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The only hope for the West now lies in
major constitutional reform

Harper and his wife Laureen in
victory: A western government

against an eastern majority.

Anyone hoping for major federal change in the January

23 election probably felt disappointed.

The Conservatives should have swept the country.

Instead they half-won. By gaining 25 seats they eked out

a paper-thin minority government.

From 30% in 2004, the Conservative vote edged up to

37%. From slightly under one-third of Canadians to

slightly over.

This despite the ongoing scandals of the Martin Liberals,

their unproductive minority government, their

hysterical, ugly and inept campaign, a flawless

Conservative national campaign, and endorsements of

the Conservative Party from almost every major

newspaper in the country.

It’s time to face the possibility that two generations of

abysmally bad government have permanently addicted

eastern Canada to federal subsidies, patronage, social

engineering, and unnecessary transfers from the West.

A party which fails to promise more of such things is

dismissed as “extreme right-wing” and “unCanadian.”

In the next Parliament 124 Conservatives, mostly from

the West, will confront 183 opposition members, mostly

from the East, determined to stop everything the Tories

promised – to replace Kyoto, abolish the gun registry,

restore the definition of marriage, and fund parents

instead of daycares.

Maybe the Conservatives can finesse some of these

things through anyway.
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1. “Do you think Alberta gets fair
treatment from the federal
government?”

Not at all fair 35%

Somewhat unfair 32%

Reasonably fair 22% 

Very fair 7% 

Not sure 4% 

2

But they will be hobbled at every

step by the fact that 60% of

Ontarians, 63% of Maritimers and

81% of Quebeckers still cling to

powerful, big-spending central

government.

This includes the Bloc Quebecois,

which is demanding a federal surtax

on oil company profits, a major

increase in Quebec’s equalization

subsidy from the West, and

implementation of the Kyoto accord.

The Bloc even opposes Ottawa

scrapping the federal wheat board

monopoly in the West.

Canada is sailing into stormy seas.

2. “According to Statistics Canada,
Alberta now sends about $12
billion dollars more each year to
the federal government than we
get back in federal spending
and benefits. This averages
$11,000 per Alberta household
each year. How do you feel
about this?”

It’s far too much 50%

Somewhat too much 26%

About the right amount 16%

Not enough 3% 

Not sure 4% 

With Ontario heading into recession

and Quebec towards another

referendum on sovereignty, the

opposition parties will clamor for

Harper to “unite Canada” with more

central government spending and

control, and more financial transfers

from the West – especially Alberta.

And the eastern half of the Con-

servative caucus will be inclined to

agree. How else can they get

reelected?

In another few months Martin will

be gone, and the Liberals will

reunite under a strong centralist

leader in the tradition of  Pierre

Trudeau. It will be 1980 all over

again.

For forty years, most easterners have

equated “national unity” with

“strong central government.” Most

still do.

With this election we have seen –

once again – that if we rely on

federal parties to reform the federal

system, we will wait forever.

It is time for provincial governments

in the West, led by Alberta, to

demand constitutional amendments

that permanently reduce federal

transfers, taxation and power.

THE ONLY HOPE FOR THE WEST (con’t from page 1

A private poll of 918 Albertans

sampled at random by telephone for

the Citizens Centre on January 5 to

7, 2006 by a professional survey

company yielded interesting

responses.

It found that Albertans are fed up

with Ottawa, and almost half would

like to hear more about western

separation if things don’t change.

These results are consistent with

polls by other organizations.

The Western Standard magazine

found last summer that 43% of

Albertans agreed that “Western

Canadians should begin to explore

the idea of forming their own

country.”

The Alberta Residents League found

in 2004 that 69% of Albertans think

federal transfers from Alberta are

too high, and half favor a provincial

alternative to the Canada Pension

plan.

It will not bode well for

Confederation if the Liberals

engineer their comeback by uniting

eastern Canada against Alberta.

3. “Would you approve or
disapprove if Premier Ralph
Klein strongly demanded less
federal sharing from Alberta?”

Strongly approve 38%

Generally approve 30%

Generally disapprove 17% 

Strongly disapprove 8% 

Not sure 7% 

4. “Would you approve or
disapprove if Premier Ralph
Klein went so far as to threaten
Alberta separation to back the
demand for fair treatment?”

Strongly approve 24%

Generally approve 19%

Generally disapprove 20%

Strongly disapprove 31%

Not sure 5% 

■ 

What Albertans want – reform or freedom

cc special report jan06  1/29/06  7:47 PM  Page 2



The question of federal “sharing” between

regions is more than political, it’s

constitutional.

Since Canadians decisively rejected Brian

Mulroney’s Charlottetown Accord in a

1992 referendum, politicians have refused

to undertake constitutional amendments.

But whether or not they want to, they

must.

The West, given its vulnerability to eastern

political majorities, needs protective

guarantees that Ottawa can’t break.

Such a guarantee would have to take the

form of constitutional amendments that

put clear, legally enforceable restrictions

on Ottawa’s right to tax, transfer and

spend money.

Ottawa should be confined to spending

only in federal areas of jurisdiction. This

would exclude most of what Ottawa now

spends money on – health, universities,

welfare, and social and economic

development. According to every Liberal

leader since Lester Pearson Ottawa shares

these responsibilities, but not according

to the Constitution.

It would make more constitutional sense,

and provide greater political

accountability, if Ottawa returned full

responsibility for provincial jurisdictional

spending to the provinces, and reduced

federal taxes to give them the revenues to

do it.

And it wouldn’t benefit only Alberta.

Ontario, heading into long-term economic

problems, is increasingly alarmed by the

drain of federal transfers on its economy.

For their part, Quebec and the Atlantic

provinces need Ottawa to reform federal

transfers to encourage productivity, not

just subsidize consumption. They haven’t

asked for this, but a growing number of

economists have said the billions Ottawa

transfers into eastern regions annually is

doing them more harm than good.

It garners lots of votes, but prevents these

regions from fixing their problems.

In short, the whole country needs

protection from the big-spending

promises and programs of federal

politicians and governments.

Almost everything Martin campaigned on

in the last two elections falls in provincial

areas of responsibility – health care

funding increases, new recreation

centres, access aids for the handicapped,

federal day care funds, grants to

municipalities, scholarship funds.

Liberals are centralists. They claim an

unlimited power to tax, transfer and

spend on anything they want.

Conservatives are federalists. They believe

in the strong division of powers and

responsibilities laid down in the

Constitution in 1867.

But the Conservatives, given such reckless

Liberal competition, get caught in the

same game. This time they promised to

boost regional and industrial

development, support low-income

housing, reduce hospital waiting-lists, and

improve city transit.

The only reason Ottawa can spend money

on any of these provincial things is that

the Constitution nowhere explicitly states

that it can’t. So they levy the taxes and

dole out the money on their own political

terms.

This is called the federal “spending

power.” It allows – indeed it compels –

national political parties to outbid each

other in making promises that are

unconstitutional in spirit and intent, if not

in law.

Left to themselves, provincial

governments are more cautious and

responsible than Ottawa, because they are

closer to the voter and have to compete

with each other to attract investment.

The Conservatives have promised to open

discussions with the provinces to clarify

the division of jurisdictions, and to put

some limits on the federal spending

power.

But discussions and working agreements

are not enough. Unless reforms are

constitutionally entrenched, they will be

reversed as soon as the Liberals return to

power.

Unless and until Ottawa is fenced out of

social and economic spending entirely,

national parties will continue to over-tax

the West to buy votes in the East.

Constitutional limits must be
placed on federal spending

Another poll illustrates how

different attitudes are between

East and West.

Ipsos-Reid asked 2,933

Canadians on December 12,

“What should Alberta's
provincial government do
with its record budget surplus
from oil revenues?” The
options were to “share this
money with the rest of
Canada,” or “keep this extra
money to spend on provincial
priorities.”

➢ In the Atlantic region, 62%

said share with Canada.

➢ In Quebec, 66% said share.

➢ In Ontario, 62% wanted to

share.

But in the West, the response
was reversed.

➢ In Manitoba and

Saskatchewan, 41% said

share.

➢ In B.C., sharing appealed to

only 36%.

➢ And in Alberta, a mere 14%

said “share with Canada.”

The other 86% said “keep it

here.”

The divide was also reflected in

federal party allegiance.

Conservative voters split two to

one in favor of Alberta keeping

its surplus. Liberal and NDP

voters split two to one in favor

of sharing with other

Canadians.

For most eastern Canadians,

sharing in the amount of

$11,000 per Alberta household

each year isn’t enough.

The East
wants more

■ 
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If you haven’t recently done so, please consider helping us get the job done in any one of the
following ways:

• Become a Member, by donating $100 by Visa, Mastercard or cheque.
• Become a Member, by donating $10 a month by Visa or Mastercard.
• Become a Charter Member, by donating $500 or more.
• Become a Supporter, by donating an amount less than $100.

All contributors receive a weekly e-mail column by Link Byfield, along with bulletins on e-mail
campaigns, and periodic Policy and Progress Reports.

Members can send $15 extra to receive the weekly column by fax.

Use the enclosed form and return envelope (if available), or contribute securely online at www.ccfd.ca

The Citizens Centre can succeed – with your support

Chairman: Link Byfield
Operations manager: Craig Docksteader
Address: #203  10441  178 Street
Edmonton, Alberta, T5S 1R5
Telephone: 780-481-7844
Toll-free 866-666-6768
Fax: 780-481-9983
E-mail: contact@ccfd.ca
Web site: www.ccfd.ca

The Citizens Centre promotes responsible
government in Canada, by helping citizens to
press for honest, accountable and
constitutional government, a clear division of
power between Ottawa and the provinces,
and a democratic counterbalance to the
increasing power of the courts.

With a truly federalist

(not centralist)

government in Ottawa

for the first time since

the Charlottetown

Accord, the

constitutional deep-

freeze of the last 14

years is suddenly

starting to thaw.

Quebec is expected to

redouble its demand for a major

increase in Equalization payments,

and an end to federal interference in

how it spends its transfers.

In Ontario major business groups

like the Ontario Chamber of

Commerce are pressing hard for a

less expensive and intrusive federal

system.

Premier Ralph Klein is moving into

position as well. The day after the

election he spoke to the influential

C.D. Howe Institute in Toronto and

blamed feuding governments for

Canada’s sagging performance in a

world of increasingly fierce

competition.

He said, “The past 15 years of

federal-provincial wrangling over

everything from health care to day

care can be traced to a federal

government that did not respect the

division of powers.

Premier Ralph Klein will address the Citizens Centre’s
constitutional congress in September

“As I have said before, you

either have a constitution or

you don’t.

“Accountability is vital to

good government, and I’m

convinced Canadians would

have better government at

all levels if governments’

responsibilities and

accountabilities were

clearer.”

Though reluctant to initiate a new

round of constitutional negotiations,

Premier Klein agrees that some way

must be found to restrict the federal

spending power, because it negates

the whole point of the constitutional

division of responsibilities.

The premier will speak to this issue

at the Calgary Congress, a major

grassroots assembly being organized

by the Citizens Centre. It will take

place from September 29 to October

1, 2006 at Calgary’s Westin Hotel.

With the Harper Conservative

government in place, Premier Klein

is encouraging Canadians to focus

on new themes of national unity:

building productivity, taking

responsibility, and creating

incentives for economic success in

all regions of the country.

The purpose of the Calgary

Congress is to allow experts and

interested citizens to debate and

vote on principles for constitutional

reform. Specifically:

• That provinces be given full

responsibility for Canada’s social,

cultural and economic

development, including the

responsibility to pay for them.

• That Ottawa be given all necessary

power to ensure the free flow of

goods, services, capital, skills and

people between provinces.

• That both levels of government be

barred from taxing and spending

for the responsibilities of the

other.

• That Equalization transfers be

negotiated and paid directly

among provinces, motivated by

shared concern for productivity

and the national good.

• That responsibility for medicare,

employment insurance and the

Canada Pension Plan be

constitutionally reassigned to the

all-province Council of the

Federation.

• That provincial governments be

given authority over selection of

all judges within their jurisdictions

and all members of the Senate.

In addition to the Alberta premier,

many of the country’s best

constitutional and economic experts

have agreed to lead the discussion.

The speakers, arrangements and

agenda for the Calgary Congress are

now being finalized. All Canadians

are welcome to participate. Watch

for them in our next newsletter. If

you’d like to see the registration

details as soon as they’re available,

call the Citizens Centre at 1-866-666-

6767, or email us at contact@ccfd.ca ■ 
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