
 

 

Q & A  W I T H  V I C  T O E W S ,  D A V I D  
M C L A U G H L I N † ,  A N D  D E R R E K  K O N R A D  

I'd just like to ask one question concerning the original intent of 
Parliament, and how things might have changed. 
When Parliament first came to Canada, 150 years ago or so, we saw a 
great need for MPs and MLAs, because it was so far to travel to get to 
the places were decisions were made. We’ve seen a big change in the 
world since then, obviously, with technology and the means of 
transportation. 
I am wondering if more citizen involvement in setting priorities and 
making the decisions of government is going to be part of a solution for 
a lot of these problems in terms of direct citizen involvement in 
government-appointed boards. We see a lot of that in Manitoba with 
the Premier’s economic advisory council, post-secondary education 
councils—things like that. So do you see any role for that, at both the 
provincial and federal government levels, any growth in the future for 
direct citizen involvement in setting government priorities? 
 
Vic Toews: Yes, I think it's very important. I was a part of a provincial 
government who believed in that, in environment, in business, and in 
other areas. I think it's very important. What we have to be careful of, 
though, is that we do not let these committees in fact, take away the 
responsibility of the leadership to make decisions.  
There has to be (and I think one of the speakers mentioned it), a 
balancing of discussion with efficiency, and as much as I may not like 
particular government initiatives during this parliament or otherwise, 
we still have to recognise that the government needs to get its agenda 
done. Ultimately, our response, then, will be, if we don't like it, we can 
defeat the government and bring it down.  
Is it worth it, in any particular case, to bring a government down? That's 
for the Opposition to decide. But is there room for more citizen 
involvement? Yes.  Does that take away from the responsibility of the 
elected leaders to eventually make those decisions? No. Elected leaders 
are ultimately accountable to the people for those decisions. 
 

                                                 
†  David McLaughlin, Deputy Minister, Commission of Legislative Democracy, New 
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David McLaughlin: I'd just like to echo that. I think Vic is exactly 
right, and this shows the dilemma in trying to find a balance, because it 
certainly is very faddish, in many ways, to complain about our 
politicians, the political class, and blame the institutions—and there are 
some good reasons for doing so. 
But at the same time, in the system we have, we elect people to represent 
us and to take decisions on our behalf. And that basic premise from all 
the research I've seen in looking at different models of citizen 
engagement, citizen involvement—I haven't seen this kind of take back 
the night kind of thing from the public, saying we want to do this job. In 
fact that's what they elect people for. 
So there is a basic principle at play here. I think you also need to make a 
distinction between involving citizens in the legislature or Parliamentary 
side, versus the executive branch, and we're trying to come up with a few 
ways of doing that. The petitioning process, for example, is one way. It's 
not something that people think of, but in fact when we looked at some 
of the activities of political engagement that New Brunswickers do, 
compared to other Canadians, based on some StatsCan research and our 
own knowledge and views, we found that New Brunswickers tended to 
sign more petitions. So maybe we are on to something that we can use as 
one particular lever in some way. 
But involving the public and citizens in the executive branch and 
government decisions—school boards, district education councils, 
regional health authorities—that's all part of that devolution of 
authority, in a way, to either give people, or empower people, with some 
appropriate level of decision-making authority, and also, of course, for 
government to hear from people so they can make some decisions. 
You have to be careful, though, because at some point you are going to 
cross a line, and the people that are going to be taking decisions are the 
people who are going to be spending your money and my money, and 
they're not exactly accountable. This is a challenge when it comes to 
spending tax dollars, versus raising tax dollars—the whole taxation 
without representation thing. So it's always a balance in some fashion. 
 
Derrek Konrad: I'd like to say that that fits in with Dr. Schwartz's 
comments about cost-benefit analysis, and the need for alternatives. So 
frequently, the political party that forms government has an endgame in 
mind, and hasn't looked sufficiently at the cost, the harms, and the 
benefits that would accrue from a particular piece of legislation. Public 
hearings, of course, would add information, opinion, and emotion. All of 
these things are needed in coming to a decision. 
It's not like the charge of the Light Brigade: away we go down into the 
valley of death and leading everyone with us. It is a question of “let's get 
it right.” Leadership doesn't necessarily mean you have to rule. In fact, 
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in the election I won, one of the candidates said that once you're elected, 
you rule, and I thought, my stars, have we gone back to the monarchy, 
where the monarch rules rather than governs (which has an entirely 
different connotation)? 
I would definitely be in favour of politicians taking account of what the 
public has to say. 
 
Vic Toews: Just a little further on that issue. I think getting back to the 
basics of what Parliament was (and perhaps there are better people in 
the room to talk about that, such as Dean Edwards who taught me first 
year law, being the historian that he is). But essentially, what Parliament 
was intended to do was to hold the executive accountable, and what we 
have now is a pyramid where the executive is dictating to the entire 
Parliament through things like party discipline and the handing out of 
various perks. So we need to, I think, look at what parliament was 
originally intended to do: to hold the executive accountable, especially 
for funding matters, as Prince John did (is that right, Dean Edwards?). 
But that, in fact, is something that we are now seeing through this whole 
“sponsorship issue”; a re-examination of what Parliament is, and who is 
accountable to whom. The public has a very important role to play in 
that, but when it comes to the funding side of it, it’s the elected 
legislators, who have to hold the executive accountable for that. 
 
Mr. Toews, how would your party go about changing the selection 
processes of the Supreme Court of Canada judges, seeing as a few 
moments ago you were saying that you weren't happy or satisfied with 
the way it was being done now? 
How would you put some teeth into it, so that it would truly change the 
way Supreme Court of Canada judges are selected? Are you talking 
about a different appointment system, or perhaps even an election 
system, where the parliamentarians, perhaps, could elect the judges, or 
maybe even the people, as were talking about earlier: on election 
ballots, or through a referendum, or something like that? What exactly 
is your party planning to do or propose if you get elected into power? 
 
Vic Toews: A much more moderate proposal than electing. I don't 
think that electing the judiciary has been a part of our Canadian political 
and judicial history. It has worked in the American context I don't think 
that anyone can say that the American judges are any less diligent about 
their work than Canadian judges, but I think we have to look at our 
cultural context, our value context, our democratic context. 
It is not just my party that is upset about the way judges have been 
appointed. In fact, here is another example of the workings of a minority 
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government: the chair of the Justice Committee just sent a letter, of 
course approved by all Justice Committee members, criticising Minister 
Cotler for going back on his commitment to in fact take seriously the 
recommendations that parliamentarians made before the last election, 
in terms of a greater public input. 
I see this as more of a gradual process. I know that some of the polling 
has indicated that 75 per cent of Canadians want to see judges elected. 
It's a very powerful temptation simply as a leader to say, “Look, 75 per 
cent of my constituents are going that direction; I've got to get ahead of 
that pack.” 
I think there is a responsibility on us to say, “well, what are the 
consequences of election?” And frankly, at this point, all my party has 
been saying is that we want to see a more open, public, process when it 
comes to the appointment of Supreme Court of Canada judges. 
Canadians have a right to know who these individuals are. These 
individuals are setting the most important social policy in Canada. Not 
only are they setting social policy, but preventing parliamentarians from 
setting social policy. So Canadians have a right to know who these nine 
individuals are. Most people in this room would be unable to name all 
nine. Some would probably not be able to name any. But I think that is a 
first step. That may sound like very small, baby step, but I think it's an 
important step: to reacquaint Canadians with this very, very powerful 
institution. I'm not prepared at this time to even suggest that we look at 
electing judges. I am certainly not in favour of that. 
 
So, for example, what type of vote and public process are you talking 
about? 
 
We have to look at the context of the Constitution. I don't want to pass 
laws that violate the Constitution, as they did back in 1913 when 
Manitoba brought forward a series of referendum laws which attempted 
to bind the Lieutenant Governor-in-Council with the result of the 
referendum—that was unconstitutional. 
What I'm suggesting is, let the Prime Minister make the choices, and 
then those individuals come in front of the Justice Committee or some 
other parliamentary committee to tell us—not just simply me as a 
person, but me as a representative of the people, and the people 
watching TV at home—to say, what do you bring to the table? Why 
should you be put in this position, this most powerful position in our 
country? 
When I put that proposal to the Justice Minister, when he came to 
explain why had picked two individuals and why they were going to the 
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bench, he said, that’s a lot like asking somebody: “when did you stop 
beating your wife?” 
I've been puzzling for the last four or five months the relevance of that 
kind of response. To ask someone what qualifications, what strengths 
they bring to the bench, I think, is the most fundamental question you 
could ask of any candidate to any position—be it a municipal councillor, 
a university professor, or a police officer. 


