Last Senate stand bizarre spectacle
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Senators are considering a proposal to televise their daily deliberations to give Canadians a better sense of what they do.

This should be considered good news by those who want to abolish the Senate. The cure for anyone who thinks this is the Chamber of sober second thought is to go and watch it.

Honourable senators weregathered yesterday to debate the government's consumer-product safety bill, which has already received unanimous consent in the House of Commons. The bill would give Ottawa mandatory recall powers and require companies to alert Health Canada of any serious incidents involving their products. At the moment, it is up to companies whether they initiate a voluntary product recall.

It should be a shoo-in. The legislation would bring Canada into line with the United States and the European Union, and it is backed by the Canadian Medical Association, the Standards Council of Canada, the Canadian Association of Fire Chiefs and a host of other bodies who are upset at the prospect of children being hospitalized by toxic paint or faulty cribs.

The only people who seem to be opposed to the bill are the 45 Liberal senators who voted for a series of amendments yesterday that will send the legislation back to the House of Commons. They appear to have bought the line peddled by a lobby group called the Canadian Coalition for Health Freedom, which says the bill gives government inspectors too much power over businesses.

The main lobbyist of this group, a man called Trueman Tuck, was recently quoted in a story by my colleague Sarah Schmidt as blaming "big pharma" for "a genocide far greater than any genocide in recorded history," a statement he was generous enough to admit sounded "bizarre."

Still, it was no more bizarre than some of the contributions to the debate yesterday from the Liberal benches. Senator Mobina Jaffer invoked the situation in the 1970s in her native Uganda under Idi Amin, where a local mayor was killed and his genitals cut off. Her point, apparently, was that if the government compels companies to tell them when its products suffocate children, we'll soon be living under a dictator who awards himself the Victoria Cross and claims to be the Last King of Scotland.

One amendment voted on yesterday claimed that the new bill would allow Health Canada inspectors to barge into private dwellings at a moment's notice, despite government assurances that it would apply only to those that manufacture, import, advertise or sell consumer products.

One suspects the real reason the Liberal senators opposed an apparently benign product safety bill is because they still could. They have a working majority in the 105-seat Senate, but that numerical supremacy is set to be whittled down by the retirement of two Grit senators and the imminent appointment of five Conservatives to fill existing vacancies.

This was the last hurrah of a parliamentary institution that is used to charting its own course, regardless of what the leader of the Liberal caucus desires. Marjory LeBreton, Government Leader in the Senate, compared the performance to Custer's Last Stand, and there's no doubt that the Liberal senators were prepared to die with their boots on.

The upshot will not disappoint the Conservatives unduly, allowing them once more to claim that their agenda is being derailed by the unelected Liberal Senate. One option is to allow the product safety bill to once more wend its way through the Commons, by which time they will have the votes in the Senate to pass it into law.

But the government may have another course of action in mind -- prorogation of Parliament. Although the Conservatives will soon have a virtual majority in the Senate (the issue is complicated by five independent senators), the Liberals will continue to dominate all committees, including the steering committee that sets the Senate timetable. This is important to the Harper government because it means that Liberal senators will still be able to hold up legislation in committee, even if the government will ultimately be able to drive through its agenda once legislation is returned to the Chamber. By proroguing Parliament, the Conservatives will be able to reconstitute all committees and control the Senate for the first time since forming government.

If that is the Prime Minister's preferred course of action, it will be interesting to see whether he retains his zeal for reforming the Senate once he becomes its master.
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