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On October 24, 2003, in Quebec City, the 
premiers of the provinces and territories will start 
establishing the mandate and the structure of a 
new intergovernmental institution, the Council of 
the Federation. The stated objectives of this 
exercise are ambitious. The proposed Council is 
indeed understood as the centerpiece of what the 
premiers have presented in Charlottetown, at their 
Annual Conference in July 2003, as “a plan to 
revitalize the Canadian federation and build a 
new era of constructive and cooperative 
federalism.” 

So far, in light of these objectives, the 
proposed Council appears rather modest an 
innovation. The model now envisioned is that of a 
new provincial-territorial co-ordination 
instrument, that would mandate regular meetings 
among the Premiers, integrate existing sector-
specific councils, provide secretarial and 
technical support, and prepare the agenda for an 
annual meeting with the federal prime minister. 
As such, this Council appears to be little more 
than a light institutionalization of existing 
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Following the July 2003 Conference, in 
Charlottetown, after the premiers had agreed on 
the principle of a new Council, many observers 
stressed the role that the Quebec government had 
played in bringing this proposal to the meeting 
and in seeing that it was accepted and 
implemented. Quebec, it was said, was assuming 
a new role, one of leadership, in the federation. 
This was precisely the impression that the new 
Charest government wanted to leave, in and 
outside Quebec. But how significant was this 
development? Was Quebec’s role so critical in 
bringing the premiers to a consensus? Was this 
consensus so meaningful? 

As mentioned above, the Council of the 
Federation envisioned by the Premiers brings, for 
the time being, only minor institutional changes. 
Because this is the case, the leadership role of the 
Quebec government should not be exaggerated. 
The Charest government did not have a tough 
selling job in convincing the Premiers to accept a 
watered-down version of the Council proposed in 
the Liberal Party’s program. In any case, it was 
not the first time in recent years that the Quebec 
government took the lead in defining the 
intergovernmental agenda. Just a year before, in 
May 2002, Quebec’s Minister of Finance, Pauline 
Marois, convinced her colleagues to ask the 
Conference Board of Canada to extend to all 
provinces and territories the study it had prepared 
in February for Quebec’s Commission on Fiscal 
Imbalance. Then, in July 2002 in Halifax, the 
premiers all joined the Quebec government in 
stressing the need to address the fiscal imbalance 
in the federation. 

The key change in 2003, from the standpoint 
of the Quebec government, had to do not with 
leadership but with policy orientations. The 
Council proposal put forward by the Charest 
government was a major, indeed radical, 
departure from long-standing Quebec policies. 
The institutional outcome of this departure may 
well end up being a modest makeover of 
intergovernmental relations, but the starting point 
was not trivial, and it can be understood as a 
genuine break in Quebec’s intergovernmental 
stance. 

For decades, the Quebec government has 
pursued two basic objectives in 
intergovernmental relations: recognition and 

autonomy. Issues have changed and policies and 
concepts have varied but, whatever the party in 
power, the Quebec government has sought a 
formal recognition of the distinct character of 
Quebec society and as much autonomy as 
possible within the Canadian federation. 
Constitutional debates, conflicts over the federal 
“spending power,” disagreements on “national” 
standards, or disputes about fiscal imbalance were 
all driven by these two imperatives.  These 
priorities did not prevent the Quebec government 
from making genuine efforts to improve 
interprovincial cooperation.2 At times, the 
Quebec government even considered the 
possibility of closer federal-provincial 
collaboration, but movements in this direction 
were always subordinate to or conditional upon 
making progress on recognition or autonomy. The 
minimalist conditions that were put forward by 
the Bourassa government in 1986 to accept the 
1982 Constitution, for instance, can all be read in 
light of these two objectives. Likewise, the 
Quebec government joined the provincial-
territorial consensus on the social union in 
Saskatoon in 1998 only when the provinces 
accepted to integrate in their demands a provision 
allowing a province the right to opt out with 
compensation of a federal program. The general 
idea was to make progress on recognition and 
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as long as we restrict our meetings to provincial 
matters…[but] there must not be any ganging up 
on Ottawa.”8 Soon, however, Lesage came to 
emphasize provincial autonomy, not in the name 
of “survivance,” which he considered no longer 
an issue, but as a means toward the “affirmation 
of our people” and the transformation of Quebec 
society.9 Increasingly, Lesage came to focus on 
recognition and autonomy, leaving collaborative 
federalism as a side concern. Subsequent Quebec 
premiers maintained this point of view.  

Like Jean Lesage, Jean Charest was first a 
federal politician, and he brought into Quebec 
politics some of his former policy orientations. 
His party’s stance on co-decision, for instance, is 
very much like the position he put forward when 
he was leader of the Progressive-Conservative 
Party. Could Charest and his government change, 
with time, along the lines followed by Jean 
Lesage and the Liberal party in the early 1960s?  
Perhaps, but the context is quite different. Forty 
years later, the Quebec government is no longer 
associated with the same social forces, nor is it 
motivated by the same overall policy objectives. 

Is Collaborative Federalism Sustainable? 

“Québec is at a decisive crossroads. We have 
reached the end of the usefulness of a model created 
40 years ago by a number of great Quebecers, a 
model that enabled us to move far ahead. It is now 
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they draw different conclusions from them. In 
any case, Jean Charest would not be swayed by 
such a coalition. His aim is precisely to confront 
such social pressures, to break with the social and 
political model inherited from the Quiet 
Revolution, and to work toward “the reinvention 
of our society.”12 

Jean Charest and his ministers have 
repeatedly made clear that they consider 
Quebec’s social and political model to be 
outdated and inefficient, the product of another 
era, when there were no computers, no 
globalization, and no population aging.13 They 
consider that they have a mandate to change this 
model, and need not be refrained by “objections 
from interest groups that benefit from the status 
quo.”14 And the objective is not to develop the 
Quebec state and make its intervention more 
distinctive, but rather to trim it down to size, to 
focus on essential governmental missions, and 
work so that for business “the rules of the game 
in Quebec are the same as elsewhere in North 
America.”15 

Quebec’s new approach in favour of co-
decision is compatible with this conservative 
project, insofar as it affirms in a different way 
that increasing the powers, capacities and 
distinctiveness of the Quebec state is no longer a 
priority. The policy shift of the Quebec 
government is thus less exposed to pressures such 
as those experienced by Lesage or Bourassa. In 
this sense, it could prove sustainable. 

The Liberal project, however, also faces 
important difficulties. First, it is far from obvious 
that Quebec’s new found enthusiasm for 
collaborative federalism is shared across Canada. 
Other premiers have received politely the 
proposal for a Council of the Federation, but most 
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seem unlikely to go much beyond a light form of 
secretariat. Second, in due course the Quebec 
government’s new approach will have to bear 
some fruit, and prove successful in at least a few 
concrete ways. If Quebecers are to leave 
recognition and autonomy aside, for the longer 
term, they would need to see some clear 
advantages to collaboration. The very tangible 
and immediate problem of fiscal imbalance, in 
particular, should be addressed, a tall order 
judging by the reactions that have come from 
Ottawa — Paul Martin included — thus far. 
Third, a major social and political debate is now 
beginning in Quebec, on the fate of a Quebec 
model that is not as old and rusty as Jean Charest 
claims. That model continues to be popular and is 
sustained by a vast array of social forces and 
institutions. This debate will be a major test for 
the Charest government. Eventually, it will also 
bring forward, in one way or another, the 
perennial issues of recognition and autonomy. 
These issues remain deeply anchored. They evoke 
a long quest, which may have left Quebecers 
skeptical or wary but is still very much in tune 
with their collective understanding of their place 
in the Canadian federation. 


