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Some commentators, such as 
Andrew Coyne in a recent 

opinion piece in The Globe and 
Mail, suggest that what consti-
tutes a vote of confidence in the 

government should be a matter 
for Parliament; in essence the op-
position, not the prime minister, 
to determine. His column fol-
lowed the Trudeau government’s 
declaration that the vote on an 
opposition motion to create a 
House of Commons committee to 
inquire into the alleged WE scan-
dal would be a confidence vote. 
The premise for Coyne’s argu-
ment was that the motion, being 
procedural in nature could not be 
a matter of confidence, and that 
the government was using the 
threat of an election to avoid par-
liamentary scrutiny and account-
ability. While both reasons raise a 
legitimate concern, making what 
constitutes confidence a matter 
for the opposition to decide would 
provide a cure that is worse than 
the disease.

One need only look to the 
example of the U.K. Parliament 
where, pursuant to the Fixed-term 
Parliaments Act 2011, Parliament 
can only be dissolved early, fol-
lowing a specifically worded non-
confidence motion or a two-thirds 
vote. In 2018 and 2019, the British 
government continued, lost vote 
after vote on Brexit, its major 
policy initiative, yet the House 
refused to vote non-confidence in 
the government. The government 
had, by any measure of Westmin-
ster parliamentary democracy, 
lost the confidence of the House.

However, because the issue of 

confidence could be determined 
by the opposition, the government 
became paralyzed. The govern-
ment was not being held account-
able; it, was being held hostage. 
Ultimately, the government had 
to use legislation to circumvent 
the act and have an election to 
resolve the issues; the same result 
that would have followed the first 
parliamentary defeat months ear-
lier if the usual confidence con-
ventions had been allowed to run 
their course. Clearly, a blanket 
rule that confidence can only be 
determined by the opposition can 
have unintended consequences 
that paralyze both Parliament and 
the government.

The Westminster parliamen-
tary system requires that the 
government, not Parliament, be 
able to govern, that is, to establish 
policies, budgets, and legislative 
proposals to implement those pol-
icies. At the same time, govern-
ment requires parliamentary sup-
port for its policy program and 
legislation and is accountable to 
Parliament for how it governs. In 
times of minority government this 
balance is tricker to maintain and 
often results in earlier elections, 
when one or both avenues of par-
liamentary legitimacy fails. How 
and why this occurs is unknow-
able and circumstance driven. Ul-
timately it is, and should remain, 
a form of political power play that 
end with the electorate deciding 

who overplayed their hand.
Or, as occurred here, the 

threat of loss of confidence and 
an election during a pandemic 
lead to a reluctant parliamentary 
compromise with a more appro-
priate broadened accountability 
committee that will focus on 
pandemic spending and response, 
not alleged scandal.  Neither side 
got entirely what it wanted in 
this case, but without the threats 
and risks—on both sides—the 
compromise would not have hap-
pened.

Some suggest that there is 
a risk that this cycle will re-
peat itself. The government will 
consider every vote a confidence 
vote to get its way. The govern-
ment will use this tactic to govern 
as if it has a majority. But that 
won’t work. At every turn, the 
combined opposition can call the 
government’s bluff, defeat the 
government, and go to the polls. If 
the confidence card is played too 
often, and the government is not 
defeated, some may take its as the 
government being opportunistic 
and seeking an election. Others 
may see the continued support of 
the government in such circum-
stances as a weakness in the 
opposition. In any given situation, 
either or both positions might be 
right. Or the tension could lead 
to compromise, which is the stuff 
of minority governments. It may 
seem messy and a bit unseemly, 

but that’s parliamentary politics.
It should also not be forgotten 

that at any time the opposition 
can bring a motion of non-confi-
dence in the government, whether 
the government wants it or not.

This brings us back to the 
question of whether this is better 
than the opposition alone being 
able to determine whether a vote 
is a vote of confidence. As seen 
with the British example, such a 
position can lead to paralysis and 
ineffective government. As things 
stand in Canada, the opposi-
tion has more, not less control. 
It can choose when to call the 
government’s bluff and defeat 
the government on an issue that 
is important enough to trigger an 
election. In addition, the opposi-
tion also maintains the ability to 
bring a motion of non-confidence 
at the time of its choosing. This 
is ultimate accountability to 
Parliament. In the meantime, 
the government can continue 
to govern, so long as it gets the 
balance right. In the end it will be 
Parliament that decides whether 
the government has a continued 
mandate to govern, and this is 
the way the system is intended to 
work.
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We should have confidence in the way 
confidence is working in Parliament

As things stand 
in Canada, the 
opposition has more, 
not less control. It 
can choose when to 
call the government’s 
bluff and defeat 
the government 
on an issue that is 
important enough to 
trigger an election.
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