
The last few weeks have seen some extraordinary exchanges
in the House of Commons. I would never have imagined a
year ago that, once elected and in the House, I would hear
the Minister of Justice argue that it is alright to fire warning
shots over the heads of trespassers, or the Minister for Public
Safety accuse Opposition members of endangering the lives
of their constituents if they did not accept the value of
information obtained by torture.

Both of those exchanges happened in early February. I
listen in disbelief. ‘When someone is coming on your land to
steal from you…’ says Justice minister Rob Nicholson,
punctuated by Justin Trudeau’s heckling, ‘they are coming
for your daughter, get your gun.’ It was surrealistic. 

The following week, the Conservatives introduced Bill C-
30, a bill to require internet service providers to turn over
personal information to authorities, without a warrant. The
online spying bill was called the ‘Lawful Access’ bill until
yesterday when they renamed it the ‘Protecting Children
From Internet Predators Act’. The change was so last-
minute that the bill with the wrong title was distributed to
MPs at First Reading. It is all spin. The bill would provide
this information in all contexts; nothing about it is restricted
to child pornography. Nevertheless, Vic Toews bellowed in
the House that the Opposition could either ‘stand with us or
stand with the child pornographers.’ It is shocking that
people who are not suspected of any crime will have key
identifiers held by their internet service provider turned over
to the police, without warrant. 

On the other hand, it fits within a steady process of
unravelling civil liberties. Going back a few years, the
Supreme Court ruled that the Harper Conservatives had
violated the Charter rights of Omar Khadr. The court’s ruling
was essentially ignored. 

The Omnibus Crime Bill, with its new direction toward
punitive justice, the rejection of restorative justice and
rehabilitation, mandatory minimum sentences, the
publication of names of young offenders, and so on, likely
violates the Charter. 

So too will a bill that has received less media coverage:
Bill C-4, the so-called ‘Human Smuggling Act’. It not only
offends the Charter but also the International Convention
of the Rights of Refugees. It should be called the ‘Refugee
Internment Act.’ It states that any group of refugees arriving
through ‘irregular entry’—which is at least by ship, but can
be any entry the Minister of Immigration declares to be
irregular—will be jailed for a year. Whole families. Women,
children. All in internment, with no access to a lawyer or
legal rights, and no recognition of time in Canada toward
residency. It is an outrage. Unspeakable. But it will pass.

Legislation currently moving through the House includes
a bill to ensure that people who take the law into their own
hands, attacking an attacker, are protected from prosecution
and justified in their actions. 

I do get it. We all sympathize with the shopkeeper of the
corner grocery who manages to subdue a thief and hold him
until the police arrive—only to be charged with a criminal
offence. It does not seem right. Prosecutorial discretion
should keep these sorts of cases from the courts. 

But if even onecase gets to court, then the newspapers get
hold of it and the Conservative spin-machine takes over.
This one-day-wonder news story turns into an overhaul of
the Criminal Code. 

We are going to empower citizens to use force and to
undertake citizen’s arrests. How many people will be injured
by trying to defend themselves, or not calling the police? But
such incidents will play well for a day’s news story.

Then there are the silly-season private member’s bills
from Conservatives that will pass. We have been debating a
bill to ensure that anyone who prevents a Canadian from
flying the Canadian flag will go to jail. It is so bizarre. How
often has that ever happened? And does it require jail time? 

There’s another private member’s bill that will require
jail time for anyone desecrating a war monument. Of course,
I agree that desecration of a war monument is deeply
offensive, but the examples brought forward by the bill’s
sponsor in debate were incidents of inebriated offenders,
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urinating without any idea they were desecrating a war
monument. So we actually had a debate about drunks who
didn’t know where they were and why they should go to jail
to protect the sacred sacrifice of our war dead.

But for all that, it was a shock to hear that the government
has changed its policy on torture. It was through an Access
to Information request that we discovered the Minister of
Public Safety had changed the policy. 

If information is obtained by torture, the government
position is that we will now turn a blind eye to the torture

and use the information. When Opposition MPs objected,
we were treated to abuse. The Minister of Public Safety, Vic
Toews, drew out a hypothetical situation in which our
constituents, including children, are on an airplane and our
refusal to condone torture will cause them to die. It is pretty
outrageous stuff.

And so it goes. A reporter asked me today if I was worried
it could get worse. I had to say ‘yes,’ that whenever I thought
the Conservatives’ attack on civil liberties had reached rock
bottom, Minister Toews got out a shovel and dug deeper. 0
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