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power. Let us elaborate. As noted above, 
increased restrictions on the exercise of 
executive authority is one of the main goals, and 
consequence, of many of the reforms, both 
actual and proposed. At the same time, since 
power abhors a vacuum, some of the terrain 
occupied by the executive, has been, in the case 
of parliament, ceded to MPs. Not just 
government MPs but also opposition MPs, 
particularly on parliamentary committees, 
including members of the Bloc Quebecois. As 
well illustrated by the case of the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts, chaired by the 
opposition MP, Conservative John Williams, 
this committee has been thrust front and centre 
into a number of political issues. In the context 
of the current minority government, Liberal MPs 
can no longer control the agenda or terminate 
debate on difficult issues, as they had done over 
the previous decade. Furthermore, many 
government MPs themselves, no longer feeling 
as tightly bound by party discipline as before, 
are more willing to take an autonomous role. 
The spirited examination of the spending habits 
of the former privacy commissioner, George 
Radwanksi, is a case in point. The Public 
Accounts committee acquitted itself perhaps less 
well when coping with the sponsorship scandal, 
with some members revealing themselves to be 
woefully ignorant of constitutional and 
machinery of government fundamentals 
concerning relations between elected and 
unelected officials. But the overall willingness 
of this committee, and others, to be critical of 
government programs and activities and to take 
their work seriously is clearly evident. 
 
 Part of what we have seen over the past year 
can be attributed to minority government and 
part to Prime Minister Paul Martin’s six-point 
plan. Some might argue that, in the absence of 
the former, the six-point plan will really have 
only very limited impact on the power of MPs 
and the House of Commons overall, citing the 
fact that the Martin PMO and its staff are 
behaving in manner that is not all that different 
from Martin’s imperious predecessor. On the 
other hand, there is an indication that minority 
government is not a temporary aberration, but 
may well continue after the next federal election, 
judging from both public opinion and the 

continuing cloud of the sponsorship scandal 
lingehad bs 
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 It is also worth mentioning some of the 
“intrastate” forms of elite accommodation that 
stand to be affected by greater legislative 
involvement and transparency. The federal-
provincial arena is not the only arena in which 
accommodation has taken place. Historically, 
the federal cabinet has long been a venue for 
fostering understanding and collaboration 
between the different solitudes, especially 
between Quebec and the rest of Canada. The 
government caucus, traditionally operating in 
secrecy has also served as an arena in which the 
different interests and visions of different parts 
of the country have been accommodated.  
 
 If, however, parliament or provincial 
legislatures begin more actively discussing 
Quebec special status, this tacit acceptance of 
asymmetry may well change. Such discussion is 
likely to promote more extensive public 
discussion; further agreements involving the 
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 Given the number of contingent factors, it is 
almost impossible to predict how any of these 
scenarios might unfold. However, given the 
strong likelihood of even limited reforms taking 
hold and perhaps accelerating, especially in light 
of proposed changes in the electoral systems of 
one or more provinces, life in various 
intergovernmental arenas is not going to remain 
the same and executive federalism as we now 
know it may look decidedly different a decade 
from now. 
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