
On Wednesday, November 4, the House of Commons managed

to pass a bill which would terminate the national registry of

long guns. Bill C-391, was given second reading, approval in

principle, and is now destined to an all-party committee, which

will hold public hearings. Following this, it will be put forward

for third reading in the Commons, and it must also be passed

by the Senate before it can be enacted.

The long gun registry has been the subject of controversy

and misinformation throughout its 14-year life (it was

introduced after the Montreal Massacre). The Conservatives

included its termination in their election platform, but failed to

achieve a majority government. They decided not to put the bill

forward as a government initiative because, with the current

dysfunctional imbalance of our parliament, the three

opposition parties might all oppose it, and it would be defeated. 

It was therefore introduced as a private member’s bill, under

the sponsorship of Candice Hoeppner, a Manitoba

Conservative MP. Few such bills ever reach a vote, but if they

do, custom decrees a ‘free vote,’ which means that all MPs are

free to vote as their conscience and the opinion of their

constituents guides them. ‘Free votes’ are rare; they have

historically been reserved for issues such as the 1964 flag

debate, and votes on capital punishment and abortion.

In this case, the vote was carried by 164 to 137. Eighteen

Opposition MPs voted in favour of the bill, along with all the

Conservatives, and so it passed. We have no way of knowing

whether Conservative MPs really felt free to vote as they

wished; if they were, their complete support represents a

remarkable unanimity of opinion. (All the Bloc MPs voted

against the bill; this too is remarkable.) 

It was thought, however, that opposition to the long gun

registry was concentrated in rural areas, and that opposition

MPs in predominantly rural constituencies might be persuaded

to support Ms. Hoeppner’s bill and thus secure its passage. In

order to reinforce this pressure, the Conservative Party targeted

17 of these ‘swing’ ridings with flyers and radio advertisements

exhorting their constituents to express their support for the bill

to their MP.

This type of campaigning is common in the US, where party

discipline in Congress is much looser than in Canada and all

votes are effectively ‘free’ (the US saying is: ‘all politics is local’). 

In Canada, it is usually accepted that the sitting MP can

represent riding constituents without help from the opposition.

Termination of the long gun registry was, and is,

Conservative Party policy. One suspects that, having reached

agreement with the other parties that there was to be a ‘free

vote’, the Conservatives invoked party discipline upon their

own MPs, while interfering in the ridings of certain opposition

MPs in order to obtain enough votes to pass a private member’s

bill. It seems very likely that they felt that they could not have

passed a similar bill under government sponsorship.

Pretty sneaky. 0
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