
B
ehind the general public indignation that the governing
BC Liberals would have the gall to introduce a bill that
would give each MLA a 29% pay increase and a more

generous pension plan, together with even bigger raises for
cabinet ministers and the premier, is the public suspicion that
they aren’t worth the money. 

People realize that the Legislature isn’t meeting as often;
that the agenda is dictated by the cabinet; that many back-
benchers seem to play little part in government; that opinions
and decisions stem more from ideology and party lockstep than
research and discussion; that MLA’s do not represent their
constituencies well; and that the level of debate in the
Legislature is often childish, insulting, and partisan. Not to
mention that they aren’t telling us what they are doing (the
abysmal coverage by the mainstream media contributes to
this).

Ask a Panel
A year and a half ago, a bill was introduced that would have
given MLAs a 15% pay increase. Amid considerable public
protest, it was defeated. The government then decided to ask a
panel to produce a report recommending an appropriate level
of legislative salaries. 

The report recommended that they should be related to
legislative salaries in Ontario and the Parliament of Canada
(which were set after similar reports were commissioned from
similar panels). Hence the very substantial increases
recommended, along with a formula which would perpetuate
these relationships forever.

Public anger now appears to focus on four issues:
• ethically, legislators should not have the power to vote

their own pay increase;
• to be fair, their pay increase should not be out of line with

what most of the public gets;
• the sacrifices they make aren’t as serious as they make out,

and in fact some of them appear to do rather well out of their
political activities;

• their failure to consult the public.

Representative MLAs
The overall conclusion is that they aren’t doing a very good job
of representative government, which is what we’re supposed to
have.

Representative government means that your MLA’s
responsibilities include:

• encouraging, mediating, and communicating public
discussion of all issues under legislative or governmental
consideration;

• ensuring consideration in the legislature of every
constituency citizen’s point of view, not just the ones he agrees
with;

• contributing constructively and intelligently to the
government, whether as part of the governing party or the
opposition.

Whatever the MLA’s ideology, it should be limited to
providing a frame of reference for these processes. It should not
demonstrate a bias either to the public or in the legislature. And
the MLA’s success at these duties should be key to getting
elected, or re-elected.

The Legislature
Whatever actions are being considered in the legislature, much
of the discussion is actually about gaining and losing power,
class distinction, or individual rights and privileges versus the
rights and privileges of the community. It is also frequently
combative, disrespectful, irrelevant, or rude. Not impressive.

We should scrap certain ‘principles’ which characterize our
present government:

• cabinet solidarity and secrecy; why should the party that
elected a majority of the MLAs be permitted this powerful tool
to dominate the government?

• ‘whipped’ votes; why should individual MLAs be forced to
vote with their parties, whether they agree or not?

• ‘the duty of an opposition is to oppose’; this hoary old
mantra essentially prevents opposition members from
contributing constructively to development of policies and
legislation.

Overall, we should substitute intelligence for arrogance, and
politeness for partisanship.

Of course, this type of legislature would consider more
alternatives, sit for many more days, and argue a lot more, but
it could lead to better government.

And, we’d suggest, the MLAs and the cabinet would then
earn the salaries that have been proposed. 0
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