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Foreword

This volume is part of the Canadian Democratic Audit series. The

objective of this series is to consider how well Canadian democracy is

performing at the outset of the twenty-first century. In recent years,

political and opinion leaders, government commissions, academics,

citizen groups, and the popular press have all identified a “democratic

deficit” and “democratic malaise” in Canada. These characterizations

often are portrayed as the result of a substantial decline in Canadians’

confidence in their democratic practices and institutions. Indeed,

Canadians are voting in record low numbers, many are turning away

from the traditional political institutions, and a large number are

expressing declining confidence in both their elected politicians and

the electoral process.

Nonetheless, Canadian democracy continues to be the envy of

much of the rest of the world. Living in a relatively wealthy and peace-

ful society, Canadians hold regular elections in which millions cast

ballots. These elections are largely fair, efficient, and orderly events.

They routinely result in the selection of a government with no ques-

tion about its legitimate right to govern. Developing democracies from

around the globe continue to look to Canadian experts for guidance in

establishing electoral practices and democratic institutions. Without

a doubt, Canada is widely seen as a leading example of successful

democratic practice.

Given these apparently competing views, the time is right for a

comprehensive examination of the state of Canadian democracy. Our

purposes are to conduct a systematic review of the operations of Cana-

dian democracy, to listen to what others have to say about Canadian

democracy, to assess its strengths and weaknesses, to consider where

there are opportunities for advancement, and to evaluate popular

reform proposals. 

A democratic audit requires the setting of benchmarks for evalua-

tion of the practices and institutions to be considered. This necessar-

ily involves substantial consideration of the meaning of democracy.
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“Democracy” is a contested term and we are not interested here in

striking a definitive definition. Nor are we interested in a theoretical

model applicable to all parts of the world. Rather we are interested in

identifying democratic benchmarks relevant to Canada in the twenty-

first century. In selecting these we were guided by the issues raised in

the current literature on Canadian democratic practice and by the con-

cerns commonly raised by opinion leaders and found in public opinion

data. We have settled on three benchmarks: public participation, in-

clusiveness, and responsiveness. We believe that any contemporary

definition of Canadian democracy must include institutions and

decision-making practices that are defined by public participation,

that this participation include all Canadians, and that government

outcomes respond to the views of Canadians. 

While settling on these guiding principles, we have not imposed a

strict set of democratic criteria on all of the evaluations that together

constitute the Audit. Rather, our approach allows the auditors wide

latitude in their evaluations. While all auditors keep the benchmarks

of participation, inclusiveness, and responsiveness central to their

examinations, each adds additional criteria of particular importance

to the subject he or she is considering. We believe this approach of

identifying unifying themes, while allowing for divergent perspec-

tives, enhances the project by capturing the robustness of the debate

surrounding democratic norms and practices.

We decided at the outset to cover substantial ground and to do so in

a relatively short period. These two considerations, coupled with a

desire to respond to the most commonly raised criticisms of the con-

temporary practice of Canadian democracy, result in a series that

focuses on public institutions, electoral practices, and new phenom-

ena that are likely to affect democratic life significantly. The series

includes volumes that examine key public decision-making bodies:

legislatures, the courts, and cabinets and government. The structures

of our democratic system are considered in volumes devoted to ques-

tions of federalism and the electoral system. The ways in which citi-

zens participate in electoral politics and policy making are a crucial

component of the project, and thus we include studies of interest
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groups and political parties. The desire and capacity of Canadians for

meaningful participation in public life is also the subject of a volume.

Finally, the challenges and opportunities raised by new communica-

tion technologies is also considered. The Audit does not include stud-

ies devoted to the status of particular groups of Canadians. Rather

than separate out Aboriginals, women, new Canadians, and others,

these groups are treated together with all Canadians throughout the

Audit. 

In all, this series includes nine volumes examining specific areas of

Canadian democratic life. A tenth, synthetic volume provides an over-

all assessment and makes sense out of the different approaches and

findings found in the rest of the series. Our examination is not

exhaustive. Canadian democracy is a vibrant force, the status of which

can never be fully captured at one time. Nonetheless the areas we con-

sider involve many of the pressing issues currently facing democracy

in Canada. We do not expect to have the final word on this subject.

Rather, we hope to encourage others to pursue similar avenues of

inquiry.

A project of this scope cannot be accomplished without the support

of many individuals. At the top of the list of those deserving credit are

the members of the Canadian Democratic Audit team. From the very

beginning, the Audit has been a team effort. This outstanding group of

academics has spent many hours together, defining the scope of the

project, prodding each other on questions of Canadian democracy, and

most importantly, supporting one another throughout the endeavour,

all with good humour. To Darin Barney, André Blais, Kenneth Carty,

John Courtney, David Docherty, Joanna Everitt, Elisabeth Gidengil, Ian

Greene, Richard Nadeau, Neil Nevitte, Richard Sigurdson, Jennifer

Smith, Frank Strain, Michael Tucker, Graham White, and Lisa Young 

I am forever grateful.

The Centre for Canadian Studies at Mount Allison University has

been my intellectual home for several years. The Centre, along with the

Harold Crabtree Foundation, has provided the necessary funding and

other assistance necessary to see this project through to fruition. At

Mount Allison University, Peter Ennals provided important support to
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this project when others were skeptical; Wayne MacKay and Michael

Fox have continued this support since their respective arrivals on

campus; and Joanne Goodrich and Peter Loewen have provided impor-

tant technical and administrative help.

The University of British Columbia Press, particularly its senior

acquisitions editor, Emily Andrew, has been a partner in this project

from the very beginning. Emily has been involved in every important

decision and has done much to improve the result. Camilla Jenkins

has overseen the copyediting and production process and in doing so

has made these books better. Scores of Canadian and international

political scientists have participated in the project as commentators

at our public conferences, as critics at our private meetings, as

providers of quiet advice, and as referees of the volumes. The list is too

long to name them all, but David Cameron, Sid Noel, Leslie Seidle, Jim

Bickerton, Alexandra Dobrowolsky, Livianna Tossutti, Janice Gross

Stein, and Frances Abele all deserve special recognition for their con-

tributions. We are also grateful to the Canadian Study of Parliament

Group, which partnered with us for our inaugural conference in

Ottawa in November 2001.

Finally, this series is dedicated to all of the men and women who

contribute to the practice of Canadian democracy. Whether as active

participants in parties, groups, courts, or legislatures, or in the media

and the universities, without them Canadian democracy would not

survive.

William Cross

Director, The Canadian Democratic Audit

Sackville, New Brunswick


