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PARSING FEDERAL PRIORITIES AS PARLIAMENT RETURNS  

Today, Parliament returns with Stephen Harper’s majority Conservative Government getting its first 

real chance to lay out its vision for the next four years and begin the process of executing its platform.  

With the passing of NDP leader Jack Layton, the Prime Minister will be facing two opposition parties 

without permanent leaders and several provincial premiers preoccupied with elections. 

In addition to the obvious focus on the economy, governing with a majority mandate presents the 

Government with the opportunity to tackle critical issues it was not willing to risk in a minority situation. 

Having the stability of a four year mandate also provides an opportunity for the Prime Minister and key 

Ministers to focus more on the role of Canada in the world and its trade relationships, including more 

official foreign trips and efforts to expand markets and growth opportunities for Canadian business. 

Of course in politics the best laid plans sometimes get sidetracked with “events”. And right out of the 

gate it appears that this may well happen given the “Buy American” provisions reintroduced in 

President Obama’s jobs package, and a possible strike by Air Canada flight attendants - both will 

dominate the front pages in the opening week of Parliament. 

While some Ottawa observers are questioning whether the Prime Minister will decide to govern in a 

significantly different way than he did with a minority, in terms of setting out a grand vision, tackling 

large policy ideas and leading a more activist Government, it is likely the Prime Minister will continue to 

take an incrementalist approach. What is very clear is that the economy will remain the primary focus 

of this Government as it was in its last mandate and during the May election. Deficit reduction led by 

the Strategic Operating Review (SOR), creating the right conditions for private sector investment and 

job creation, maintaining domestic and international confidence in Canada’s economy, and increasing 

international trade will be top priorities.  

The central question for the coming year is likely to be “to stimulate or not to stimulate” the Canadian 

economy? While the Opposition has already commenced with its call for a second stimulus package, 

Finance Minister Flaherty has indicated that he is looking to the business community to invest and that 

while a stimulus package is not off the table it is certainly not at the top of the list.  

Progress will continue on trade discussions with the EU and India and further efforts will be made to 

build trading relationships with China and others.  As the United States continues to move through a 

period of intense economic challenge and uncertainty, deepening and broadening our trade 
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relationships outside of North America is becoming even more important for this Government. 

Strategic Operating Reviews will preoccupy Ministers and their respective departments; however, 

deficit-cutting could take a back seat to job creation if the challenges afflicting the global economy 

begin to affect Canada. 

POLITICAL ENVIRONMENT  

According to the most recent Nanos poll, public support for the major parties has changed little from 

the results of the May election, although the NDP and Liberals have gained slightly.  The poll had 

support for the Conservatives at 39.5% (compared to 39.6% in the election), for the NDP at 33.1% 

(compared to 30.6%), and for the Liberals at 20.7% (compared to 18.9%). 

In spite of the stability in these numbers, there will be significant flux on the political scene over the 

coming months.  The federal NDP and Liberals are both in the process of finding permanent 

replacements for interim leaders Nycole Turmel and Bob Rae, which means many MPs will be eyeing 

possible leadership runs.  There is also ongoing speculation about a possible merger between the two 

parties, as well as five provincial elections this fall that could result in a realignment in federal-

provincial relations. 

With no federal election likely until October 2015, the Government, opposition and stakeholders will be 

able to shift their focus from poll numbers and minority government instability to more substantive 

matters of policy.  While political considerations will continue to play a role in all decisions made by the 

Harper Government, the distance to the next vote could allow the Government to put less emphasis on 

short-term political implications in its decision-making.  The following outlines what clients can expect 

to see in the months ahead. 

POLICY ENVIRONMENT 

Because of the May election, the spring session of Parliament was brief and accomplished little more 

than passing the budget and back-to-work legislation, as well as introducing bills on human smuggling 

and Senate reform. The Parliamentary agenda will essentially consist of implementing budget 

commitments and key platform planks. Key legislation that will be re-introduced include copyright and 

crime bills 

International Trade 

International trade is expected to be a top priority for the next session with trade talks ongoing with 

India, negotiations with the European Union expected to be completed in 2012, and exploratory 

discussions with Japan taking place.  Softwood lumber could also re-emerge as a top trade issue as 

the Softwood Lumber Agreement (SLA) is up for renewal in 2013 and the Government will need to 

respond to a US Statement of Claim against the BC lumber industry over pricing practices. 

Also noteworthy is the shifting focus of the Government away from its traditional export market, the 

US, towards emerging countries.  While talks with the US on perimeter security are nearing completion 

and should help to facilitate trade between the two countries, the Government continues to work 

towards increasing trade with emerging markets, most notably China. 
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Agriculture Minister Gerry Ritz will continue to focus on opening new markets for agricultural producers 

and to build on his success in opening the Vietnamese market to Canadian beef for the first time since 

2003.  Legislation to ratify the Canada-Panama Free Trade Agreement and new legislation on 

Canada-Honduras are also expected.  

Deficit Reduction 

Deficit reduction will be another major priority of the Government as it works to fulfill its campaign 

commitment to balance the budget by the 2014-15 fiscal year.  In order to achieve this, all federal 

departments are undergoing Strategic Operating Reviews (SOR), through which each will provide a 

special Treasury Board committee with plans to reduce spending by 5% and 10%.Important decisions 

will be made as part of this process, potentially including decisions related to Navy and Army 

requirements.  

Deficit reduction could, however, become a secondary concern for the Government if the global 

economy experiences significant difficulties that spread to Canada.  In a speech to his caucus on 

September 8, the Prime Minister indicated that the Government must remain “flexible” and Cabinet 

Ministers are not ruling out a second stimulus package if one becomes necessary. 

The emphasis on realizing efficiencies, savings and value will create opportunities for businesses that 

are able to advance the Government’s agenda on this front.  

Other priorities 

The Government is expected to go ahead with efforts to scrap the long-gun registry and the Canadian 

Wheat Board and to increase the number of seats in the most populous provinces.  It will also likely 

introduce legislation to extend the mission in Libya and have committed to introducing an omnibus 

crime bill within the government’s first 100 sitting days.  The Government is beginning to move 

forward with regulations to reduce greenhouse gas regulations on a sector by sector basis to 

meet its objective of reducing Canada’s greenhouse gas emissions by 17% below 2005 levels by 

2020. We can expect a healthy debate on how Canada can meet its obligations to achieve its 

targets in a way that causes the least amount of harm to the economy.  

WHAT TO WATCH FOR 

Negotiations with the U.S. on perimeter security are nearing completion, which will make this an issue 

for clients to watch this Fall.  Efforts to reduce red tape for businesses and attract foreign capital could 

also have an impact and will be watched very closely.  The Government’s efforts to attract foreign 

capital and investment could also include clarification on the rules under the Investment Canada Act 

which allow the Government to accept or reject takeovers valued at over $300 million. The 

Government could also choose to re-visit and consider implementing key aspects of the 

Competitiveness Report authored by Red Wilson. 

Major procurement decisions will be made in the months ahead, including one this fall on  

$35 billion worth of shipbuilding contracts.  Industry Minister Christian Paradis is expected to release 

the rules for the upcoming wireless spectrum auction by the end of the year and there is some 

speculation he will also move to clarify rules around foreign ownership of telecom carriers in the 

months ahead. 
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Finally, Finance Minister Jim Flaherty has indicated that the Senate Finance Committee will study the 

differences between U.S. and Canadian pricing.  While this process will allow the Government to 

deflect criticism on this issue, the study could result in meaningful changes as the Minister has hinted 

that he will make changes to the tariff regime if necessary.   

BOTTOM LINE 

Here is what organizations should be thinking about given the Government’s priorities and the 

current political and economic situation: 

1) The Government’s strong focus on the economy given current global uncertainty means 

that every policy and decision will be looked at through an economic prism. When seeking 

policy, legislative or regulatory changes, organizations should be mindful of the 

Government’s need to maintain confidence and create jobs and investment opportunities, 

and when seeking funding, organizations should be mindful of economic constraints. 

Specifically, organizations should be both realistic and creative in communicating how 

their proposals will support the Government’s objectives of deficit reduction and job 

creation. For example, for a large project it would be more realistic to seek a loan 

guarantee than direct funding. If seeking funding during the 2012 budget process, it would 

be advisable to think about taking a long-term view and laying a foundation during this 

year’s process for the next year. 

2) With a majority, legislative and policy pressure on a Government often shifts from 

originating with the Opposition to coming from the individual members of the 

Government’s caucus. While it remains important for organizations to cultivate champions 

for their issues and proposals with their local MPs, it becomes even more important in a 

majority parliament to cultivate caucus champions more widely. 

3) Canadian companies thinking about investing abroad should be working closely with the 

Department of International Trade to raise their profile and ensure their issues and 

objectives are taken into account on both trade visits and agreements. Although the 

Government indicated it would provide more clarity on the Investment Canada Act, foreign 

companies considering investments in Canada, especially in the areas of energy, mining, 

transportation, and IT, should be prepared to continue to navigate the regulatory and 

public opinion processes with a strong foundation of federal, provincial, and community 

relationships, reputation building, and a clear articulation of their corporate vision for their 

proposed investment in Canada.  

4) The PMO remains the key driver for most major policy decisions, and therefore while 

building relationships and working with department officials remains important and 

essential on all files, organization need to proactively communicate with the PMO on all 

policy, legislative, and regulatory decisions with significant economic implications for 

regions or industry sectors. 

Expect the Government to take full advantage of its new found majority position but to continue its 

trademark incremental fashion. With the official opposition embroiled in a leadership race, the 

experience of interim Liberal Leader Bob Rae in the House of Commons should allow the Liberals 



5 

 

to punch above their current position. All in all if the Government has its way, it will be a 

productive but largely uneventful session to close out 2011. 

 


