
T
he British Columbia Legislature sat for only 46 days in
2006; the governing party neglected to call a fall session.
In recent years, the Alberta Legislature has sat for about

45 to 55 days each year. The 2007 fall session of the House of
Commons has been delayed for at least two weeks by the
governing party.

Yet government at both provincial and national levels
becomes steadily more complex. Are legislatures becoming
irrelevant?

Certainly BC’s number of sitting days in 2006 was a new
low, reducing the Legislature to near invisibility. Usually, the
BC House sits for 70 to 90 days a year, except for election years.
This year, it has sat so far for 47 days, but a fall session is
expected to start in mid-October, at about the same time as the
House of Commons.

When and for how long the Legislature sits is, by tradition,
determined by agreement of the political parties represented.
In practice, it is under the control of the governing party of the
day, and they set the timing depending on what legislation they
wish to introduce, and how long they wish to debate it, or not.

Today’s governments take great care to control what the
public gets to know about what they are doing, feeding their
message carefully to the media. It’s much more difficult to
control the message in the Legislature, where opposing points
of view and aggressive questioners are present.

Television coverage of provincial legislatures, and the House
of Commons, is generally limited to question period. In the
interest of getting on TV, opposition members ask ‘gotcha’
questions, intended to trap the government, and government
responders deliberately fail to answer. The resultant television
is  dull, but at least the opposition is shown briefly on the
evening news. 

It doesn’t help that the media, unwilling to judge or even
explain the issues, is relegated to a pretense of keeping score for
a sort of absurdist and ritualized political tennis game.

This is one of those ‘perfect storms’ you’ve heard about. It
combines the government’s reluctance to have its proposals
intelligently debated, the opposition’s inability to do anything
but oppose, and the media’s inability to carry out its
responsibilities. 

This triple failure is clearly destructive to effective,
democratic, responsible government. Reducing the number of
sitting days simply enhances the irrelevance of the Legislature.

Now we have fixed election dates, why don’t we have a fixed
schedule for the Legislature, say like the one we have for public
schools? Both MLAs and MPs are well paid in BC—they could
earn it by making the legislature and the House of Commons
work. After all, they are at the heart of government. 0
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