strengthen the people’s representation and voice 
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8. Democratic Opportunity: Senate Reform 
 
In recent years, scandals in the Senate make it clear that greater accountability is needed. 
Furthermore, these scandals demonstrate the degree to which the PMO can control the Senate 
and its committees. 
 
The Plan 
A Conservative Party led by Michael Chong will: 

• Remove the Prime Minister’s power to appoint the Speaker of the Senate, implementing 
the election of the Speaker on a secret ballot vote, just as the Speaker of the Commons is 
elected. This will be implemented through a constitutional amendment.11 

• Remove the Prime Minister’s power to appoint Government Leader in the Senate, by 
establishing a new convention that the Government Leader be elected by the Senate 
government caucus. 

• Amend the Rules of the Senate to make them consistent with Standing Order 80 of the 
House of Commons. This will ensure the primacy of the House of Commons in spending 
and taxation bills 

• Clarify reconciliation of non-taxation and non-spending bills when differences exist 
between the House of Commons and Senate, in a way that prevents “gridlock”. 

• Modernize the Rules of the Senate concerning private members’ business so that bills are 
dealt with in a timely manner, rather than languishing on the order paper. 

• Establish a new convention that an interim party leader cannot come from the Senate, but 
must have a seat in the elected House of Commons (the UK abandoned this practice 
decades ago). This is to stop the past practice of Senators acting as interim party 
leaders,12 and for the majority party, also being appointed as Prime Minister.13 No one 
should be appointed Prime Minister without first having a seat in the elected House of 
Commons. 
 

The Results  
Reforming the Senate will: 

• Reduce the power of the PMO to control the upper chamber in the legislature and give 
the Senate more independence from the PMO 

• Ensure the primacy of the elected House of Commons as the centre of power in Canada’s 
democracy 

																																																								
11	This	constitutional	amendment	will	not	require	provincial	consent.	
12	For	example,	Senator	John	Lynch	Staunton	became	interim	party	leader	of	the	Conservative	Party	of	Canada	
during	the	2004	Conservative	leadership	race.	
13	While	not	recent,	Senators	have	been	appointed	Prime	Minister.	
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9. Democratic Opportunity: Prorogation and Dissolution 
 
The prorogation crisis of 2008 demonstrated the power of the PMO to shut down Parliament to 
avoid a vote. In a 21st century democracy, no head of government should have the power to shut 
down the elected legislature to avoid a vote. 
 
This is particularly important in Canada. Canadians do not elect governments, they elect 
legislatures. The government is formed out of a group of MPs in the elected House of Commons. 
The MP which has the support of the majority is appointed Prime Minister by the Governor 
General. The Prime Minister in turn selects the MPs who will serve in cabinet. As a result, it is 
essential that the elected legislature be able to hold the unelected executive to account. 
 
The Plan 
A Conservative Party led by Michael Chong will: 

• Establish a new constitutional convention that Parliament sit for two additional days to 
"clean up" any unfinished business (including votes) before dissolution or prorogation is 
granted 

• Establish a new constitutional convention that the start date of a new Parliament be 
announced at the same time when dissolution is granted, so that confidence maybe tested 
as soon as possible after the general election. The start date of Parliament will be 2 weeks 
after the general election.  We will work with Elections Canada to ensure the writs are 
returned at a timely manner to establish this new convention. 
 

The Results  
New prorogation and dissolution conventions will: 

• Rein in the power of the PMO to shut down Parliament to avoid a vote 
• Ensure greater accountability of the executive to the legislature by allowing confidence to 

be tested as soon as possible after a general election 
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10. Democratic Opportunity: Upholding the Rule of Law 
 
The Reform Act, 2014 came into force on October 26, 2015. The Liberal caucus in the House of 
Commons did not comply with the law. This is a violation of the rule of law. 
 
The rule of law means that everyone is subject to the law. No one is above the law, no matter 
how powerful or important they are. It is a fundamental principle of western democracies, and it 
is enshrined in the preamble to the Constitution Act, 1982. 
 
The Plan 
A Conservative Party led by Michael Chong will: 

• Ensure that all MPs abide by section 49 of the Parliament of Canada Act 
 

The Results  
Ensuring that all MPs abide by Section 49 of the Parliament of Canada Act will: 

• Ensure that the principal of the rule of law is upheld in the House of Commons 

 


