
AUDITING CANADA’S POLITICAL PARTIES

Political parties are the central players in Canadian democracy. Many

of us experience politics only through parties. They connect us to our

democratic institutions. We vote in elections in which parties choose

the local and prime ministerial candidates and dominate campaign

discourse. Our legislatures are structured along party lines. Policy

debates are shaped by the parties represented in the legislatures, and

they determine which interests are heard. Parties are so central to our

democratic life that if they are not participatory our politics cannot be

participatory, if they are not inclusive our politics cannot be inclusive,

and if they are not responsive then our politics cannot be responsive.

Parties lie at the heart of Canadian democracy, and an examination of

the state of our parties is an essential component of the Canadian

Democratic Audit.

Whatever the relative merits of representative and direct democ-

racy, a modern state with the geographic scope and population of

Canada has no realistic alternative to the representative form. In

Canada, these representatives are party men and women, who are the

link between voters and policy outcomes. As William Chandler and

Alan Siaroff (1991, 192) have written, “Parties operate as the crucial

intermediaries linking rulers and ruled. The most basic party function

is that of representation involving the translation of public opinion to

political leaders.” Given this need for representation, parties are an
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integral part of contemporary democratic practice. Students of com-

parative modern democracies have long concluded that the demo-

cratic form is “unthinkable” without parties and that “parties are

inevitable” (Dalton and Wattenberg 2000).

In recent decades, however, Canadians have become increasingly

dissatisfied with the role parties are playing as intermediaries

between grassroots voters and elite decision makers. The Royal Com-

mission on Electoral Reform and Party Financing (1991, 1:208) found

that “more and more Canadians, including party members, are critical

of the way parties select their candidates and leaders, the control

party officials appear to exercise over their supporters in Parliament,

the behaviour of the parties during elections, their failure to change

party organization and membership to reflect Canadian society, and

their shortcomings in providing significant opportunities for political

participation.”

Canadians are not alone in these sentiments. Dalton and Watten-

berg (2000), two keen observers of modern democracies, have con-

cluded that there is widespread dissatisfaction with the role played by

political parties in many contemporary industrial democracies.

Nonetheless, although Canadians are increasingly skeptical of the

ways in which their parties operate, they continue to see them as an

essential part of their democratic life. Indicative of this are public

opinion polling data suggesting that while a majority of voters are dis-

satisfied with the performance of their political institutions (includ-

ing parties) and believe their politicians to be unresponsive and out of

touch, three-quarters of Canadians maintain the belief that “without

parties, there can’t be true democracy” (Blais and Gidengil 1991, 20).

Considering the crucial role parties play in linking voters to the prac-

tice of democracy, the health of parties is a crucial component in the

welfare of every contemporary democratic state. If voter confidence in

democratic life is to be enhanced, parties must be a key part of any

revitalization.

In recent decades, political parties have been the area of Canadian

democratic life to sustain the most significant transformation. The

cast and character of Canada’s federal parties and party competition
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changed dramatically at the end of the twentieth century. The general

election of 1993 ushered in a new party system marked by, among

other things, an increase in the number of parties, the rise of regional

parties, significant fragmentation of both voter support and political

communication, and a change in the norms of party democracy. This

was the third time in our history that Canadians had rid themselves of

a long-established pattern of party competition and party organiza-

tion in favour of something new (Carty, Cross, and Young 2000).

Although other sorts of institutional change have been advocated

and supported by public opinion, there has been little additional

reform. For example, while voters expressed substantial dissatisfac-

tion with the functioning of Parliament, focusing on the concentra-

tion of power in the prime minister’s office and the lack of a

meaningful role for MPs, things have only gotten worse in this regard

(as witnessed in two books, Jeffrey Simpson’s The friendly dictatorship

[2001] and Donald Savoie’s Governing from the centre: The concentra-

tion of power in Canadian politics [1999]). Similarly, widespread sup-

port for the use of direct democracy has not resulted in significant

change. A few provinces have dabbled with referendum and recall leg-

islation, but for the most part these have been failed efforts that do

not represent a fundamental shift in the country’s political behaviour.

Much criticism has been levelled at the unelected and nonrepresenta-

tive Senate; nonetheless, Senate reform appears as far away today as

ever. There has also been much criticism of our electoral system, with

increasing public calls for some form of proportional representation,

but our electoral system also remains unchanged. What clearly did

change in the wake of voter antipathy at the end of the last century

was the Canadian party system. And given the privileged place of par-

ties in both electoral campaigns and law making, surely Canadians are

right in directing their efforts at the party system.

Canada’s political institutions, and much of the country itself, were

built by political parties, and there is no doubt that at the outset of the

twenty-first century parties remain the linchpins of Canadian democ-

racy. Crucial aspects of our politics, such as candidate recruitment,

leadership selection, election campaigning, public policy agenda
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setting, and governing, are projects dominated by the parties. Given

their importance and the dramatic changes to the party system in

recent years, an investigation into the democratic status of Canada’s

political parties is timely.

The Audit Approach

The Canadian Democratic Audit project centres on the benchmarks of

participation, inclusiveness, and responsiveness. Rather than discuss-

ing theoretically the democratic possibilities and nuances of party

activity, my task is to measure their performance in terms of these

benchmarks. In applying them to political parties, I have taken a func-

tional approach. Consistent with the Audit’s framework, this involves

identifying the principal responsibilities of Canada’s parties and then

considering how participatory, inclusive, and responsive they are in

carrying them out. As a result, this book is not about the Canadian

party system as such, but rather a consideration of the internal work-

ings of the parties, examining them as democratic organizations.

Readers interested in a contemporary exploration of the party system

should see Rebuilding Canadian party politics (Carty, Cross, and

Young 2000). The discussion in this volume focuses primarily on party

life outside of the legislatures. In separate volumes in this series,

David Docherty (2004) examines the state of Canada’s legislatures,

and Graham White (forthcoming 2005) considers questions relating to

cabinet and governance.

The benchmark terms “participation,” “inclusiveness,” and “respon-

siveness” are straightforward and are used in their ordinary senses.

Accordingly, their meaning should be readily apparent. In measuring

participation, primary consideration is given to the numbers of Cana-

dians involved in the various party activities, as well as to the reasons

why more Canadians are not participating. Widespread grassroots

participation in public decision making is a hallmark of democratic

practice, and both the participatory opportunities offered by the par-

ties and the obstacles they impose to participation are central to this
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investigation. Similarly, the discussion relating to inclusiveness

assesses how representative those participating in parties are of the

general population. Special emphasis is placed on the efforts parties

make to increase (and the barriers they impose on) participatory

opportunities for those groups who have been traditionally under-

represented in Canadian public life. Consideration of responsiveness

focuses on the quality of participatory opportunities and the connec-

tion between citizens’ participation and outcomes. Even fully inclu-

sive participation is relatively meaningless if it has no identifiable effect

on outcomes. Canada’s brokerage parties have long been criticized as

elite driven and nonresponsive to their local partisans. Throughout

this examination, differences between the older brokerage parties and

their newer, more ideological competitors are highlighted.

The four principal activities of parties identified and examined

here are policy development, candidate recruitment and selection,

leadership selection, and election campaigning. These are among the

central democratic functions and are consistent with the roles

assigned to parties in most Western democracies (see, for example,

King 1969). Consideration is also given to the norms of party member-

ship. Canada’s parties are membership organizations, and participa-

tion in most of their activities is limited to their members. A separate

chapter examines questions relating to the financing of party activity.

The analysis focuses on the five principal federal parties (the Bloc

Québécois, Canadian Alliance, Liberals, New Democrats, and Progres-

sive Conservatives). The Liberal and Conservative parties date back to

the nineteenth century. They are both “big tent,” ideologically flexible

parties and the only ones to have governed at the federal level. The

New Democratic Party emerged in the 1960s as an ideologically left-

of-centre alternative. Occasionally successful at winning power at the

provincial level, the NDP has never won more than one-fifth of the

national vote. The Reform and Bloc Québécois arose largely out of the

constitutional struggles of the late 1980s and early 1990s. They both

achieved some immediate success and, with essentially regional bases

of support, have finished second and third in recent elections. In 2000

the Reform Party became the Canadian Alliance; references here to
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Reform and the Alliance are to different periods of the same party (for

a full discussion of the evolution of the Canadian party system, see

Carty, Cross, and Young 2000).

In the fall of 2003, the Canadian Alliance and Progressive Conserv-

ative parties began a process aimed at transforming themselves into a

single Conservative Party of Canada. Although the process was suc-

cessful, it is far too premature to consider the impact on the Canadian

party system in this book. The best available evidence of what the new

entity will prove itself to be is the complexion of its two constituent

parties. Accordingly, the experiences of both the Alliance and the Pro-

gressive Conservative parties are included in this analysis. A few

words about the new party are included in the postscript.

Substantial consideration is also given to provincial party develop-

ments. As discussed in Chapter 2, the deeply federal nature of Cana-

dian society is reflected in the parties’ organizational structures and

results in distinct federal and provincial party systems. Provincial par-

ties have led the way in adopting new methods of leadership selection

and in experimenting with different types of campaign finance reform.

These provincial experiences are drawn upon in the relevant chapters.

Several standards are used to assess the parties’ performances in

fulfilling their identified functions. The first is change over time, with

the focus on whether parties are becoming increasingly participatory,

inclusive, and responsive. The second standard is whether the parties

are meeting contemporary democratic expectations. While this is not

always easy to measure, these assessments are based on survey data,

behavioural patterns, and political observation. And, while the Audit

is not a comparative project, experiences in other Western democra-

cies are occasionally useful in considering whether the patterns

observed are uniquely Canadian and whether reform alternatives

might enhance party democracy. This is necessarily a somewhat sub-

jective exercise and different “auditors” might well reach different

conclusions.

The benchmarks framing the Audit project suggest that citizen par-

ticipation in public decision making is always good, and that the more

the better. Of course, democracy is a more nuanced proposition. A

Auditing Canada’s Political Parties

8



respected body of literature in Canadian political science argues for

constraints on public participation, suggesting that the cleavages that

divide Canadians (language, geography, religion) are best overcome

through public decision-making methods characterized by elite

accommodation (for early renditions of this argument, see Siegfried

[1904] 1966; Dawson 1947). The argument is that representative elites,

committed to the maintenance of the federation, are better able to

engage in the necessary compromises than are citizens at large. While

this rationale is generally considered valid, the practice of elite accom-

modation has been largely disavowed by public opinion in recent years

(Clarke et al. 1996). Nonetheless, the concept offers an important

reminder of the brokerage and accommodative roles traditionally

played by Canada’s national parties and accordingly is considered

throughout this analysis. The brokerage parties have been challenged

for voter loyalty in recent elections by more ideological parties and

interest groups. The dynamics of this tension are also explored.

While it would be easy to point to all that works well with Canada’s

parties and to pat ourselves on the back for this, such an exercise

would be of little use. More important than self-praise is identification

of the areas where party democracy is falling short, particularly those

areas where voters’ democratic expectations are outpacing the per-

formance of the parties. We know that at the outset of the new cen-

tury, Canadians’ satisfaction with their political system is qualified at

best. As illustrated in Figure 1.1, voter turnout has declined dramati-

cally in the past twenty years. Similarly, voters’ confidence in their

political institutions and representatives has dropped sharply. When

Canadians were asked to score political parties on a scale of 1 to 100,

the mean ranking declined by almost 50 percent between 1968 and

2000 (Carty, Cross, and Young 2000, 29).

As mentioned at the outset, these phenomena are not uniquely

Canadian. Voter turnout is declining in many nations, and there is

convincing evidence of widespread democratic dissatisfaction (see

Pharr and Putnam 2000). The challenge facing those interested in

restoring voter confidence is to identify reform alternatives that may

begin to reconnect voters to their political institutions. While this
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task goes well beyond a consideration of political parties, the central

place of parties in our democratic life makes them a key component of

any reform initiatives. This book is therefore an attempt to contribute

to this discussion as it relates to our political parties. 

The Plan of the Book

This book is the culmination of more than a decade of close observa-

tion of Canada’s political parties. The primary data used in the analysis

were gathered in a number of ways. Formal interviews were conducted

with several dozen federal and provincial party officials, staff mem-

bers, and political operatives such as advertisers, pollsters, tour direc-

tors, and media consultants. As well, many party activists were

engaged in less formal conversations at provincial and federal leader-

ship conventions, party headquarters, candidate training sessions,

candidate nomination contests, policy conventions, campaign kick-

offs, and campaign storefronts. Data were also gathered through sev-

eral large mail surveys: in separate surveys, federal riding association

Figure 1.1

Voter turnout in recent federal elections



presidents and thousands of provincial and federal party members

provided information relating to their party experiences and their

views regarding party democracy. The federal parties also provided

access to their materials deposited with the National Archives.

Together, these various sources provide a rich picture of political

party life in Canada.

In considering party democracy, one must first tackle the question

of what is the party. When we discuss the Liberal Party of Canada, we

may be referring to Liberal members of the House of Commons, to

card-carrying members of the extraparliamentary party, or to those

voters who consider themselves to be Liberal supporters. This ques-

tion emerges throughout this book. For example, in the area of policy

making there is always tension between the parliamentary parties and

the grassroots membership regarding who should determine a party’s

policy positions. Similarly, parties restrict participation in leadership

selection and candidate nomination to their members, with the result

that most of their electoral supporters are not eligible to participate.

Even the concept of extraparliamentary membership means different

things at different times. When we speak of party members participat-

ing in policy making, we are talking about a relatively small group of

partisans who belong to the parties between elections. By contrast,

membership during candidate nomination and leadership contests is

far more expansive — often several times larger than the interelection

membership. In the chapters that follow, consideration is given to the

questions of what the appropriate party decision-making body is in

each area, and what the parties’ current approaches to membership

mean in terms of party democracy.

This book begins with an examination of party membership. Making

use of data collected through a large survey of federal party members,

Chapter 2 considers how accessible party membership is, how many

Canadians belong, which Canadians belong, what motivates voters to

join parties, how active members are, what activities they engage in,

and how satisfied they are with the participatory opportunities

afforded them. This chapter concludes that a significant portion of

members is dissatisfied with party decision making, principally
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because the parties have built little capacity to involve local activists

in policy study and development on a sustained basis. As discussed in

Chapter 3, this is one of the great failings of our parties. Parties, out-

side of Parliament, play only a sporadic and often superficial role in

preparing policy alternatives for their parliamentary wings. Instead,

Canadian parties have concentrated on elite recruitment and electoral

activity.

Parties exercise a near-total monopoly over the recruitment and

selection of candidates for the provincial and federal legislatures.

While scores of independent candidates appear on the ballot in each

election, the winning candidates are almost always party nominees.

Chapter 4 considers how well the parties are doing in nominating can-

didates who are representative of Canadian society and the role local

activists play in these decisions. Leadership selection is also a central

activity of the extraparliamentary parties. Chapter 5 examines the

evolution of leadership selection processes and evaluates the different

methods being used in terms of the Audit’s benchmarks. Special atten-

tion is paid to the debate between supporters of selection by elite con-

ventions and those favouring votes by the entire membership.

The parties’ electoral campaign efforts are assessed in Chapter 6.

In addition to selecting both local and prime ministerial candidates,

parties dominate political activity and discourse during election cam-

paigns. The chapter considers the role afforded local partisans in

party campaigning and the recent movements toward greater profes-

sionalization and centralization of campaign activity. While it is

impossible to imagine federal or provincial election campaigns with-

out political parties, not all party activity during elections is to be

commended. For the most part, parties are failing to connect the

efforts of their grassroots volunteers with their central campaign

activities.

Democratic elections are expensive endeavours. Since the early

1970s Canada has had a comprehensive regulatory scheme governing

the raising and spending of money by political parties and their candi-

dates. Regulating party and election financing is essential to main-

taining public confidence in democratic life. Significant changes to
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this regulatory system were adopted in 2003, and the likely effects of

these reforms are examined in Chapter 7.

The final chapter unites the findings of this investigation and sug-

gests four sets of reform proposals aimed at increasing participation,

inclusiveness, and responsiveness in our political parties. These are

strengthening the parties’ capacity for policy study and development

through establishment of party policy foundations, opening up the

candidate nomination and leadership selection processes to include

participation by nonmembers, adoption of some form of proportional

representation to encourage parties and their activists to participate

in campaign activity in all parts of the country, and further reforms to

Canada’s campaign finance legislation aimed at increasing parties’

responsiveness to voters and making candidacy for elected office

more accessible.

Not everyone will agree with the conclusions reached here, but I hope

they will encourage others to advance their own reform proposals and

encourage our parties to take seriously the need to build stronger

bridges between Canadians and their democratic institutions.
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