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Do Canadian political parties make a difference? This is a fundamental question that must be posed in regards to the Canadian political process; it is not merely a question of whether they do make a difference, but more a question of whether they are at all different from each other. Indeed, the most binding element of a democracy is electoral choice, but is there truly electoral choice in Canada? To achieve such choice there must exist considerable and understandable differences in political party bases of support, composition, ideology and outlooks as well as performance records in office. Does such diversity actually exist in Canada?


It is the purpose of this paper to attempt to answer this question by analyzing the differences and similarities found between the federal Liberal Party of Canada and the Reform party according to their electoral promises and platforms, as well as their health and social security policies.


The flow of this research paper shall be: firstly, the provision of a theoretical overview of the general literature on Canadian political parties in determining how various scholars have responded to the posed question; secondly, the comparison and contrasting of Liberal and Reform electoral promises in the 1993 and 1997 election campaigns and their respective platforms; thirdly, the comparison and contrasting of Liberal and Reform health policy and social security policy; lastly, the provision of a conclusion suggesting whether or not Canadian political parties actually afford Canadian democracy the electoral choice it requires through party differences.

Theoretical Overview


A great deal of academic research and debate in the field of political party differences in Canada is focused primarily on the historic rivalry of the Liberals and the Conservatives. Indeed, in examining party ideology as the backbone of party differentiation, there exists three key perspectives within the realm of Canadian political science literature. The first view is one that suggests that there are no basic ideological differences between the Liberals and the Conservatives; the second suggests that while there are no ideological differences, consistent historic policy differences have been maintained; the third suggests that there are ideological differences that define the parties clearly in terms of liberalism, conservatism, and democratic socialism.
 Evidently this approach compares in terms of the two-party domination of the Canadian political spectrum dating back some 130 years, however, today the political forum is characterized by a whole gamut of parties with their own agendas, ideologies and platforms to persuade the public with. Whether or not these three perspectives are still accurate in the multi-party system that has emerged within the last few elections is somewhat immaterial; the suggestion that party ideology may not be all that different even between the two disparate parties the Liberals and Conservatives once were remains a valid point.


The relevance of party ideology in today’s political world is questionable, however. The Canadian political system is perhaps more opportunistic and pragmatic than it has ever been in the past, leading to the observation that parties have become mere brokers than anything else – caterers to the whims of the Canadian public. It is arguable that this phenomena of brokerage politics is beneficial, in fact, a politics of “consensus building rather than ideological division; opportunism rather than principle; and broad generalities rather than clear mandates”
 may be considerably less divisive than the inherent nature of ideologically contrasting parties. Afterall, does one really want or need such division in an already heavily regionally, economically and linguistically divided country such as Canada? The system of brokerage party politics may not be all that bad, regardless of its seemingly opportunistic tendencies; perhaps parties should not “foment artificial class conflicts and ideological differences in a country that is already seriously divided; they should bring people together rather than drive them apart”.


In this system of predominantly brokerage parties, one can observe that while parties may espouse ideologically contrasting views through their platforms and policy initiatives prior to governing, they tend to lose this differentiating rigidity once in office; indeed, “once parties are in power, other factors are intervening to override ideological distinctions”
, be they domestic or external forces of policy-making. At the same time, arguably, all parties are essentially the same in that they share common liberal values. This is especially valid in terms of the ideological underpinnings of the Liberals and Conservatives, most notably. While card-carrying Liberals may share values of “welfare liberalism” – aimed at defending the individual against business through government intervention, versus Conservative “business liberalism” – aimed at promoting business interests with decreased government intervention, they both enshrine the fundamental beliefs in, and commit themselves to, liberal values “based on the celebration of the individual and individual liberty”. Clearly, there are differences between business-oriented and welfare-oriented liberalism, but both are nevertheless liberal in their basic ideology.


Regardless of party ideology or their inherent similarities or differences, the role of parties in the arena of real public policy creation is questionable at best, as suggested by Rand Dyck in his text Canadian Politics: Critical Approaches: 


… the policy making role of political parties [in Canada] is often minimal,… parties do not always provide policy alternatives to the electorate, and that governments frequently obtain their policy ideas from other sources.


In lieu of this apparent lack of party impact once in power, one must observe that greater powers may be at work to compromise party platforms and initiatives. The very notion of globalism and globalization suggests that international forces of economic and socio-political influence undermine economic and even political sovereignty of states in this age of free-trade, free-flowing capital and market liberalization. Indeed, it may be the power of the greenback or loonie that dictates political action, that with the modern global community and in countries like Canada that are open capitalist markets, the dollar may be the over-riding concern undercutting the values of party ideology and their respective platforms and policy initiatives. As the Johnson and Stritch text puts it: “…much of the theoretical literature contends that global interests increasingly determine much of what governments can and cannot do and, by implication, whether political parties can keep electoral promises”.
 This apparent inability to maintain electoral promises not only undermines the values of the party in office but the very will of the people who put the party in power, hence perhaps undermining entirely the very sanctity of democracy through electoral choice, a choice that is not merely crudely simplified and devalued by seemingly undifferentiating party policies and platforms (as the literature seems to suggest)  but also by external forces brought about by globalization. 


Transnational corporations and international financial capital are widely believed to be overshadowing the way governments manage domestic economies and, thus, the promises of political parties to domestic constituencies are likely to be hostage to global interests.


Clearly, one cannot dismiss the impact of the ever-evolving nature of international trade, business and political relations on domestic policy-making. Therefore one must weigh this in judiciously in analyzing the real differences, if they do exist, among the political parties of Canada.

Electoral Promises  and  Party Platforms


The federal election of 1997 is the most recent incident of party electoral platform creation, and so it shall be used to examine the similarities and differences in party promises and platforms between the Liberals and Reform Party.

Jobs


The Liberal take on jobs in 1997 was based largely, if not entirely, on their record of the past 3 ½ years in office, suggesting that the economic foundation of lower deficits and lower interest rates had paved the road to long-term privately-funded job creation for Canadians. Evidence of their progress was offered through StatsCan research underlining their achievements so far – a drop in the national unemployment rate from 11.2 percent in 1993 when they took office to 9.6 percent in April of 1997. While the Liberals pledged a continuation of economically secure and stable developments in budget balancing, low interest rates and low inflation, the Reform Party pledged to “cut taxes and the size of government by $15 billion a year to help create 1.5 million jobs by 2001”.
 The Liberal platform promoted gradual, measured, continued growth while the Reform platform promoted drastic tax cuts and lofty job creation goals that they promote as intrinsically linked to one another. An obvious difference in platform.

Taxes


The Liberal take on taxes in 1997 was simple – Canadians should not expect a tax cut of any kind until the deficit was eliminated completely, and even then perhaps not. On the other hand, the Reform’s take was based on the $15 billion tax cut guaranteed at the point of deficit elimination, including a lowering of income taxes “that would mean $2,000 a year less in taxes by 2001 for the average Canadian family as well as cuts to unemployment insurance premiums, capital gains taxes” and the replacement (not elimination) of the GST.
 Clearly, whether it made economic or fiscal sense to promise such tax cuts right after deficit elimination, the Reform Party differed with the Liberals as well.

The Deficit


The Liberals avoided, in 1997, a full-fledged commitment to providing a balanced budget by a set date, perhaps rightly so as the forces determining money inflows and outflows were at best uncertain, as they often are. From today’s perspective, one can see that regardless of a set date promised to the electorate, a balanced budget has already come and gone and the issues of surpluses and fiscal dividends are more at hand with the Liberals still in power. Nevertheless, the Liberal’s non-committal stance on deficit reduction was countered by the promise of the Reform Party to balance the budget by March 31, 1999. It would seem that the Liberals have outdone the Reform in this particular regard; still, party differences seem to have permeated the realm of budget balancing as well as job creation and tax reductions.

National Unity


The Liberals promoted through their 1997 platform their desire for “continued negotiations to give the provinces more control over programs” with the intention of proving to Quebec the Canadian federation was more workable than ever. They also explicitly supported distinct-society status for Quebec, with the desire to “change the Constitution to give regions a veto over constitutional change that affects them”.
 Once again on a divergent path, the Reform Party’s platform underlined its belief in the equality of all provinces, and that “Quebec should get no special status, including no recognition of the province as a distinct society in the Constitution”.
 Arguably, this platform difference with the Liberals, unlike the others, is irreconcilable.

Social Programs


The 1997 election witnessed the Liberal promise to cease the next round of planned cuts to Canada Health and Social Transfer (CHST), preventing the decrease in social program funding of yet another $1.5 billion – from the 1997 level of $12.5 billion to $11 billion. The Liberals also pledged to “revamp the welfare benefits system to fight child poverty”.  Accordingly, the Reform contrasted the Liberals greatly by promising to “add $4 billion a year to health care and education transfers to the provinces, reform the pension system to create a mandatory national RRSP program”.
 How they intended to manage such a  feat in lieu of their desire to balance the budget and offer the Canadian taxpayer some $15 billion in cuts and $2,000 in income tax reductions remains elusive even to this day; nonetheless, their party platform on social programs added to the heap of contrasting Liberal-Reform promises.

Crime


Once again relying on their past achievements and policy plans, the Liberals placed faith in their gun control bill to reduce violent crime in Canada and vaguely committed themselves to “passing more legislation, if necessary, to fight organized crime”.
 Accordingly, the Reform Party offered the Canadian electorate more precise terms of crime fighting to counter the Liberal’s ambiguities and the discord among Westerners (and Reformers) toward the very existence of gun control legislation, wherein the Reform Party supported a “victim’s bill of rights, [while changing] the parole system so that violent offenders serve their full sentences”, advocating not a further debate concerning gun control but the scrapping of the bill as legislated by the Liberals entirely, and would also hold a “binding referendum on capital punishment and would replace the Young Offenders Act with a law that [would make] juveniles accountable for their crimes”.
 While both parties share the desire to lower crime, that is where the similarities end. The Liberal approach promoted a more egalitarian and populist perspective on crime fighting, contrasting the almost extremist (in Canadian political terms, at any rate) viewpoint of the Reform Party.

Health Policy


The difference and similarities between Liberal and Reform health policy are defined largely by the absence of governing experience on the part of the Reform party. Health policy, in regards to the Liberals, is predominantly a policy of economics – an allocation of federal resources toward programs and initiatives, whereas Reform health policy is contrastingly idealistic and vague – no dollar figures are provided, simply policy aims and concepts. Unfortunately, it is hard to gauge the value, validity or effectiveness of a policy without a fiscal outline as to how to implement the policy. To simply say ‘we support universal health care’ is useless; to say ‘we intend to invest $10 billion on health and social transfers’ becomes meaningful and quantifiable. This is at the very heart of Liberal and Reform policy differences, something that has affected not only health policy but also social security policy among perhaps dozens of others. It is a matter of grasping fiscal reality that the Reform, not having been in power, has been unable to do and may never be fully able to do until it sheds its regional character and becomes a national party, as advocated by proponents of the United Alternative concept. This evolutionary problem of the Reform Party is made evident by their policies as shown in the Reform’s Blue Book. That is not to say Reform policies are not well-thought or well-oriented; it is to say, however, that Reform policy lacks the practical edge that comes with understanding budgetary allocation that, arguably, only a party that has experienced governing the country can possibly have.


Nevertheless, Liberal and Reform policies can be compared, at the very least in understanding what they stand for, what values they enshrine and so forth. The Liberal Red Book underlines the Liberal commitment to “fairness, compassion and collective responsibility” in health care, with the firm belief that all Canadians “should have equal access to the high quality health care they need”, and in so stating, commitment to “continue to provide a solid cash base for health care, offering provincial governments predictable levels of funding”.
 As Geoffrey Weller put it, Liberal health policy has been characterized by the desire to “preserve the essential characteristics of the medicare system, to reform the health care system to make it more effective, and to ensure that women’s health care issues receive proper attention”.
 The maintaining of health care universality seems to be at the backbone of Liberal policy, and though the Reform Party states in its Blue Book support of the “value of Medicare in providing essential, comprehensive national health services, publicly funded, portable across Canada, and universally accessible to all Canadians regardless of financial status” one is inclined to be skeptical of Reform’s commitment to universality in lieu of their support of Canadians’ “freedom to access essential and non-essential health care services, beyond Medicare, if they so choose”
, inherently advocating a two-tiered system that directly undermines the notion of universal health care. Reform health policy even goes as far as suggesting the “complete rearrangement of the concept of health care insurance”, that, in fact, it should begin to reflect the health insurance schemes of the private sector by offering “basic deductibles, medisave accounts, choice of insurance coverage, and complete coverage for catastrophic illness”,
 clearly aspects of health insurance as seen in the highly exclusive health system of the United States. These few points are essentially the Reform health policy; contrastingly, the Liberals head into much greater detail: the Red Book states a guarantee of an “annual transfer of more than $25 billion to the provinces for medicare and other social programs”, including a commitment to ending “extra-billing and the charging of facility fees for medically necessary procedures”
, user fees the Reform Party seem to believe will not undermine the universality of health care. In terms of specifics, the Liberals detail their past achievements – namely the creation of the National Forum on Health in 1994 – as well as their future commitments: $150 million for a Medicare Transition Fund, $100 million for a Canadian Health Information Network, $100 million over three years for children’s health, tax relief of $100 million for home care-givers, initiatives to devise provincially-based universal pharmacare programs, the creation of an independent National Population Health Institute, an Aboriginal Health Institute, the allocation of $35 million over five years for the Canadian Breast Cancer Initiative, and the doubling of funding for the Tobacco Demand Reduction Strategy to $100 million.
  This attention to detail and monetary specifics, combined with the apparent allowance for a less-than-universal system by the Reform, outlines the difference in policy between the Liberals and Reform Party.

Social Security Policy


Once again, the greatest differences in social security policy between the Liberals and Reform can be seen in the highly detailed policy of the Liberals and the vague ambiguities of the Reform policy. Clearly, the two parties share the common goal of reforming the system to better meet the challenges of the future (in the rhetoric of party policy platforms), however, the process of reform is outlined in contrasting fashion.


The Liberals “believe that Canada can afford a fair and effective system of social supports”, and in so doing, commit themselves in the Red Book to “meeting the needs of children, particularly children living in poverty”, to “help youth achieve their educational and career goals” and to sustaining and improving existing social programs by providing provinces with “stable and predictable funding support … through equalization payments, CHST cash and tax points, and territorial financing”.
 The Reform Party leader Preston Manning suggests that “As Canadians, we all believe deeply in a fair society, and in supporting one another when we need help. To that end, we will take the steps necessary to repair our social safety net, so that it works effectively and efficiently for those who need it.”
 While Reform is in favour of social programs, it would seem, their initiatives for reform remain broad and general in their scope, as suggested by their statement that the Reform party in its policy will “Retool social spending around the principles of: individual, family and community responsibility, local accountability, effective targeting to real need and financial sustainability”,
 a statement that is both vague and non-committal. Essentially, most, if not all, Reform social policy initiatives are equally ambiguous – the one dollar figure that is offered is, again, the increase in federal spending on health and education by $4 billion, funds that they intend to derive from “our government restructuring program”. What this restructuring entails is not explained.


Accordingly, the Liberals afford the public a clear insight into their policy field once more with details as to their previous achievements – new programs and investments to benefit children, $850 million for low-income families, $2 billion for unemployed youth, employment insurance and pension plan reforms – as well as their future endeavours pertaining to social policy: the development of a National Children’s Agenda, legislation to help disabled persons, $100 million increase over three years for the Community Action Program to help families and children, double the $850 million increase in spending on the Canada Child Tax Benefit, $20 million over five years to establish Centres of Excellence for Children’s Well-Being, $60 million for students with dependents, $20 million to help volunteer organizations, and the list goes on.
 While Liberal-Reform policy differences are noticeable, especially in regards to the Reform’s desire to turn the CPP into mandatory Super RRSPs and to revert Employment Insurance into a mere protection against temporary job loss with far less generous aspects, they are particularly contrasting in their approach. The Liberal approach, as mentioned earlier, appears to be founded more in reality than the Reform’s lofty, non-specific and perhaps even fiscally miscalculated policies. As suggested, this may be due primarily to a lack of governing experience; nevertheless, party policy differences are evident.

Conclusion


If, in fact, an electoral system requires electoral choice to be fully considered a democracy, then it is fairly safe to conclude that the differences between the Liberal and Reform Party are sufficient to provide the choice that is needed. As suggested by the literature concerning political parties in Canada, one may be apt to believe parties do not differ a great deal – and this much is true to some extent. Arguably, the differences between the Liberals and Reform as outlined in this paper may become entirely irrelevant once either party assumes office, due to any number of pressures and powers of influence from within the government, the Canadian public, business interests, or from abroad. It is also arguable that whatever party differences do exist may work to destabilize the already fragile Canadian political mosaic, and that party brokerage is a highly beneficial phenomena for a country characterized by numerous regional, class, linguistic and economic rifts. Clearly, Liberal-Reform differences are also sufficient to warrant concern in this regard – the fact that Reform is largely regionally-based is indicative of its inability to present a pan-Canadian political perspective which, as a result, is perhaps more divisive than any singular issue, be it national unity, gun control or taxation.


Do Canadian political parties as a whole provide the necessary differences to afford voters some degree of electoral choice? That remains a valid and mostly unanswered question; still, the examination of the Liberals in comparison to the Reform Party has revealed ample party policy and platform differences to suggest that at least between these two federal parties, the Canadian voter does have choice.

NOTES

� Refer to Rand Dyck, p.393, as he continues to discuss party ideology in Canada and the varying perspectives of analysis. (Dyck, Rand. Canadian Politics: Critical Approaches. 2nd ed.,Toronto: Nelson Canada, 1996).


� In the Introduction to the Johnson and Stritch text Canadian Public Policy: Globalization and Political Parties (Toronto: Copp Clark Ltd., 1997) , the authors suggest that parties are eager and prepared to “adjust [their] policies in accordance with prevailing electoral expediency”, p.4.


� Dyck goes on to suggest that “parties are opportunistic and pragmatic rather than offering the electorate a choice of principles and distinctive programs”. Refer to p.376 of his text.


� Refer to the J&S Intro p.7 in regards to the paradox of party differences in ideology.


� See p.370 of Dyck text, as he remarks that while each party may develop a distinctive platform at election time and may attempt to implement it, the reality of forces affecting policy-making are such that no matter what a party wants to do, they may have little maneuvering room to achieve their promised goals.


� The J&S intro text also mentions that business interests domestically may have a great deal of influence: “… we might expect all governing parties to adopt a similarly solicitous and indulgent response to business demands”, see pp. 8-9.


� Ibid., p.9. Refer to “Globalization and Policy Constraints” within the Introduction for more.


� Refer to Election Coverage offered by the Halifax Herald available at http://www.herald.ns.ca/fedelect97. 


� Ibid.


� Ibid., also adds that the Liberals were seeking the “Supreme Court ruling on whether Quebec has the right to unilaterally secede and what the rules of separation would be under international law”.


� Ibid.


� Ibid.


� Ibid.


� Ibid.


� Please refer to the Liberal Red Book (II) of 1997 available for review at http://www.liberal.ca/gd/d1026.html.


� Weller goes into further detail concerning the electoral promises of the Liberals in the Johnson and Stritch text Canadian Public Policy, p.132.


� The Reform Party’s Blue Book of 1997, and its health and social policy documentation, is available for review at http://www.reform.ca/bluebook/social.html.


� Ibid.


� The Liberal Red Book continues to detail the past achievements and future commitments of the party in terms of health policy.


� Ibid. The Red Book describes each of these strategies and programs in greater detail. Suffice to say that they exist for the purposes of this paper.


� Ibid. The Red Book points to a number of key areas that offer evidence of their commitment and policy toward social security in Canada.


� Refer to Reform’s documentation on “A Fresh Start for Social Fairness” available for review at http://www.reform.ca/FreshStart/fairness.html.


� Ibid.


� The Liberal policy is outlined in the Red Book adequately and in much greater detail pertaining mostly to initiatives and budgetary allocation for all previous and upcoming programs.
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