In March 1991, the Commission on the Political and Constitutional Future of
Quebec, commonly called the Bélanger-Campeau Commission, tabled its report. The
Commission proposed that a referendum on sovereignty be held no later than
October 26,1992, and that two special parliamentary commissions be created, one
tostudy all sovereignty-related issues and the second to assess all federal government
offers concerning a new constitutional partnership. In June 1991, the National
Assembly gave assent to Bill 150 (Act on the Process of Determining the Political
and Constitutional Future of Quebec) establishing the two commissions. The
commission on issues pertaining to Quebec’s accession to sovereignty is chaired by
Guy Bélanger. The commission examining all offers concerning a new constitutional
partnership is chaired by Claude Dauphin. The two chairmen were interviewed in
December 1991 by Gary Levy and Frangois Coté.

What has been your experience on
the constitutional issue?

Mr. Guy Bélanger: We in Quebec
have heard talk about the Constitu-
tion for the past 30 years. Without
wanting to exaggerate, I think you
could say that a solid majority of
Quebeckers are constitutional spe-
cialists because they have heard the
Constitution discussed in so many
ways. When you enter politics and
want to improve things in our prov-
ince, I think the first issue you must

settle is the Constitution. Let us stop

talking about it once and for all and
finalize things. If we are staying in
Canada, then this is how we will
stay. Or, if we are leaving, then this
is how we will go. But let us take a
decision once and for all so that the
matter is settled.

Mr. Claude Déuphin: I have al-
ways been very interested in consti-

tutional law. I decided to study law
in Quebec City because I knew that
the National Assembly was nearby.
I also knew that Laval University
had a very good reputation in public
law with Jean-Charles Bonenfant,
Patrice Garant, Gil Rémillard and all
those people. That’s one reason why
Imoved from Montreal to study law
in Quebec City. I was very inter-
ested in public law as well as consti-
tutional law. Now as far as practical
experience goes, I was a member of
the Bélanger-Campeau Commis-
sion and a member of its steering
committee. When the Premier asked
me to chair one of the commissions,
I was still personally interested in
continuing in the same vein. I was
also a member of the National As-
sembly Committee on the Meech
Lake Accord.

Tellus about the work of your com-
mittee,

Mr. Guy Bélanger: First, as you
know, the concept of sovereignty
has given rise to much discussion,
many assumptions and many other
things. Whatis founded and what is
not? It’s hard to say. The mandate
of the Commission studying issues
pertaining to Quebec’s accession to
sovereignty is first to provide
clearer information on the sover-
eignty option, for example, financial
matters, to establish the costs as ob-
jectively as possible, also to estab-
lish the consequences, both positive
and negative, of the secession op-
tion as objectively as possible.

The Commission’s mandate is to
shed light on all that and, at the
same time, to provide this informa-
tion to the public, to try to educate
the general public and to inform the
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general public on the results of our
work, so that on the day of the refer-
endum, when we have a decision to
make, we have in hand the most
objective, most realistic information
possible in order to take that deci-
sion.

The working plan was developed
by the party in power and the Op-
position party. It is a plan that is
designed to cover all the necessary
aspects of the Quebec sovereignty
option. For example, what is the
declaration of “sovereignty”? How
will it be made? What will happen
to Quebec’s territory? What cur-
rency should Quebec, ora sovereign
Quebec have? What will be
Quebec’s position on membership
in the major markets such as GATT,
Europe, all the major treaties? We
are trying to see all the possible as-

pects.

Mr. Claude Dauphin: Our man-
date s to analyze and assess the fed-
eral offers coming from Ottawa.
However, there is a section in Bill
150 that provides that, in order for
the Commission to be able to ana-
lyze and assess those offers,
Ottawa’s offers must be formal and
binding on the federal government
and the other provinces. The way
the words are used is fairly impor-
tant. We began our work in late Au-
gust 1991, and the question at that
time was this: “Can the Commission
sit when no formal offersbinding on
all governments have bee made?”
The chair decided that the Commis-
sion could sit. The second question
was: Are Ottawa’s constitutional
proposals of September 24, 1991,
formal offers binding on all govern-
ments? They obviously are not.
However, the chair decided that,
even though they were not formal
offers binding on all governments,
we could begin sitting and studying
them as preliminary offers.

Does your commission operate dif- .

ferently from other parliamentary
committees?

Mr, Claude Dauphin: The same
rules of parliamentary procedure
apply. As regards administration,
we have our own personnel budget,
but wealso have regulations that are
more flexible than those of the Na-
tional Assembly. There is a single
secretariat for both commissions.
Wehaveroughly 40 people working
for both commissions. We obvi-
ously have experts who help us,
economists and legal experts, who
handle the various issues we must
examine.

‘Mr. Guy Bélanger: A parliamen-
tary committee analyzes bills.
Whereas here, we have to do every-
thing. First we have to choose our
people; we have to select subjects;
we have to invite our experts and
draw conclusions and report on the
subject. Soitis a bit more of an open-
ended mandate than you would
have in regular parliamentary com-
missions.

How have you organized your
staff?

Mr. Guy Bélanger: First we have
Mr. Geoffrion as Secretary General
of both commissions. He is a former
deputy minister who left his posi-
tion to take over the general secre-
tariat of both commissions. He is a
man who knows the machinery of
government inside out, all its work-
ings and all its mechanisms, and
who therefore knows how to use it
when the need arises, and who also
knows something of how these con-
sultation mechanisms work. Along
with Mr. Geoffrion, we have a team
of constitutional experts, tax ex-
perts, economists and lawyers. In
short we have a number of people,
each more qualified than the next,
who organize and conduct prelimi-
nary analyses. When we talk about
currency, they provide us with asta-

tus report on what has already been
said, which assumptions have al-
ready been stated on currency and
where Quebec stands in the matter.

The act establishing the Bélanger-
Campeau Commission provided
for a steering committee. Do you
have one as well?

Mr. Guy Bélanger: No, we do not,
for one reason. The Premier wanted
to be sure that our work would go to
the limit and not be undermined by
one faction or another. He gave the
chairman room to manoeuvre in
that area and very broad responsi-
bility, which the chairman of a par-
liamentary commission does not
normally have, in order precisely to
enable the Commission to have all
the room to manoeuvre and all pos-
sible latitude and also to avoid spin-
ning out of control along the way.

Whereas, with a steering commit-
tee, if the steering committee were
stronger in one direction, it could
push the Commission in that direc-
tion. Under the current structure,
the entire Commission is in fact the
steering committee. We did not de-
cide to take decisions in a small
group;all the parliamentarians who
are involved in the process form the
steering committee. This structure is
more complicated to operate and re-
quires more mediation and concili-
ation and negotiation, but, once an
agreement is reached, we are sure it
will not be overturned, that it will
not be criticized and that there will
be no passive resistance by some
members of the group. We are sure
that the whole operation will yield
what it has to yield at that time.

Mr. Claude Dauphin: Thereisno
steering committee, and the chair-
man has a great deal of power. Inci-
dentally, it was the purpose of the
legislation to give a great deal of
power to the chairmen of both com-
missions. I find that a bit difficult in
that you have to decide and, when
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you have to decide, asa generalrule,
the result is not necessarily satisfac-
tory for everyone.

Can you compare the atmosphere
of this commission which consists
solely of parliamentarians with
that of Bélanger-Campeau?

Mr. Guy Bélanger: The parliamen-
tary rules to which we are accus-
tomed give us a way of getting
along with each other, of creating a
form of synergy, which was not the
same in the Bélanger-Campeau
Commission, since the rules of the
game, which are implicit agree-
ments in the Assembly, do not work
whenoutsiders are present. They do
not know those rules and there is
nothing implicit for them. It is not
automatic. So it was a bit more com-
plicated in the Bélanger-Campeau
Commission in certain respects, but
there were richer aspects more re-
spectful relations. Here we are
among parliamentarians who live
together all year long. So there are,
to a certain extent, familiar ways
which did not exist in the Bélanger-
Campeau Commission or, in any
case, which were difficult to make
work because the context was not
the same.

Mr. Claude Dauphin: Generally
speaking, the atmosphere is very
good. My approach over the past
eleven years as a member has been
to seek a consensus. So what I do is
I call the representative of the Oppo-
sition before taking any decision
whatsoever. If that does not work,
well then someone has to take a de-
cision at some point. The system
has to work. But I always seek con-
sensus between the two major par-
ties.

How do you proceed in selecting
witnesses?

Mr. Claude Dauphin: Article 12 of
Bill 150 clearly provides that the
chairman controls the procedure.

However, another article, more pre-
cisely article 22, provides that a
member of the National Assembly,
a member of the Commission may
make a motion requesting that
items be added to the work plan.
That was how the chair decided to
interpret articles 12 and 22 of Bill
150. In short, then, it is the chairman
who established the work plan.
However, I seek the general will of
the parties. I asked the two major
political parties and the representa-
tive of the Equality Party, Mr. Lib-
man, to forward their lists of the
experts they wanted to hear to the
secretariat. The Liberal Party sent
me a list and Mr. Libman sent me a
list, but the official Opposition did
not send a list. They decided that,
under normal circumstances, this
commission should not be sitting. It
is their claim that this commission
should not sit until we have re-
ceived formal offersthat arebinding
on all governments. They said to
themselves, to be coherent and log-
ical: “If someone says you have no
right to sit, no one can send you lists
of experts to call.” That is why they
did not send us alist of experts. The
same thing is occurring now. A gov-
ernment member made a motion re-
questing that the commission invite
representative groups in Quebec so-
ciety. This motion was agreed to by
a majority. The Opposition voted
against it for the same reason as be-
fore. Because, in their view, our
commission ultimately should not
sit, our commission should not hear
experts, and our commission
should particularly not invite

groups.

Mr. Guy Bélanger: Once our
work plan was established and ap-
proved, each party involved — that
is, the Liberal Party and the Parti
Québécois, the party in power and
the Opposition Party — gave us its
list of experts it wanted invited on
each subject. From there, we here at

secretariat made a selection of those
experts based on what they had al-
ready produced. We thus estab-
lished our own list and made our
initial checks with them, and those
who showed an interest provided
us with documents, and, based on
those documents, we heard them at
the commission. The idea was notto
filter in the sense of filtering content,
but rather to see whether their testi-
mony was really relevant to what
we wanted to do and if they were
able to go as far as we wanted.

Wemay have group hearings, but
we do not want to do like Bélanger-
Campeau, which heard 650 briefs
and met with 500 groups. Ibelieve
that all that has been said and that
everything has been covered, and I
believe that those groups have gone
as far as it was possible for them to
go. It is possible that some groups
may have pushed their thinking fur-
ther, in a more detailed way, and
that their analyses have been re-
fined. We may also hear some
groupson invitation, but that will be
the exception; that will not happen
in the majority of cases.

Will you meet with the parliamen-
tary commissions of other prov-
inces?

Mr, Claude Dauphin: That is not
our intention, although, to date, we
have met informally with Ontario’s
constitutional committee. We met
one evening, exchanged views and
discussed matters together, but it
was informal. There was nothing
planned.

Mr. Guy Bélanger: The other par-
liamentary committees, no. They
are doing their work; we are doing
ours.

Which experts have been the most
impressive thus far?

Mr. Claude Dauphin: We have
heard many experts and players on
the political stage in recent years.
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We heard Claude Morin. We are
going to hear Jean-Luc Pépin in Jan-
uary. These people have been in-
vited as players on the Canadian
and Quebec political stage rather
than as experts on specific constitu-
tional points, points of law. Many, |
would say virtually all, experts have
been very interesting. For example,
we recently heard two experts on
the meaning of the distinct society
clause, which has been included in
the constitutional proposals, once in
the Canada Clause, and again in the
Canadian Charter. We also heard a
specialist, Mr. Forest, on property
rights, on what it would mean for
Quebec to include property rightsin
the Canadian Charter. Lastly, we
have examined in detail most of the
major chapters of the constitutional
proposals with experts, Quebeckers
most of them, but Canadians as
well. We received Mr. Thomas
Courchene, who also testified be-
fore the commission.

Mr. Guy Bélanger: André Patry,
of Laval University provided ex-
tremely interesting testimony. He
suggested one way of viewing the
entire matter. I think also of certain
experts who provided views which
perhaps made the commission react
oreven shocked it. For example Pro-
fessor Steven Scott, on territory and
Mr. McCallum of McGill University
who told us: “You cannot use Cana-
dian currency.” But a number of
other experts told us there would be
no problem. No country can object
to it, and it is even to Canada’s ad-
vantage. Mr. Pierre Fortin provided
some very interesting refinements
on the question. He integrated them
in a context which seemed to us
more acceptable or more realistic.
As a result of all that the
commissioners’ thinking is moving
ahead. Wearearrivingata view that
is different.

How have your constituents re-
acted to your role on the commit-
tee?

Mr. Guy Bélanger: I believe they are
very proud to see their member tak-
ing the riding’s interests to heart,
particularly since I represent a con-
stituency which is very nationalis-
tic. The positions I takein this regard
obviously stir up a great deal of pas-
sion and thus reaction in one direc-
tion as well asanother. [ have to deal
with those reactions, both the posi-
tive and the less positive. But thatall
results in very interesting discus-
sions.

People often ask me to talk about
the commission. So I tell thema little
about what is going on, then I pro-
vide them with summaries. People
love that. Recently I said I would do
that for five minutes, but when I ran
on 20 minutes, I said, “That’s about
enough.” They said, “No, no, don’t
stop.” There were 200 of them in the
room. They asked me to keep going;
I went on for an hour and a half,and
the crowd was as silent as if they
were in church. So people are inter-
ested in the issue, and they like to
have more detailed information,
more refined information; as we
were saying a moment ago.

Mr. Claude Dauphin: I would
say there is a great deal of interest
among a certain portion of the pop-
ulation. I recently took part in an
activity involving mayors, lawyers
and other professionals, and they
are definitely interested. Business
people are also interested; that goes
without saying. But among the gen-
eral public, you cannot say that this
is abumning issue; the publicis more
interested in the economy. People
arc more interested in stemming the
recession. But let’s be realistic; the
constitutional aspect is closely re-

lated to the economic aspect. We
cannot ignore that fact.

There is talk, particularly in En-
glish Canada, of the idea of a con-
stitutional convention, a group
appointed to discuss the Constitu-
tion. Have you heard any witnesses
who are interested in this idea?

Mzr. Claude Dauphin: I know that
the government has set out its ideas
and is not interested in that. And as
chairman of the commission, [ have
no intention of organizing that. Ido
not even believe it is part of our
mandate. [ received a great many
briefs from groups, but none pro-
posed the formation of a constituent
assembly.

Mr. Guy Bélanger: What we want
is to find a way to enable Quebec to
grow and develop, toliveits distinct
identity, while enabling the rest of
Canada to live its own and, in other
words, to enable every citizen tolive
comfortably in this country, com-
fortably with respect to his or her
identity and distinct aspects. I be-
lieve that Canada is the kind of
country which is able to take this
step forward. I have obviously trav-
elled around and spoken to many
people in other provinces. I have
done many open line radio shows
and been on television programs
across Canada. In some provinces,
people clearly understand abso-
lutely nothing about what is going
on or about what Quebec wants.
They have the impression that we
want more, that we want to be supe-
rior or have special status. That is
simply not true. Quebec does not
want to be superior; it simply wants
to be accepted as being different. It
is those differences that are going to
enrich us, and that will make Can-
ada very strong, and thatis what we
want recognized.
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