
DID THE QUEBEC GOVERNMENT'S

STRATEGY FAIL DURING THE

PRE-REFERENDUM CAMPAIGN?
by Guy Lachapelle

Since the December 5 announce­
ment of the Quebec government's
strategy and the proposed question
that asks Quebeckers to endorse a
draft bill declaring Quebec's sover­
eignty, support for sovereignty has
remained relatively constant at
around 40 percent among all
Quebeckers. However, thequestions
asked by the polling firms differ so
widely that the picture is blurred;
since the early 1980s, the sover­
eignty association option has been
the most favoured option of Que­
beckers. Is such a partnership
feasible?

The debate over the last four
months has left many Quebeckers
tom between different scenarios. It
is problematic that clear answers
have not been given by either the
federalist or the sovereigntistcamps.
It is evident that sovereignty means
different things to Quebeckers. As a
result, the final outcome will de­
pend on how the Parti quebecois
strategy evolves and how sover­
eignty is presented. Sovereignty
means independence--every Que­
becker knows that. But there are
several ways of achieving it and,
contrary to 1980, the Quebec gov­
ernment has left all the doors open
with its draft bill to modify the ques­
tion and the process. Quebeckers,
asked about the proposed question
in the draft bill, would be unable to
quote its wording; the one thing they
know is that it concerns Quebec
sovereignty.

All this said, it is obvious that the
government's optimal strategy was
to call a referendum this spring.
Jacques Parizeau always thought,
even after the election of the Parti
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quebecois in 1976, that thePQ should
have followed Pierre Bourgault's
advice by holding a referendum as
quickly as possible in the fIrst months
after its election. Rene Uvesque
had a different agenda and was con­
vinced that by showing Quebeckers
that his government could be more
than a good government, the refer­
endum would be won without any
difficulty. We know the rest of the
story, but the most important point
is that the option of the Parti
quebecois was much higher in the
polls between January and April
1980 than the sovereignty option of
Jacques Parizeau is today. Themagic
number for the Quebec government
is 62.5 percent support among
francophones. But to be really sure
of winning the referendum, it will
need a margin of 5 percent-that is,
67.5 percent among francophones.

Nonetheless, the pre-referendum
campaign has attained one of its
major objectives: clarifying what
Quebeckers want. Almosttwo-thirds
of Quebeckers are opposed to see­
ing the Quebec government hold the
same powers as today; 35 percent
would like to see more powers for
Quebec inside the Canadian federa­
tion; 33 percent prefer a form of
sovereignty association; and 7 per­
cent are strong independentists. If
the Quebec government proposed to
voters "the traditional Quebec de­
mands" (that is, from the Tremblay
commission in 1956 to the Allaire
report of the Liberal party and the
Belanger-Campeau commission),
the likelihood oflosing such a refer­
endum would be less problematic.
More important, it would represent
the first time in Quebec's history

that such a position was endorsed by
a majority of Quebeckers.

The central question is whether
Jacques Parizeau is able to recog­
nize the necessity of postponing his
referendum on sovereignty. The
answer should be yes, for two rea­
sons. First, the level of satisfaction
with the Quebec government re­
mains high. On average, 54.7 per­
cent of all Quebeckers are very sat­
isfied with the Parizeau government,
only 29.3 percent are dissatisfied,
and 16 percent have no opinion. The
second important element is that
Quebeckers are ready today to re­
elect the Parti quebecois. If they had
this opportunity, the Parti quebecois
would getaround 42.3 percent ofthe
vote as opposed to 24.3 for the Que­
bec Liberal party (PLQ), a differ­
ence of 17.4 points. The most trou­
bling development for the provin­
cial Liberal party is the erosion ofits
popular supportamong francophone
voters who now favour the Parti
action democratique (ADQ) of
Mario Dumont. The Leger et Leger
poll of January indicated that the
ADQ was leading with 18.6 percent
against 17.6 for the PLQ among
francophones. This is the first time
in modem provincial political his­
tory that the Quebec Liberal party
has slipped so low.

Several factors can explain the
difficult situation ofthe Quebec Lib­
eral party. First, the PLQ refused to
participate in the Regional Com­
mission on Sovereignty, leaving the
floor to Mario Dumont and his sup­
porters. Second, the party of Daniel
Johnson has no constitutional plat­
form that can differentiate this party
from the federal Liberal party. Even
if the leader of the Quebec Liberal
party does not like to hear that the
status quo means that Quebec will
become a province like the others,
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"Quebec's Pre-Referendum
Strategy," continuedfrom page 91. Trend of Opinions in Quebec Relative to Sovereignty

Since the Election of September 12, 1994

N/A: Not available
Questions: (In English if available)

1 Si un referendum avait lieu aujourd'hui, voteriez-vous POUR ou CONTRE la soverainte
du Quebec?

2 Etes-vous tout a fait d'accord, assez d'accord, assez en desaccord ou tout a fait en
desaccord avec le projet de souverainete te1 qu'il est decrit dans l'avant-projet de la loi
sur la souverainete du Quebec?

3 If a referendum was held today, would you answer "yes" or "no" to the question: "Are
you in favour of the act passed by the National Assembly declaring the sovereignty of
Quebec?"

4 Based on how you feel right now, will you vote "yes" or "no" in the upcoming referendum
on Quebec sovereignty?

5 Si le referendum sur le projet de loi sur la souverainete avait lieu aujourd'hui, voteriez­
vous oui ou non aune proposition visant afaire du Quebec un pay souverain ne faisant
plus partie du Canada?

6 Ala question suivante: «Etes-vous en faveur de la 10i adoptee par l'Assemblee Nationale
declarant la souverainete du Quebec?» Voteriez-vous OUI ou voteriez-vous NON?

7 Are you in favour of the bill adopted by the National Assembly declaring the sovereignty
of Quebec?

Since January 1st:
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his answer to this more centralist
viewpoint has not been clearly ex­
plained. Even if we know that he
prefers to say that a "no" vote will
set the table for more administrative
agreements between Ottawa and
Quebec, the constitutional stance of
his party remains obscure. TheCBC­
CROP poll indicated that 51 percent
of Quebeckers agree that the status
quo is preferable to sovereignty even
if the same 51 percent judge that a
"no" vote will put the Quebec gov­
ernment in a difficult situation.

The overall pre-referendum cam­
paign has indicated clearly to the
Quebec government what to do if it
wants a"yes" vote from Quebeckers.
From this point of view, the sover­
eignty issue can be put on the back
burner for a few years, which is the
time needed to reduce the transition
costs. More important, a referen­
dum on a new partnership offered
by the Quebec government, the
ADQ, and a vote by the majority of
Quebeckers can have an important
effect and create the necessary cli­
mate for a step forward. If Ottawa
and the provinces refuse such an
agreement, the Quebec government
will have all the legitimacy to push
further its sovereignty project. More
importantly, it is essential for the
Quebec government to demonstrate
its ability to understand Quebeckers'
ambiguities. Quebeckers' interests
should be above party interests.

Guy Lachapelle is a Professor of
Political Science at Concordia
University. •
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