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THE PROSPECTS FOR REFORM

IN PRAISE OF ACANADIAN
BLOC QUEBECOIS
BY LOUIS BALTHAZAR

The Bloc Quebecois (BQ) is an
unusual party. Not so much
because it advocates the se
cession of a province in the
Canadian Parliament. but es
pecially on account of the pe
culiar circumstances of its
creation.

Whatever Quebec
sovereigntists may say, the
Bloc is not the outcome of
repeated efforts on the part of
some Parti Quebecois (PQ)

members to extend their par
ty's influence at the federal
level. All these efforts have
failed for good reasons:
Quebeckers tend to make a
difference between the fed
eral and the provincial level.
While they may support a na
tion-building effort in Que
bec, they are usually inclined
to play a fair game in federal
polities-at least for the time
being.

It should always be kept in
mind that the Bloc Quebecois
is born out of a federalist
ideal. Lucien Bouchard and
the members of Parliament
who followed him had sup
ported a reform of Canadian
federalism until the failure of
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the Meech Lake agreement
(more precisely. until Brian
Mulroney had recourse to ar
tificial manoeuvring to rescue
the accord). Thus. the Bloc
was essentially a party of dis
enchanted federalists. Let us
note that its creation was even
encouraged by Robert
Bourassa, perhaps more so
than by Jacques Parizeau.

Lucien Bouchard. as a Bloc
representative. was a member
of the Belanger-Campeau
Commission on the future of
Quebec. Contrary to his PQ

counterparts. he subscribed to
the Commission's opening to
a reform ofthe Canadian Con-

BY TOM FLANAGAN

The Reform Party made a his
toric breaktluough in the 1993
election. winning 52 seats in
the House of Commons and
19 percent of the popular
vote. Outside Quebec, where
it ran no candidates. Reform
took almost one-quarter of the
total vote and \von seats in five
provinces, although -l6 of its
52 victories came in Alberta
and British Columbia. Yet. de
spite this remarkable success.

stitution. He later campaigned
against the CharlottetO\\TI ac
cord because he saw it as in
sufficient. He had declared
himself sovereigntist. but al
ways because of what he saw
as the failure ofCanadian fed
eralism.

Thus. Quebec voters could
rightly consider the Bloc as an
alternative to traditional par
ties in Ottawa. not so much as
a wing of the PQ. They voted
heavily for the Bloc in the
1993 federal election, be
cause they could not resign
themselves to vote for a Con
servative party tllat had lost its
credibility after the cata
strophic failures of Meech
and Charlottetown. As for Jean
Chretien's Liberal Party. it had
become an outcast since
1982, not unlike the Tories in
earlier years. The isolation of

continued on page 26

things do not look too prom
ising at tlle moment.

Reform's popularity in pub
lic-opinion polls has hovered
in the low teens since early
199-l. In the most recent
Em'ironics poll (Globe and
Mail. Noyember 19,1996). Re
form was tied with tlle NOP at
11 percent. behind the Pro
gressiYe Conseryatives' 1-l
percent and far behind the Lib-

continued on page 28
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THE PROSPECTS FOR REFORM from page 25
erals' 50 percent. Its standing
was competitive only in Brit
ish Columbia (20 percent). Al
berta ('+0 percent). and Sas
katchewan (25 percent). and it
registered only 6 percent in the
crucial province ofOntario.

Ifthings go lvellfor
Reform, itmightwin

about as manyseats as
it now holds, which
might be enough to
become the Official
Opposition, because

manyobservers see the
Bloc Quebecoisas

winningfewerseats than
the 54 it took last time.
But ifthings go badly
for Reform, theparty

couldbepushedback to
its core support in

AlbertaandruralBritish
Columbia and
Saskatchelvan.

Ignoring the polls. the
party has announced a "go for
broke" strategy for the next
election. promising to win a
majority of the 30 I seats in the
House ofCommons. The plan
is to hold its strength in the
west. make a huge break
through in Ontario by taking
sixty ridings in that province.
and pick up a sprinkling of
seats in Quebec and Atlantic
Canada. But. as I argued at
length in my book Traiting/or
the Wave (Stoddart. 1995).
such a degree of success is
conceivable only if Reform
rides some giant ,,,ave of po-

litical discontent, and there are
no signs at the moment that
such a wave is in the offing.
The two most likely sources of
a wave would be a separation
crisis in Quebec and/or a fis
cal crisis manifested in a nm
against the Canadian dollar.
but neither seems imminent at
the moment. For his own rea
sons, Lucien Bouchard will
delay a third referendum be
yond the likely date ofthe next
federal election: and Paul Mar
tin's efforts in the Finance
portfolio have shored up Cana
da's fiscal position-at least
lmtil the next recession, which
also seems unlikely to occur
before the next election.

Under the circumstances. it
is impossible to see Reform as
a contender for government
more realistically. the party's
operational goal must be to
survive long enough to take
advantage ofa fiscal/political
wave that may well roll in
around the end of the century.
I see a spectrum of possible
outcomes for Reform in the
next election, from achieving
Offical Opposition status, at
the high end, to becoming a
western rump party. at the low
end. If things go well for Re
form. it might win about as
many seats as it now holds,
which might be enough to be
come the Official Opposition.
because many observers see
the Bloc Quebecois as win
ning fewer seats than the 5.+ it
took last time. But ifthings go
badly for Reform. the party
could be pushed back to its
core support in Alberta and
rural British Columbia and
Saskatchewan. Because of the
geographical concentration
of its support. the party could
probably take about 20 seats
in the West. even though its
share of the national vote as
indicated in the recent
Environics poll was only 11

percent.

Refomtsmain weapon
in the nextelection will

be its "Fresh Start"
campaignplatfomt,
which Manninghas

alreadyreleased This
platfom has thepoten
tial to mobilize support
on the right. It contains
anumber ofideas, such
asabolishingemploy
mentequityandpay
equity;privatizing

Canada Post, VIa Rail,
andcBc-TV; removing

the WheatBoards
monopoly; andUSi/1g tax

cuts to continue the
downsizing ofgovern
ment that shouldbe

popularamong ideo
logicalconservatives.

In my view, Reform will do
better only if it can do what it
did in the 1993 campaign.
namely get the lion's share of
the vote from ideological con
servatives in the west and On
tario. This is not nearly
enough to win an election, but
it was. and could be again.
enough to finish second, well
ahead of any other party in
English Canada. The key in
1993 was Reform's "Zero in
Three" budget-balancing pro
posal, which was far more de
tailed and credible than Kim
Campbell's vague statements
on the subject. When faced

with seriou~ fiscal conserva
tism, Campbell and the Tories
veered toward the centre. and
traditional ConseIYative vot
ers defected en l1lasse to Re
form.

Reform's main weapon in
the next election will be its
"Fresh Start" campaign plat
form. which Manning has al
ready released. This platform
has the potential to mobilize
support on the right. It con
tains a number of ideas. such
as abolishing employment
equity and pay equity: priva
tizing Canada Post. Via RaiL
and CBC-TV: removing the
Wheat Board's monopoly:
and using tax cuts to continue
the downsizing ofgovernment
that should be popular among
ideological conservatives.
Jean Charest and the Progres
sive Conservative Party will
be hard put to match the ante.
If they remain in the centre.
where Charest would obvi
ously like to be, they may get
some votes back from the Lib
erals. and thus win some seats
in Ontario and Atlantic
Canada: but they will not win
back those erstwhile Con
servatives who defected to
Reform out of conviction. If
Reform can sell its platform
effectively, it could once
again win a majority of seats
in the West and get enough
votes in Ontario to deny the
pcs any real comeback. If it
does that. Reform will con
firm its position as the main
alternative to the Liberals out
side Quebec.

There are, ho·wever. many
weak links in the chain of
events required for Reform to
do well. The party is beset with
problems oforganization., per
sonnel, and leadership stem
ming ultimately from Preston
Manning's conception of a

continued on page 33
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tional NDP supporters return- will be competitive in all re- THE PROSPECTS FOR REFORM from page 28
ing to the fold, especially in gions and will run a broad-

• Ontario where the Hams gov- based campaign aimed at populist party. back" character that so many
ernment's tough fiscal poli- forming a national govern- observers have noted in Re-
cies have galvanized the NDP'S ment. form. It has happened over and
constituency. The remaining articles dis- ReformMPs are obvi- oyer again-just when the

cuss issues that may surface party seems to be gathering
during an election campaign ously weary of momentum from the reso-

[T]he PC Sgoal is not but are of more enduring im- Manningsmanipulative lutely conservative policies
portance. Tim Porteous as- which are its greatest asset. its

j to challenge the sesses the debate around to- leadership, andseveral internal difficulties rise to the

Liberals but to win bacco advertising. ran Greene ofthe most talented surface. The longer a party is

~ and David Shugarman tackle around, the less forgiving vot-30-40 seats and hope the issue of ethics and poli- caucusmemberswillnot ers become of gaffes and

that Reform and the tics. And Lisa Philipps ex- be running again. pratfalls. If Reform hopes to
plains the significance for emerge from the next elec-Bloc slip back enough Canada of yet another Ameri- tion as a realistic alternative

to allow the Tories to can import, balanced-budget to the Liberals, it will have to

become the Official
laws. .. To mention only some of show more consistent profes-

David v.J. BeU is Director, the most obvious difficulties: sionalism than it has hitherto.

Opposition. York Centre for Applied Reform has never mastered If not. the "Fresh Start" mes-
corporate fund-raising: it still sage will not be broadly com-Sustainability, and Profes-
lags far behind the Liberals and municated and Reform willsor, Faculty of Environmen-
pcs in this area. It has few fall back to the status of a

Heather MacIvor's com- tal Studies, York University.
highly skilled operatives to Western rump party. like

mentary on the Conservatives Patrick J. Monahan is a handle polling, advertising, its Social Credit predeces-
suggests that those who wrote Professor of Law at and public relations. Reform sor. ..
the Tories' obituary following Osgoode Hall Law School, MPS are obviously weary of• the 1993 campaign did so pre- York University. Manning's manipulative lead-

Tom Flanagan is amaturely. The party has always ership, and several ofthe most
Professor ofPoliticaldisplayed a remarkable resil- talented caucus members will
Science at the University ofience and can be expected to not be running again.
Calgary.make significant gains in The cult of populisrn en-

1997. Yet the pc's goal is not courages politically incorrect
to challenge the Liberals but outspokenness to the point of
to win 30-40 seats and hope rashness, making media
that Reform and the Bloc slip gaffes a perpetual threat. Most
back enough to allow the To- fundamentally, the highly per-
ries to become the Official sonal character of Manning's
Opposition. MacIvor sees this vision and leadership style.
outcome as a healthy one for which is in one sense a
Canadian democracy, since strength, is also a weakness
the country needs two genu- because it constrains the par-
ine national parties capable of ty's ability 10 grow and cope

~
forming a government with with new situations. It also al-
support from all regions of lows Manning to create prob-

~
the country. lems for the party by speculat-

These assessments sug- ing about his personal views
gest that the opposition par- in public, as illustrated by his
ties will be more concerned recent remarks about using a
with each other than with the referendum to pass a constitu-
Liberals in the coming cam- tional amendment prohibiting
paign. If the true contest is for abortion. Such episodes con-

• Official Opposition, then we fuse people about what the
can also expect to see the op- party really stands for.
position parties targeting their All of these weaknesses
message at specific ridings together help account for the
and regions. Only the Liberals "one step fonvard. two steps
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