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The Senate met at 9 a.m., the Speaker in the chair.

Prayers.

[Translation]

SENATORS’ STATEMENTS

LEGISLATIVE WORK OF THE SENATE

EXPRESSION OF THANKS

Hon. René Cormier: Colleagues, a few days ago, we
celebrated the summer solstice, the time of year when the sun
reaches its highest point in the sky. It’s also the day with the
longest period of daylight for one of the two hemispheres. That
makes it the longest day of the year, a day when we can spend
long hours gazing upon our planet, our country and the people we
love in the bright light of day. In the Beaufort Delta, Northwest
Territories, the sun is up 24 hours a day.

That day, I was walking along the Ottawa River, listening to
the almost perfect silence. It was an eerie silence that felt
unsettling, yet at the same time reassuring. I could just make out
the sound of human footsteps, voices in quiet conversation, the
wingbeats of birds taking flight. It was the kind of silence that
makes a host of thoughts and questions bubble up inside you.

With the summer break around the corner, I reflected on our
work, as some of the most privileged members of our society,
and I asked myself: Have we done everything we should to
protect our fellow citizens and ensure their welfare? Have we
thrown our full support behind the hard decisions that all the
elected representatives in the other place have had to make?

[English]

What will the future look like? Will there be a second wave?
Will my family, friends and community be affected? Will I lose
some of my loved ones?

[Translation]

I was asking myself those questions as I watched a small
sailboat float down the river. It brought to mind the old adage
that says that, on the water, “the pessimist complains about the
wind; the optimist expects it to change; the realist adjusts the
sails.” The realist adapts to change.

I think that is what we all tried to do, honourable senators. We
tried to adapt and welcome the unknown by doing our best, each
in his or her own way, using his or her own style. Some styles are
more expressive than others, some are more vocal and others are
more strategic. We took action and we will continue to do so.

I must admit that the Senate of Canada worked under
conditions that were far from ideal, but it did work, and now it’s
time to say thank you. Thank you to the administration, the
analysts, the clerks, the interpreters, the security staff, the pages
and the many men and women who support us in our offices day
after day.

Thank you to our Speaker, who has the tremendous
responsibility of directing the work of this chamber. Thank you
to all of you, particularly Senator Lillian Eva Dyck, whose time
in the Senate is coming to an end in August. The strength and
intensity of her speeches in this chamber called my attention to
the injustices experienced by her people. That is why we must
continue to work, to give the most vulnerable members of our
society a voice so that they are heard, acknowledged, listened to,
respected and helped.

There are now four parliamentary groups in this chamber, and
we know that, fortunately, the law of the majority does not carry
the day here. When we return, honourable senators, we must
once again sit down and work together to find the solutions and
compromises that will help us serve Canadians as best we can. It
is a bold step to take, but such an inspiring one. Thank you.

Hon. Senators: Hear, hear!

[English]

AGRICULTURAL FAIRS

Hon. Robert Black: Honourable senators, I’ve risen on
various occasions in this chamber to discuss the importance of
rural fairs, exhibitions and local festivals. They give our
communities an opportunity to showcase our agricultural and
artisan products, and local traditions. They bring urban dwellers
to rural communities, they provide jobs for students and youth,
and they boost our local economy.

As you can imagine, and as I’ve mentioned before, agricultural
societies and fairs are going through a very tough time because of
the COVID-19 pandemic. Most fairs in Ontario and across the
country have been cancelled, and the communities now have to
worry about the future of their fairs. The Canadian Association of
Fairs and Exhibitions has estimated that 1 in 10 Canadian fairs
will not be able to continue after this year due to the financial
impacts of this crisis.

However, this challenging time is allowing communities to
innovate and think outside of the box. I was on a call last evening
with Ontario Fair District 7 and heard many examples of new and
exciting out-of-the-box thinking and idea they are undertaking.
Rather than accepting defeat, agricultural societies are taking
their festivities online. They are sharing information about their
communities and photos on social media. Some are hosting photo
competitions on Facebook.
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Others, like in Lindsay, Ontario, will have food trucks that
people can enjoy while social distancing. In Uxbridge, Ontario,
there are plans to provide a map for people to drive around town
to see various signs and displays set up. Wellesley-North
Easthope Agricultural Society will have a community-wide
parade, and Erin Agricultural Society has and will continue to
host drive-in chicken dinner nights as fundraisers.

As towns and communities start to open up, other ag societies
may be able to hold a few smaller events with strict social
distancing and health guidelines, rather than their usual big
event.

One event that I’m personally quite disappointed that won’t be
going forward this year is the Fergus Scottish Festival and
Highland Games. Those who have heard me speak about it in this
chamber in past years or who have seen pictures of me in my kilt
on social media will know that this festival is quite important to
me and those in the community of Fergus, Ontario. It’s a
particularly tough pill to swallow because this year is the
seventy-fifth anniversary.

• (0910)

However, we all have to do our part to flatten the curve, which
we’ve done quite well in the country, and that means sacrificing
some things that we enjoy for the greater good. In the case of the
Fergus Scottish Festival and Highland Games, the seventy-fifth
anniversary will be postponed to 2021, and I want to assure you
that it will be worth the wait.

I am hopeful that our fairs, agricultural and community
festivals will be able to recover and get back on track next year.
As I said, they’re important — an important part of rural life and
to our communities — and we won’t let them go without a fight.

Honourable senators, if your community or one nearby is
offering different fair or festival activities this year, whether
online or in person, I urge you to participate. If you want our
traditions to continue, we have to keep supporting them. Finally,
remember, shop local. It is important. Thank you, meegwetch.

A LAMENT FOR CONFEDERATION

Hon. Mary Jane McCallum: A Lament for Confederation; a
speech by Chief Dan George in 1967:

How long have I known you, Oh Canada? A hundred
years? Yes, a hundred years. And many, many seelanum
more. And today, when you celebrate your hundred years,
Oh Canada, I am sad for all the Indian people throughout the
land.

For I have known you when your forests were mine; when
they gave me my meat and my clothing. I have known you
in your streams and rivers where your fish flashed and
danced in the sun, where the waters said ’come, come and
eat of my abundance.’ I have known you in the freedom of
the winds. And my spirit, like the winds, once roamed your
good lands.

But in the long hundred years since the white man came, I
have seen my freedom disappear like the salmon going
mysteriously out to sea. The white man’s strange customs,
which I could not understand, pressed down upon me until I
could no longer breathe.

When I fought to protect my land and my home, I was
called a savage. When I neither understood nor welcomed
his way of life, I was called lazy. When I tried to rule my
people, I was stripped of my authority.

My nation was ignored in your history textbooks — they
were little more important in the history of Canada than the
buffalo that ranged the plains. I was ridiculed in your plays
and motion pictures, and when I drank your fire-water, I got
drunk — very, very drunk. And I forgot.

Oh Canada, how can I celebrate with you this centenary,
this hundred years? Shall I thank you for the reserves that
are left to me of my beautiful forests? For the canned fish of
my rivers? For the loss of my pride and authority, even
among my own people? For the lack of my will to fight
back? No! I must forget what’s past and gone.

Oh God in heaven! Give me back the courage of the olden
chiefs. Let me wrestle with my surroundings. Let me again,
as in the days of old, dominate my environment. Let me
humbly accept this new culture and through it rise up and go
on.

Oh God! Like the thunderbird of old I shall rise again out
of the sea; I shall grab the instruments of the white man’s
success — his education, his skills, and with these new tools
I shall build my race into the proudest segment of your
society. Before I follow the great chiefs who have gone
before us, Oh Canada, I shall see these things come to pass.

I shall see our young braves and our chiefs sitting in the
houses of law and government, ruling and being ruled by the
knowledge and freedoms of our great land. So shall we
shatter the barriers of our isolation. So shall the next
hundred years be the greatest in the proud history of our
tribes and nations.

Some Hon. Senators: Hear, hear.

[Translation]

LA FÊTE NATIONALE DU QUÉBEC

Hon. Jean-Guy Dagenais: Honourable senators, I’d like to
make a brief statement to recognize Quebec’s national holiday,
which was on Wednesday, and more importantly, to highlight
how Quebecers marked the occasion while complying with the
restrictions that have been limiting our activities for the past
three months.

Every year, Quebecers are accustomed to gathering at major
events, whether in Montreal, on the Plains of Abraham or in
parks in our towns and cities, with local artists usually
performing.
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However, considering the ban on gatherings currently in place,
we had to come up with a whole new way to celebrate. I must
admit, this really served to showcase the talent of our artists and
producers. From Montreal to Paris to Las Vegas, Quebecers have
their own signature style when it comes to entertainment. The
quality of our musical and artistic productions is unparalleled and
has become an important source of national pride. This year,
dozens of artists were invited to Trois-Rivières to celebrate at an
outdoor amphitheatre on the mighty St. Lawrence. It was a
musically and visually stunning event that I thoroughly enjoyed
from beginning to end.

Creating that ambiance despite the lack of spectators was a
technical tour de force, an exceptional achievement for which I
want to thank producer Jean-François Blais, who allowed us to
forget this dreadful pandemic for a few hours. Every performance
was imbued with special meaning for Quebecers who could only
watch the show on TV.

For me, it was also proof of how integrated Quebec society is.
The show brought together people of diverse ethnic backgrounds
and sexual orientations on one stage in a production we can all be
proud of. Hugely talented members of our Indigenous
communities, such as Elisapie Isaac, also shone during the
performance.

What stoked my pride even more was witnessing those artists
sing in unison of the beauty of Quebec, of the inclusivity we can
achieve even though we sometimes hit snags that take up far too
much space in our day-to-day lives. The themes and the song
selections showed us that Quebecers know how to look ahead.
The future is what’s important, not the past. In our thoughts and
our everyday lives, we must be guided by hope, not hard feelings.

Truly, that’s exactly what I felt as I watched the amazing, one-
of-a-kind show, an altogether unique spectacle because of the
dictates of circumstance. We were treated to a performance that
deserves to be applauded here in the Senate, a performance by
artists who showed us how lucky we are to be living together in
Quebec.

Thank you.

Some Hon. Senators: Hear, hear.

[English]

EXPRESSION OF THANKS

Hon. Marilou McPhedran: Honourable senators, I want to
begin my statement by saying how wonderful it has been here for
the past two weeks. What a real pleasure it has been to be back in
the chamber and to be able to do this kind of work together.

My words will be short, but my feelings are very long and
deep. I want to pay tribute today to the team that works with me.
I want to do that not only on a personal basis, but also to
acknowledge that these are all young people and that the national
group of volunteers that have been working with me, particularly
on the bill to lower the voting age to 16, are volunteers for the
most part. My team helps to support them. I really owe so much
to each and every one of them.

In particular, someone is leaving my office today, someone
who is a former student who came to Ottawa to work with me
and has been with me for the last three years. On her very first
day, she was working with Senator Pate and I and other members
of the Aboriginal Peoples Committee when we made the first
amendment that moved us forward on Bill S-3 and actually
changed that law.

I want, with my thanks, to also say farewell to Katrina Leclerc
and wish her all the best in her doctoral studies. Thank you.

Some Hon. Senators: Hear, hear.

• (0920)

QUESTION PERIOD

FOREIGN AFFAIRS AND INTERNATIONAL TRADE

STEEL AND ALUMINUM TARIFFS

Hon. Donald Neil Plett (Leader of the Opposition):
Honourable senators, my question is for the Leader of the
Government in the Senate. Leader, I’m sure you will have a well-
deserved rest from now to September 22 when I will have my
next question.

My question is on aluminum tariffs, leader. It has been widely
reported that the U.S. could announce the reinstatement of
10% tariffs on our aluminum exports as soon as today, with an
implementation date of July 1. The U.S. placed tariffs of 10% on
aluminum in May 2018. These tariffs damage not just our
aluminum industries but steel as well, which was hit with a
25% tariff.

A joint statement was issued by our countries last May to end
the dispute, stated tariffs may be re-imposed if imports “surge
meaningfully.” It was pointed out to this government at the time
that without a definition of “surge,” we would be vulnerable to
so-called snapback tariffs.

Leader, which cabinet ministers have spoken about this matter
with their American counterparts in recent days? Is your
government preparing retaliatory tariffs in the event the U.S.
attempts to restrict our aluminum exports?

Hon. Marc Gold (Government Representative in the
Senate): Thank you for the question. I don’t have specific
information with regard to which specific ministers may be
addressing this issue, save to assure this chamber that this issue,
as all economic issues with regard to our relationship with the
United States, are top of mind and high priority for this
government.
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The deputy minister and others have done an exemplary job of
protecting Canadian interests in their discussions on these issues
with their counterparts. The government is very aware of the
possibility, as announced by their counterparts south of the
border, and will take the appropriate action, both behind the
scenes and, if circumstances require, with other measures, to
make sure that unfair tariffs will not be met with silence by this
government.

Senator Plett: “Top of mind and high priority.” We have
heard that statement here so many times. There are so many
things that are high priority and top of mind for our government
that they are failing with.

Leader, the new NAFTA is scheduled to come into force on
July 1. In December, Minister Freeland stated that under this
deal, Canada is the only significant producer of aluminum with
tariff-free access to the U.S., and the NAFTA changes retain that
access. I wonder if the minister would say the same thing today.

Leader, in response to a question on Monday, you stated:

The Prime Minister and his government worked very hard
and successfully reached an agreement with the United
States and Mexico that will benefit Canadians. . . .

You also stated:

The Prime Minister has an effective relationship with
President Trump.

Leader, if our current trading relationship with the United
States is successful and effective, as you claim, then why can
your government not secure a resolution on aluminum that lasts
for more than one year?

Senator Gold: Thank you for the question, but with great
respect, I think it misstates the actual nature of the arrangements
and the benefits, specifically to Canadian aluminum producers
that CUSMA or NAFTA introduced.

In general terms, CUSMA preserved $57.3 billion in exports
from Quebec and Quebec only, to say nothing of the country as a
whole, to the United States, which includes, as I mentioned on
many occasions, supply management and a cultural exemption.

To the point of your question, CUSMA and NAFTA provide
that 70% of the aluminum in cars produced under NAFTA,
whether produced in Canada, Mexico or the United States, must
contain aluminum produced in North America. As all members
of this chamber know, Canada is an enormously large producer
of aluminum. This aspect of CUSMA, which was negotiated
carefully and cleverly, provides enormous benefits to aluminum
producers in Canada.

I would add this as well: Trade agreements always have
provisions for resolving disputes. The fact that there is a trade
agreement doesn’t mean that one side or the other will not use
other mechanisms in their legal disposal, and under their
sovereign powers, to try to take advantage to protect their own.
We have, in the course of NAFTA and others, successfully
defended Canadian interests against retaliatory tariffs or other

measures by invoking the dispute resolution mechanisms, that
not only NAFTA provides, but are provided in the international
economic order. Canada will continue to do the same.

[Translation]

JUSTICE

COVID-19 PANDEMIC—VICTIMS’ RIGHTS

Hon. Pierre-Hugues Boisvenu: My question is for the
Government Representative in the Senate. Senator Gold, 2020
will be the year of the forgotten. The coronavirus has had a major
impact on the justice system in Canada and especially in Quebec.
It is estimated that domestic violence has increased by 30%
because many men may have taken advantage of the fact that
women can’t report them.

This year, as we mark the fifteenth Victims and Survivors of
Crime Week, the government has paid a great deal of attention to
the health and protection of incarcerated criminals, but victims of
crime have been completely forgotten. Furthermore, at his daily
press briefings, Mr. Trudeau spoke about many things, but said
absolutely nothing about victims of crime or the impact that the
coronavirus has had on them, on these women and children who
have been assaulted or abused.

Why did the government do nothing during Victims and
Survivors of Crime Week?

Hon. Marc Gold (Government Representative in the
Senate): Thank you for your question, senator. I commend you
for your dedication to advocating for victims. The Canadian
government has done a lot for victims and for women during this
crisis. This includes offering assistance to organizations that
support women who are victims of domestic violence and their
families. The government also provided assistance to women’s
shelters, including a shelter in Montreal that was at risk of being
shut down for lack of funding and, sadly and most unfortunately,
increased demand for shelter. Thanks to this assistance, these
shelters were able to continue their important work.

Although the government did not make symbolic gestures this
week — and I do understand that some might be hurt by this — it
did take some meaningful action on the ground to help victims of
crime.

Senator Boisvenu: Senator Gold, I remind you that a shelter
in southern Ontario for women fleeing domestic violence had to
shut down because of a lack of funding, and to this day, this
organization is still without funding.

CRIMINAL COURT DELAYS

Hon. Pierre-Hugues Boisvenu: I have a second question for
the Leader of the Government. Senator Gold, three months ago I
asked Minister of Justice David Lametti what was happening
with the court delays, especially since Jordan, under which trials
have to be held within a reasonable period of time. Mr. Lametti

June 26, 2020 SENATE DEBATES 911



never answered my question. He was supposed to introduce a bill
to exclude certain cases in which criminals would benefit from a
stay in proceedings because of delays that are deemed too long.

I’d like to know why the government didn’t answer my
question. I’d also like to know what is going to happen to trials
that exceed the deadline following the suspension of judicial
activities.

• (0930)

Senator Gold: Thank you for the question. When we return,
I’ll look into the reasons why you didn’t receive an answer to
your question. In the meantime, I’ll gladly be in touch with you if
I manage to get an answer.

That being said, the delays are a result of the pandemic. That is
a problem for all Canadians. I’m told that the government is in
contact with the provinces and territories, who are responsible for
the administration of justice, to ensure that we can resolve the
wait times as quickly as possible, if that is not a contradiction in
terms.

In the meantime, I’m also being told that judges across Canada
are managing to come up with creative solutions to ensure that
delays in major cases, especially criminal trials, do not cause any
harm to those who depend on the justice system.

[English]

HEALTH

RACE-BASED DATA COLLECTION

Hon. Jim Munson: First, to the government leader in the
Senate, I have a great deal of empathy for you. I’ve been thinking
on this last day of this session that back in the day we used to
prep Mr. Chrétien for Question Period every day, and he would
listen intently. And you get prepped every day. However, he
would then go out and say what he wanted to say, and it was
probably the right thing to do, because he would speak straight
from the heart.

There is a bit of a preamble to this question because I think it’s
important. It’s about race. It’s an important factor, given the
spread of COVID-19. And when we look at nursing homes,
predominantly staffed by immigrant women and migrants and
refugees — in Montreal up to 80% — they’re increasingly
funded by the private sector, which is animated by profit making,
so this business model has created conditions in which
COVID-19 and other infections have rapidly spread. It has been
said that the reluctance to speak about race in long-term care
homes would appear to be contributing to what is called “race-
blind reporting.” And we know the long-term-care workers are
poorly paid and have to survive working everywhere.

In British Columbia, they recognized that issue, topped up
wages and made them full-time workers, but in order to make
profits, privately owned and operated care centre owners have
relied on a racialized and gendered workforce of immigrant and
migrant workers, and they’re women. In Ontario, 90% have
suffered physical violence.

Two days ago, in a webinar at the Victoria Forum, which is a
partnership between the University of Victoria and the Senate,
the moderator and the consul general of Canada highlighted the
necessity for the collection of race-based data to ensure better
decision making on who needs what and when they need it, and
now it’s happening in some cities.

My question to you, because of this colour-blind approach and
because it has increased health inequities for black and
Indigenous people, is this: Why has the federal government not
mandated the collection of race-based data, especially given the
evidence that suggests racialized communities have been some of
the hardest hit by COVID-19?

Hon. Marc Gold (Government Representative in the
Senate): Thank you for the question and for raising the issue,
which has been raised many times and properly so in this
chamber.

I’m not going to hide behind federal-provincial constitutional
norms, only to say there are areas within which the federal
government can act and others that fall to the provinces,
especially with regard to health care.

We heard in the chamber just yesterday from Minister Blair
about the evolution of thinking around the collection of race-
based data used perniciously in the past to exclude many people
from opportunities, including those in my family, but we have
changed our understanding of its importance.

As I’ve said before in this chamber, the government is
seriously considering, in response to the need to better
understand the differential impact not only of the pandemic from
a health of point of view, but the differential impact of our
programs more generally on different communities in Canada.

The government is seriously considering ways in which, as the
minister said yesterday, to move forward with disaggregated
data, all the while making sure, as we say in French:

[Translation]

There need to be appropriate guidelines to ensure that we can
protect this data.

[English]

The interest of Canadians is to make sure this data is used
properly and not for discriminatory purposes.

My apologies to the translator for switching in midstream.

Senator Munson: Thank you for that answer, but I think all
senators would back me up with this: COVID-19 has no borders.
It doesn’t understand provincial and federal jurisdictions. There
is Statistics Canada, and, to me, I think this is an impassioned
plea to you and to the ministers to use Statistics Canada this
summer to do that collection on race-based data because it would
be extremely important because numbers don’t lie. I believe it
would help us to understand what has taken place in all of these
nursing homes across the country, particularly the ones that are
privately owned. We seem to have been blind to what has taken
place there.
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I would ask you again, to put the emphasis on Statistics
Canada, which has done an incredible job in showing who we
are, how we feel as a nation and how we’re built as an incredible
society, that statistics do not lie. It’s important that we get away
from this colour-blind approach.

Senator Gold: Thank you. My answer was not meant at all to
suggest that I was shuffling things off on the old constitutional
shell game. I’ve answered the question with regard to Statistics
Canada, I believe. Certainly it has been posed to the government.
The government is seriously considering Statistics Canada’s
gathering and analysis of disaggregated race-based data.

OFFICIAL LANGUAGES

MODERNIZATION OF ACT

Hon. Yonah Martin (Deputy Leader of the Opposition): To
the government leader in the Senate, this is a question from our
colleague, the Honourable Rose-May Poirier of New Brunswick,
our caucus chair:

[Translation]

The government recently confirmed that the
modernization of the Official Languages Act will not happen
this year as promised. That is disappointing and worrisome
to all francophones. This act needs to be modernized as soon
as possible. I realize that the bill can’t be tabled, but surely
the administrative work hasn’t stopped. Could the
government make a commitment and promise that the act
will be modernized during this Parliament?

Hon. Marc Gold (Government Representative in the
Senate): Thank you for the question. Protecting official
languages is a priority for this government and for all of
Canada’s governments. It’s part of our national identity.

The crisis is causing delays with this long-awaited bill. It’s not
because the bill isn’t important. On the contrary, it’s extremely
important. I can assure honourable senators that the government
will continue to work on this bill, and as soon as it’s ready, it will
be tabled so that it can be studied by the Senate.

Senator Martin: Senator Poirier continues:

Everyone is ready for this modernization. Consultations
have been held. The report of the Standing Senate
Committee on Official Languages has been submitted. Now,
all we need is for the federal government to move forward.
Would it be possible, leader, for you to give an update to
this chamber? How far has the government gotten with its
plan to modernize the Official Languages Act?

• (0940)

Senator Gold: I thank the honourable senator for the question.
Unfortunately, I’m unable to give you a date today as I must do
some research. I will do my utmost to ensure that all interested
parties, including representatives of official language minority
communities across Canada, are informed of the government’s
plans as soon as they can be released. Thank you.

[English]

HEALTH

COVID-19 PANDEMIC—LONG-TERM CARE

Hon. Judith G. Seidman: Honourable senators, my question
for the government leader today concerns a report released
yesterday from the Canadian Institution for Health Information,
from CIHI, stating the proportion of COVID deaths occurring in
long-term care in our country is double the OECD average —
81% of all reported COVID-19 deaths in Canada, compared with
an average of 42% in other OECD countries.

Eighty-one percent of all reported COVID-19 deaths in Canada
are in long-term care homes. The report also stated that, as of
May 25, more than 9,650 long-term care staff members were
infected by COVID-19, representing more than 10% of Canada’s
total cases.

Leader, could you tell us how your government will work with
the provinces to ensure quality care for people in care homes
across Canada, and to ensure care home workers have the PPE
they need to do their job safely? And could you tell us if the
Canadian Armed Forces members will remain in long-term care
facilities in Quebec and Ontario, or are they still scheduled to
leave today as announced by the Prime Minister two weeks ago?

Hon. Marc Gold (Government Representative in the
Senate): The tragedy that has befallen long-term health facilities
across the country, but especially in our home province of
Quebec and here in Ontario is unacceptable. It’s deplorable and
it’s touched all of us in some way or another. As you properly
point out, senator, the federal government has been and is in
regular contact and consultations with its counterparts in the
provinces and territories, who have primary responsibility.

With regard to the plans that are being discussed between the
provinces and the federal government, there are conversations to
take place with regard to developing, not only guidelines, but
perhaps national standards for the way in which these facilities
are organized and managed. Those are ongoing.

With regard to the military, I don’t have information with
regard to the particular circumstances here in Ontario, but I do
know that, more generally, the federal government has been
responsive to the provinces when they have asked for extensions
and additional help. In some cases, there has been a transition, as
we know in Quebec, with a reduction in the number of military
personnel helping out and the addition of Red Cross and other
professionals. I just don’t have information about what’s going to
happen here tomorrow in Ontario. I regret that I can’t answer
your question specifically.
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Senator Seidman: Thank you very much. I do hope they get
this worked out in a hurry, because there will be another wave or
breakouts that will have to be dealt with. So it would be a good
thing.

I have another question on a different topic for you. On
Tuesday, when I had the opportunity to question Minister Duclos
about federal funding for the renovation of long-term care
facilities across Canada, the minister pointed to the National
Housing Strategy. Leader, how much funding is set aside in the
National Housing Strategy specifically for the construction,
renovation and retrofit of long-term care facilities?

Senator Gold: Thank you for that question. I don’t have the
specific answer. I do hope, however, that the committees that we
have in place — notably the Social Affairs Committee, which
will continue its important work, I hope, in one form or
another — will have the opportunity to seek and receive
that answer.

FINANCE

COVID-19 ECONOMIC RESPONSE PLAN

Hon. Donald Neil Plett (Leader of the Opposition): Leader,
my next question concerns the Canada Emergency Commercial
Rent Assistance program. The Canadian Federation of
Independent Business, the CFIB, says that about half of small
businesses are fully reopened, but only 17% are making their
normal sales, so rent support remains crucial. Landlords must
apply to this program for small business tenants to obtain rent
relief. Take-up so far has been extremely low.

As of June 8, only $39 million has been paid out in rent
subsidies, a tiny fraction of the almost $3 billion budgeted by
your government. British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan,
Ontario and Quebec have stepped in to try to salvage your
program by banning evictions when landlords are eligible but
don’t apply.

Leader, the commercial rent program is not working. How will
your government revise the program to ensure more businesses
are helped? And as the July rent is due on Wednesday, do you
plan to extend this program past the end of June?

Hon. Marc Gold (Government Representative in the
Senate): Thank you for your question. It’s an important one, as
businesses struggle with reduced revenues to pay their rent and
other obligations, including maintaining a workforce with
reduced revenues. It’s also a challenging time for landlords who
have not been receiving rent in many cases, or who have
foregone rent if they’ve been able to make arrangements with
their tenants.

The suite of government programs has been put in place in an
enormously accelerated time to deal with this. The benefit is not
always taken up on day one. For this program to which you refer,
in particular, the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation has
been taking applications only since May 25. Certainly any
business paying rent has to make a very difficult calculation to

decide how they’re going to move forward and whether they’ll
move forward. These are difficult and often rather sad
calculations.

In all of our home towns, we know of our favourite stores,
neighbourhood and otherwise, that have closed shop as a result of
this. It is not necessarily the case that the program needs
adjustment. It is important that we give some time for businesses
to decide how they’ll move forward and give some time, frankly,
for the system to process the applications that they’ve received. It
has been only four weeks since those applications have been
submitted.

Senator Plett: With $39 million out of $3 billion, I would
suggest the program isn’t working. I think there the proof is, as
they say, in the pudding.

Leader, The Royal Canadian Legion says 124 of its branches
across Canada closed due to COVID-19 and are in danger of
never opening their doors again. Over 350 more branches are
facing financial hardship. They’re not eligible for your
emergency programs. Although they’ve sent two letters to your
government for help, they haven’t met with a response.

Leader, would your government be willing to allow the Legion
branches to apply for support under the rent program? Will you
help them with their rent?

Senator Gold: Thank you for your question. Thanks to the
Legion branches, in particular those in Vancouver, I was able to
pay my way through law school because I worked as a musician
in Legions in Vancouver for many months prior to my returning
to my studies.

• (0950)

I understand the importance of Legions. As a young man, I met
so many veterans who were kind enough not to walk out when
our band started to play. We weren’t very good, but we did our
best.

The government remains committed to helping Canadians as
best as they can through this difficulty, including non-profit
organizations and others who may not have qualified as easily or
readily for the programs that were put in place so quickly to get
help out to the maximum number of Canadians.

I’ve been advised that Veterans Affairs is in regular contact
with stakeholder groups and those involved in The Royal
Canadian Legion to make them aware of those funding
opportunities that are available to them and are exploring ways,
as they have continued to do through this crisis, to adjust their
programs to help a greater number of Canadians and as many as
they can.

The Hon. the Speaker: Honourable senators, the time for
Question Period has expired.
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ORDERS OF THE DAY

ETHICS AND CONFLICT OF INTEREST FOR SENATORS

THIRD REPORT OF COMMITTEE—DEBATE CONTINUED

On the Order:

Resuming debate on the motion of the Honourable
Senator Patterson, seconded by the Honourable Senator
Seidman, for the adoption of the third report of the Standing
Committee on Ethics and Conflict of Interest for Senators,
entitled Developments and actions in relation to the
committee’s fifth report regarding Senator Beyak, presented
in the Senate on June 22, 2020.

The Hon. the Speaker: Honourable senators, pursuant to
rule 12-30(2), a decision cannot be taken on this report, as yet.
Debate on the report, unless some other senator wishes to adjourn
the matter, will be deemed adjourned until the next sitting of the
Senate.

Is that agreed, honourable senators?

Hon. Senators: Agreed.

(Pursuant to rule 12-30(2), further debate on the motion was
adjourned until the next sitting.)

APPROPRIATION BILL NO. 3, 2020–21

THIRD READING

On the Order:

Resuming debate on the motion of the Honourable
Senator Gold, P.C., seconded by the Honourable Senator
Gagné, for the third reading of Bill C-19, An Act for
granting to Her Majesty certain sums of money for the
federal public administration for the fiscal year ending
March 31, 2021.

Hon. Donald Neil Plett (Leader of the Opposition):
Honourable senators, we have before us Bill C-19, Appropriation
Act No. 3, 2020-21, which seeks approval for an additional
$6 billion of financing for the government’s operations.

Aside from the fact that this figure includes $1.3 billion of
COVID-related spending, there is nothing unusual about adding
$6 billion in votable spending to the government’s bottom line.
Last year, Supplementary Estimates (A) requested an additional
$4.9 billion, and the year before that it was $8.1 billion. This
request falls within the same range. So if we stopped right here,
everything might appear normal, but this is far from the reality.

Over the last 10 years, the median amount of statutory
spending included in the Supplementary Estimates (A) was
$16 million. This year, that amount is 160 times greater, coming
in at $80.9 billion. Of that, $80.8 billion is for COVID-19
measures.

This is a staggering amount of statutory spending for the
supplementary estimates. It is almost one third of our annual
budget and is only half of what the government has committed
for COVID relief. It is a clear reflection of the devastating impact
that the pandemic has had, and continues to have, on our country.

Even though most provinces are well into their recovery phase,
Canada is still reeling under the impact of COVID-19. More than
100,000 people have contracted the virus in Canada and over
8,400 people have died because of it.

Our mortality rate has been steadily climbing and currently sits
at 8.3%, the ninth highest in the world and much higher than the
United States’, which has been declining and currently sits at 5%.

The nationwide lockdowns have blunted the health impacts of
the pandemic, but they have also resulted in a national economic
crisis. From February to April of this year, 3 million jobs were
lost nationwide, causing our unemployment rate to spike to 13%.
Another 2.5 million Canadians managed to keep their jobs but
saw their hours drop by more than 50%. That’s 5.5 million
Canadians who have seen their employment significantly
impacted by COVID-19.

The impact of this has not been uniform. Some people and
some sectors have been hit harder than others. Between
February and April, employment among lower-wage workers fell
by 38.1%, compared to 12.7% for all other employees.

Employment losses for women have been greater than those
experienced by men, and now men are returning to work at a rate
twice that of women.

In April, merchandise exports fell by 30% and imports dropped
by 25%. Imports of motor vehicles and parts are down almost
80% and accounted for more than one half of the overall decline
in Canadian imports. Energy exports fell by over 40%, while
energy imports fell by more than 50%.

Although the employment numbers started to improve last
month, we are far from being out of the woods. In spite of some
people getting back to work, our unemployment rate actually rose
even higher in May, from 13.0% to 13.7% because more
Canadians are now looking for work.

Amongst returning students, unemployment rose to 40.3% last
month. And over 1 in 5 Canadians were part of a household
reporting difficulty meeting their immediate financial
obligations, an increase from the previous month.

Colleagues, the International Monetary Fund has warned that
Canada’s economy will retract by 6.2% this year, and the OECD
tells us that the world economy is on track for the worst recession
in a century.

It is clear that although the health impacts of this pandemic
have been only a fraction of what we were told they would be,
the economic and fiscal challenges have been much greater and
have only just begun. We find ourselves in a time which is far
from normal. But it is not just the COVID pandemic that makes
these times unusual. Our country has experienced blow after
blow over the last few months, ranging from the senseless,
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murderous rampage in Nova Scotia, to the outcry heard across
the country over the murder of George Floyd, to the widespread
call for action on systemic racism.

Yet alarmingly, in the midst of this, Canada finds itself with a
government which refuses to get back to work even when it is
safe to do so. Like Senator Marshall said in her speech on
Monday, “. . . it seems like the government wants everybody
back in their workplaces except parliamentarians.”

I’m not talking about returning to a full slate of MPs and
senators. I’m talking about a refusal to return to regular sittings,
which could take place in a safe and responsible manner that
respected public health guidelines, much like we are doing right
here today.

It is absurd that the Prime Minister can gather with thousands
of people on the lawn of Parliament Hill to protest his own
government’s inaction on racism, but cannot bring himself to sit
in the House of Commons in order to steer the nation through
some of the most troubled waters it has seen in a century.

For three months, Canadians have been subjected to the Prime
Minister’s daily scolding sessions from the front of his cottage,
admonishing us that the science clearly shows we need to stay
home to protect the most vulnerable. But then suddenly, all that
science is thrown out the nearest window to make room for a
protest.

I’m not questioning the significance of the protest. I’m
challenging the Prime Minister to give the same priority to
Parliament that he gives to a photo op. Canadians do not
appreciate this kind of hypocrisy.

I cannot begin to describe to you the number of families who
were robbed of the opportunity to properly grieve the loss of a
loved one during this pandemic. Mothers, fathers, grandparents,
siblings, friends, sons and daughters have been laid to rest
without a final farewell. The hearts of those who loved them
were broken twice, once from the loss and again when they were
forbidden the opportunity to say goodbye.

• (1000)

And yet after chiding Canadians for weeks not to break with
social distancing rules, because beating this pandemic requires all
of us to work together, the Prime Minister unapologetically broke
those very rules himself, with his photographer in tow to capture
the moment.

Colleagues, even an esteemed member of this chamber boasted
recently about breaking social distancing rules in order to attend
a memorial on the East Coast.

She said, “It was an emotional few hours where,
notwithstanding the virus distancing requirement, I could not
resist hugging ... I will pay whatever fine.”

Colleagues, I’m sure it was emotional and rightly so. We have
seen too many tragedies unfold in the midst of this pandemic and
they have all been very emotional. But what gives certain
parliamentarians the right to preach one set of rules and then live
by another?

No one had forgotten about the terrible incident in Nova Scotia
only a few weeks earlier, where 22 people were murdered. In
spite of this devastating tragedy, social distancing rules were not
lifted to allow for funeral gatherings. Instead, people could only
attend an online vigil streamed live across the country.

Grieving is hard at the best of times. It is even harder when
there is no one to hold you.

Make no mistake, this kind of hypocrisy is how grief turns to
anger, and anger to cynicism.

How can we wink at this behaviour and pretend it’s okay and
then act surprised when people become distrustful of government
and those in authority? I find it preposterous.

These are not normal times. We are in the midst of a pandemic
and the economic devastation that resulted from the lockdown.
We have a Prime Minister who believes there’s one set of rules
for himself and another set for everyone else. He refuses to give
the same priority to Parliament that he gives to a photo op. He
insists that we must carry on indefinitely without proper
parliamentary oversight, accountability and scrutiny, and is doing
his best to dial Parliament down to one giant rubber-stamping
machine. And when the giant rubber-stamping machine refuses to
rubber stamp, he simply looks for a way to go around it and then
blame the opposition.

Consider what happened just a few weeks ago. The
government introduced a four-part omnibus bill which sought to
amend four acts of Parliament, limit the reach of another and
enact a new one. It would have revised the eligibility criteria of a
$45-billion government program, granted sweeping powers to
ministers of the Crown to revise judicial time limits; permitted
the cross-platform sharing of personal information from one
agency of government to unspecified others; modified the
application criteria for another $60-billion government program;
and instituted criminal penalties for offences which were brushed
off only a few weeks earlier.

Yet, when Pablo Rodriguez introduced this bill in the House of
Commons, here’s what he said:

Mr. Speaker, there have been discussions among the
parties and I hope there is agreement to proceed in the
following manner. I move: That, pursuant to the order
adopted on April 20, 2020, Bill C-17, an act respecting
additional COVID-19 measures, be disposed of as follows:
a. the bill be ordered for consideration at the second reading
later this day; b. when the house begins debates on the
motion for second reading of the bill, two members of each
recognized party and a member of the Green Party may
speak to the said motion for not more than 20 minutes,
followed by 10 minutes for questions and comments,
provided that members may be permitted to split their time
with another member; and, at the conclusion of the time
provided for the debate or when no member rises to speak,
whichever is earlier, all questions necessary to dispose of the
second reading stage of the bill shall be put without further
debate or amendment, provided that, if a recorded division is
requested, it shall not be deferred; and c. if the bill is
adopted at second reading, it shall be referred to a committee
of the whole, deemed considered in committee of the whole,
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deemed reported without amendment, deemed concurred in
at report stage [on division], and deemed read a third time
and passed [on division].

Colleagues, this is unbelievable. He basically wanted to deem
Parliament out of existence. All of this was supposed to breeze
through Parliament with a wink and a nod. So Andrew Scheer
said no, we will not just rubber stamp this. But because we
recognize it is important, we are prepared to sit tomorrow and the
next day and the next day, in order to get the work done. The
government refused and then blamed the opposition for
obstructing their plans. Instead, they decided to abandon
Bill C-17 on the Order Paper and are now telling us that they are
going to find another way to accomplish what the bill was going
to do.

Colleagues, this is nothing but arrogance on the part of the
government. Bill C-17 would have been law today if the
government would have been willing to get back to work.
Instead, Canadians wait to see what creative scheme the
government will dream up in order to sidestep accountability and
parliamentary procedure.

This is unacceptable. Many of the changes introduced in
Bill C-17 are critically needed, starting with the amendments to
the Income Tax Act that would have revised the eligibility
criteria for the Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy. The problem
is they don’t go far enough. And by cutting Parliament out of the
process, the government is eliminating the essential role that
debate plays in the formulation of public policy, where problems
are uncovered and rectified prior to implementation, rather than
shutting the gate after the horses have left the barn.

This leaves us with policy where the government has made a
few changes but left the biggest problems unresolved. For
example, with the Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy, businesses
that pay their employees in dividends have been shut out of the
program. This is a major problem for small, family-run
businesses and needs to be changed.

Second, if a business has not had a 30% drop in revenue, they
don’t qualify for the program. It doesn’t matter if their revenue
dropped 29.995%. Until they hit the magic 30% number, there is
no help for them. This is a significant shortcoming, because
although it may surprise some people, businesses don’t typically
have a 30% profit margin to work with. I know all the socialists
in the world think that business owners are just stealing money
from the working class and stuffing it all in their pockets, but the
economic reality is quite different.

In 2012, the average net profit margin for small businesses was
7.1%. For medium-sized businesses it was only 3.7%. So what
the government is saying to businesses which have less than a
30% decline in revenue is, we may just have eliminated your
customer base for 90 days, but we’d like you still to keep paying
your employees and keep your business running, even though
you’re digging a deeper and deeper debt hole every month.

How many small- and medium-sized businesses can afford
that? Especially when they know that once the pandemic is over,
business is not necessarily going to bounce back overnight. They

could very well be running losses for months — possibly
years — as volumes ramp back up and the economy gets back on
its feet.

If the government was willing to listen to Canadians and to
their fellow parliamentarians, it would quickly find that the
necessary fixes are not complicated. But for some reason the
government has a tin ear when it comes to economic realities.

The program is clearly not performing like it was expected to,
and the fact that the government had to scale back the anticipated
cost from $73 billion to $45 billion is proof of this.

Colleagues, this is the only government I have ever seen that is
so incompetent that it has a problem giving money away.

• (1010)

Bill C-17 was supposed to amend the Income Tax Act and the
Children’s Special Allowances Act so that the Canada Revenue
Agency could share information with other government
departments in order to facilitate a one-time payment to persons
with disabilities. Nobody was opposed to that. The government
could have split it off into separate legislation, and it would have
sailed through both houses of Parliament with unanimous
support. But here’s the thing: If you had a chance to look at the
bill before it was shelved by the government, you may have
noticed that nowhere was it asking for Parliament to approve this
payment to persons with disabilities; it was only asking for
approval to allow the CRA to share the information about who
would receive the payment.

That meant Parliament would have no opportunity to scrutinize
it. If Parliament had been given the opportunity to do so, it might
have questioned why the government is not being a little more
targeted in their spending to make sure the money is received by
those who need it and not by those who don’t need it.

As it currently stands, the plan will give everyone who
qualifies for a disability tax credit a one-time tax-free payment of
up to $600, regardless of their annual income; it doesn’t matter if
you are living on $18,000 or $218,000 a year, you will get the
tax-free payment if you are a certificate holder of a disability tax
credit.

It gets worse. There are 2.7 million people with severe or very
severe disabilities in Canada, and less than half of them will
qualify for the tax credit. So this payment will send $600 cheques
to wealthy people who don’t need it, while not sending support to
the poorest and most vulnerable in our society. Something is
wrong with this picture, but there’s nothing we can do about it
because the government has decided to circumvent Parliament
and find another way to make it happen.
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This is the same mind-boggling approach that the government
is using to provide a tax-free payment to everyone who qualifies
for Old Age Security. Normally, the Old Age Security program is
income-tested so that high-income earners don’t benefit from it,
but government has decided that we are going to ignore the
income test and give a $300 tax-free payment to 6.5 million
seniors, regardless of their annual income.

According to the Canada Revenue Agency’s income statistics,
this means that over $166 million will be sent to Canadians
earning more than $80,000 a year, and more than $41 million
will be sent to seniors earning more than that $150,000 a year.

Am I the only one who has a problem with that?

We’re in the midst of an economic crisis, and the government
is tossing millions of dollars around indiscriminately to people
who don’t need it. Yet, they only gave $8 million to support the
Kids Help Phone; $29 million to help Indigenous women and
girls fleeing violence; and $50 million to support women’s
shelters and sexual assault centres.

It defies logic, but this is the way the Liberal government
works.

Colleagues, Bill C-17 would have created penalties for anyone
who defrauded the CERB program. This makes sense. Taxpayers
should never be asked to subsidize someone who is able to work
and yet, when work is available, they refuse to accept it. Anyone
who cheats in order to receive a benefit they are not entitled to
should be held accountable. There’s nothing peculiar about that,
but what is peculiar is why the government didn’t realize that in
the first place.

Only a few weeks ago, federal employees working on CERB
applications were instructed to ignore potential cases of cheating.
This was despite the fact that there were already widespread
reports of fraud.

When he was asked about it, the Prime Minister simply
brushed it off, suggesting that they would catch up with the
cheats when it was more convenient. It’s a bit like announcing
you’ve left the doors open to the bank vault and then trying to
reassure your shareholders that if anyone steals something, you’ll
follow up on it later. It’s not very smart or reassuring.

There are certain kinds of people who will take advantage of a
situation like that, and some of these people may be smart
enough to cover their tracks so that the government will not be
able to track them down later and will not be able to recover the
money.

So now the Prime Minister suddenly wants to slam the door
shut that he insisted earlier had to be left open. It’s like he just
found out there is a threat from organized crime, so now he has
to act quickly.

And yet, the Canada Revenue Agency has been aware of this
threat for some time. In May, CRA officials told the Standing
Senate Committee on National Finance that they had put systems
in place to flag signs of potentially fraudulent activity, including
numeric bank accounts with consecutive numbering. Apparently,
consecutive-numbered bank accounts are a red flag for everyone

except the Prime Minister. Instead of taking early action to insist
that such fraud would not be tolerated, he just shrugged it off,
saying the following:

Getting that help to the 99 per cent of Canadians who
needed it quickly and rapidly — even if it meant accepting
that one or two per cent might make fraudulent claims —
was the choice that we gladly made.

Mr. Prime Minister, 2% of $60 billion is $1.2 billion, and if
you are ambivalent about that, then perhaps it’s time for you to
find a different calling in life.

Colleagues, make no mistake about it; Parliament has been
sidelined by this government, and the bill before us gives ample
evidence of that fact by what is not in the bill rather than what is
in the bill. The payment to disabled persons is not in it, so
Parliament does not get to examine the disability payment. The
payment to seniors is not in it, so Parliament does not get to
examine that either.

The government has promised $453 million in support for
Canada’s farmers, food businesses and food supply, yet only
$15 million is included in Bill C-19. There’s another
$113 million that was in the supplementary estimates as a
statutory expenditure, so that leaves $326 million still missing in
action.

The government promised $29 million for protecting and
supporting Indigenous women and girls fleeing violence. None of
it is included in this supply bill. The total amount is still
outstanding.

The government promised $3 billion to the provinces in order
to top-up the wages of essential workers during the pandemic.
Once again, the Parliamentary Budget Officer has noted that the
total amount remains outstanding; not a single dollar has been
appropriated to date.

On Tuesday, the Minister of Finance was here in the chamber,
and he refused to give us any information on the state of the
nation’s finances. Yesterday, I wrote to him, as he suggested I
do, and asked again for the information, noting that we should be
provided that information before we voted on this bill today. I
sent him the same questions I asked in this chamber: How much
is the debt of the Government of Canada, including Crown
corporations? Please provide us with a breakdown, in percentage,
of the creditors: Bank of Canada, Canadian entities and
individuals, and foreign entities and individuals. For foreign
creditors, please provide breakdown by country or region, if
available.

Senator Housakos: Why would the Finance Minister know
that?

Senator Plett: Which part of the debt is for a five-year term or
longer? How many corporations have applied for the Large
Employer Emergency Financing Facility?

The minister’s reply was the same as it was in this chamber: It
was the sound of crickets.
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Colleagues, it is the height of arrogance for the Minister of
Finance to ask parliamentarians to approve additional spending
that will undoubtedly increase our national debt when he is either
unable or unwilling to provide us with information necessary to
make that decision in an informed and responsible manner. If a
board of directors of any large corporation made financial
decisions in this manner, I have no doubt they would be in breach
of their fiduciary duties. And yet, this is exactly what the
government expects of this chamber.

Colleagues, this is not acceptable. I find it difficult to
understand those who suggest we should just give the
government a pass.

Yesterday, our colleague Senator Woo asked Senator Martin
what level of deficit the Conservative opposition would be
comfortable with. He seemed to be suggesting that we were
being a bit too hard on the government.

• (1020)

Well, Senator Woo, when the Finance Minister won’t give us
the basic information about the state of the nation’s finances,
how on earth is anyone supposed to be able to determine what is
an acceptable level of overspending?

It’s too bad the senator was not as enthusiastic about asking
Minister Morneau about the deficit as he was in asking Senator
Martin.

Colleagues, the Conservative caucus in the Senate will not
attempt to defeat Bill C-19, even though it is far from perfect.
The funding that it provides is necessary to continue the
uninterrupted delivery of the government programs and services
that Canadians rely on.

However, we remain deeply concerned about the Prime
Minister’s dismissive attitude toward the role of Parliament and
the indifference he displays about the need for proper oversight
and accountability.

He refuses to provide critical information on where we are, and
he clearly has no roadmap on how to navigate the nation out of
the debt he is racking up.

We are concerned not just for the state of the nation today but
also for the fiscal challenges that will be inherited by our
children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren.

I need not remind this chamber that, even before the pandemic,
the Parliamentary Budget Officer warned repeatedly that
provincial and territorial debt was already unsustainable.

It doesn’t matter what level of government we are talking
about — there is only one taxpayer. And those taxpayers are
currently carrying record levels of household debt along with
alarming levels of ballooning government debt.

Factor into this the disturbing reality that the size of the
workforce is diminishing relative to the size of our growing
senior population and you are only beginning to get a glimpse of
the fiscal challenges that lie ahead.

Colleagues, we are in the midst of a national crisis unlike any
we have seen in our lifetime, and the decisions that are being
made by the government during this time will reverberate for
decades.

Today, I am calling on the Prime Minister to put aside his petty
politics and start working collegially with his fellow
parliamentarians.

This is not the time to restrict the sitting of Parliament and
strip it of its power to consider debate and amend legislation
proposed by a minority government. This, colleagues, is the time
to work together to ensure a bright and sustainable future, not
only for our generation, but for generations to come.

Some Hon. Senators: Hear, hear.

Hon. Pierrette Ringuette (The Hon. the Acting Speaker):
Senator Gold, do you have a question?

Hon. Marc Gold (Government Representative in the
Senate): Will the senator take a question?

The Hon. the Acting Speaker: Will you take a question?

Hon. Donald Neil Plett (Leader of the Opposition):
Certainly.

Senator Gold: Thank you for that speech. Senator, you
focused very much of your attention on matters that are not
actually before us — Bill C-17 and others — and focused very
little on the bill before us. The government does appreciate your
support in passing it, of course, as do Canadians. But you
focused a lot of your remarks on this government’s approach to
the sitting of Parliament during this pandemic crisis.

As members of this chamber know, the House of Lords has
moved to a hybrid model earlier this month — the House of
Lords, the Westminster system which is so often invoked in this
chamber and often as a reason for maintaining the status quo.

Senator Plett, why do you oppose the development of a hybrid
or virtual Parliament so that Parliament can sit regularly during
this pandemic?

Senator Plett: Senator Gold, finally you get to ask me a
question. I’ll try to give you the same kind of an answer. With
that, let me sit down.

Senator Gold, every one of us here has been on Zoom calls and
on Teams calls. People live in different parts of this vast,
wonderful nation. We all have intermittent internet service. We
have it right now today, right in here. All morning we’ve had it;
all day yesterday we’ve had it. Different parts of the country are
different — Senator Patterson, who lives in Nunavut, I’m sure
Senator Anderson, and even myself living outside of
Winnipeg — and we want to do the nation’s business? The other
day the minister, on a social call or a finance call, I think, got cut
out. The minister couldn’t answer the questions.
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This is the kind of a sitting that would be just great for the
government because once we can’t hear each other, they will just
say, “well, nobody opposed it, so let’s move it through.”

Senator Gold, we are sitting here very reasonably. We are
taking care; we are testing. I don’t think we have an issue here.
That is what the Conservative opposition has been campaigning
for.

We need to give proper oversight. We cannot give proper
oversight sitting in our basements and our offices. We cannot talk
to our colleagues. We cannot have our staff there. There are a
million reasons other than the fact that we have poor internet
service that that should never work — will never work — not in
your time or my time. This is where we should be. People that
don’t want to be here — there are many people who cannot be
here today that would love to be here. Members of our caucus
certainly would love to be here, but they cannot. There are
members of all the other caucuses and other groups that would
love to be here.

My problem is for the ones that don’t want to be here. They
should go into a different line of work. This is where the nation’s
business has been done for 153 years. It has served us well. I’m
surprised how the government wants to look at whatever suits
them, emulate and do what they do where it suits them, but not
where it doesn’t suit them. That’s what this is.

The House of Lords has not proven that that is an effective
system yet. So let’s wait. Let’s get back to Parliament. Let’s do
our job. And if that works, fine. Let’s look at that down the road.
Now is not the time.

Some Hon. Senators: Hear, hear.

Senator Gold: My question to you was why you would oppose
a hybrid system that includes the safe presence of members in the
chamber but also the opportunity for those who cannot attend
because of health or public health considerations to attend
virtually. For so long as public health concerns require some
measure of physical distancing to protect ourselves and the staff,
a hybrid sitting of this chamber is the only safe alternative.

Do I take it from your resistance, Senator Plett, that you do not
believe that physical distancing reduces the risk of the
transmission of the virus?

Senator Plett: First of all, that’s a very unfair statement.
Absolutely I believe that physical distancing is important. If I’m
never going to be close to you, I have no chance of giving you
the flu, if I have the flu, or any other sickness that I have. That
would apply for any and all.

We are at the tail end, and, yes, there may be a second wave.
We are not sure that there’s a second wave. There may be a
second wave. But in my opinion — and it’s one man’s opinion —
we are at the tail end of it, and yet we are preparing for a possible
September hybrid sitting.

Well, let’s rather work toward beating this thing before the end
of September. Why would we now already assume that at the end
of September we’re going to have to do this? This is the move of

a government that does not want to be in Ottawa in Parliament,
when they are preparing for a sitting that we all hope will never
be necessary.

Hon. Denise Batters: Will Senator Plett take a question?

Senator Plett: Certainly.

Senator Batters: The House of Commons, as they looked at
the possibility of a virtual sitting there, just recently completed a
report only a few weeks ago. I was just dealing with the issue of
staff and how many staff may be required to do a virtual sitting.

• (1030)

I was wondering if you were aware, Senator Plett, that in that
House of Commons report, they found that actually any type of
virtual sitting, including a hybrid, required twice the number of
staff that it required to facilitate that virtual sitting as a regular
sitting of Parliament.

Senator Plett: Thank you, Senator Batters. I have not read that
report, but I certainly thank you for that. I know that even in our
own committee meetings, I am being told regularly — I am chair
of the LTVP Subcommittee — how many staff are required
simply to have a virtual sitting of that committee. So I can only
imagine the amount of staff required to have any type of hybrid
or virtual sitting. It would obviously be magnified by many
times. Thank you.

Hon. Marty Deacon: I just wanted to follow up. My thoughts
were following up with Senator Gold’s questions and repeating
the “refusing to return to work” phrase that’s being used, for
parliamentarians refusing to return to work. In some aspects, of
course, we can debate that I don’t think we ever left work, but the
work you’re referring to is sitting in the chamber and working
together. That is always something I’m trying to clarify.

This morning, I think I heard you say that it’s not necessarily
about what we look like, what the setting looks like, but you’re
aware that there are actually parliamentarians who don’t want to
come to work. I think that’s the term I heard you use. Is that
correct? They don’t want to be here?

Senator Plett: Well, senator, I don’t know that I said that, but
there have been senators who have sent emails saying, “I will not
come to work unless this and this and this happens.” I am firmly
of the opinion that if we have any type of a sitting — even this
one could have been considered — and if we have a testing
mechanism, which we will get and they are still improving the
method, every senator gets tested before they come in here. I
don’t want to come in here if I have the virus, and I don’t want
anyone else to either.

But for us to simply say, “I will not come because of”
whatever reason, that is what we are being paid to do, senator.
You’re absolutely right; many of us have never left work. Over
the last months, I have probably averaged five, six or seven hours
a day on Zoom calls, all at different times of the day. It’s much
more tedious, actually, than being here because we come in here
at 1:30 p.m. or 2 p.m. and we rise at the end, which may be, as it
was yesterday, at 9:30 p.m. and sometimes at midnight, if there
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are disagreeable senators who insist on seeing the clock and these
types of things. They create longer sittings, and I understand that,
but we have a specific set time to work.

Without question, I think it’s more difficult for me to be in my
home office. Even if we dare to go to our cottages and do what
the Prime Minister has been doing, spending a lot of time at our
cottages, for us to be there and do it is, quite frankly, as difficult
or even more so than being here.

I respect every senator who has a fear. I really do. Maybe I
don’t have enough of fear and I should have more. I want to
respect people who feel that, but I think we need to perfect our
testing system and then we wouldn’t have this problem.

Senator M. Deacon: Then would you not think it would be
fair game for September, honourable senator, to look at the
options out there in line with what we’re hearing from the WHO
and from our medical officers, and some realities of possible
spikes? We’re looking at a hybrid model and others. I’m trying to
understand and respect what you see as the solution for
September 22 at this moment.

Senator Plett: Well, in all fairness, senator, I think I
just answered that question. I think that we need to perfect our
testing system. Surely with the people we have working on this,
by September we should have that perfected.

You’re saying there may be a spike. The WHO is saying there
may be a spike. We have also seen some of the other decisions
that the WHO has made. We hear one day wearing masks are of
no value, and the next day you have to wear masks. We heard the
Prime Minister say closing borders was racist, and then the next
day he closes the borders. We need to have some consistency
here, and I’m willing to listen.

But no, I do not believe that a hybrid or, indeed, a virtual
sitting is the way to go if we don’t need to go that route.

[Translation]

Hon. Raymonde Gagné (Legislative Deputy to the
Government Representative in the Senate): Would my
honourable colleague agree to take another question?

Senator Plett: Yes.

Senator Gagné: I’d like to ask some questions about
Bill C-19. I didn’t hear much about this bill in your speech. I did
hear you talk about all kinds of missing items in this bill that you
claim haven’t been properly funded.

If we were to fund all of the items you identified in your
speech on the supplementary estimates, how many billions of
dollars do you think we’d add to our deficit?

[English]

Senator Plett: In fairness, senator, the day that the Minister of
Finance can tell us what the deficit is to date, then I will answer a
question on what I think the deficit would be. But until he either
has the wherewithal with his 800 staff to answer the question he
asked me the other day — and you were here, senator. He sat in

this chamber and said if I had only contacted his office, he would
have been better prepared, and I should have contacted his office.
I’ve done that. I’m waiting for an answer.

The day he gives me the answer, I will add that to this deficit
because I don’t know what the deficit is today; he doesn’t know
what the deficit is today.

[Translation]

Senator Gagné: I’m talking about the costs, the spending for
the items you identified as lacking funding.

[English]

Senator Plett: Let me repeat what I said: Send that to my
office, and I will have my staff look at it and maybe we’ll get
back to you.

[Translation]

Hon. Julie Miville-Dechêne: Leader of the Opposition, would
you take another question?

Senator Plett: Yes.

Senator Miville-Dechêne: Senator Plett, I can’t help but
notice a major contradiction between what you and Senator
Housakos have been saying since yesterday. You’re saying that
we didn’t sit often enough, and I completely agree. I would have
liked for there to have been more sittings in June. I think our role
is to meet together.

You said and continue to repeat that we aren’t sitting enough.
A hybrid solution has been presented that would enable you,
Senator Plett, and those who are able to be here to participate,
while also giving our colleagues who have been deprived of that
ability the same privilege, colleagues who may be older or have
health problems. First, it would be nice to do that for these
senators. It’s important to find an electronic solution that would
enable them to participate. However, it’s also a matter of regional
representation, which is very important.

That’s why I can’t understand how you can be telling everyone
that we need to have more sittings and that the government is
preventing us from sitting when the Senate could’ve held more
sittings in June. You’re also saying that it’s impossible to come
up with a solution that would enable a larger number of us to be
here, not only for those who can be here, but also for those who
cannot because of medical reasons.

In my opinion, that is a contradictory position you have and it
shows that, at the end of day, you’re not really looking for a
solution to this problem. Saying that we don’t need to come up
with a solution and that we should wait until the end of
September to see what happens means that we will end up in the
same position. Technically, we won’t have what we need to get
started and there still won’t be enough of us to sit and do our
work. Why this contradiction?
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[English]

Senator Plett: You happen to see a contradiction in something
that I actually consider being fairly consistent. I have promoted
all along, senator, that we sit. I have made every effort to come
here for each of the emergency sessions we have had. I have been
here. There were restrictions placed on all of us as to why there
weren’t more people here, in my opinion.

• (1040)

Senator, we have had two world wars. We had the Spanish flu
that killed between 50 and 100 million people around the world,
and Parliament always sat. They always sat through those times.
We need to socially distance, which is what we are doing here
today. This has worked quite fine. The government is ramming
through their legislation the way they like to do and, possibly,
like any other government would do. I have my own opinions on
that. I believe that we have done a remarkable job here this last
week or two, and so I’m not sure where my contradiction is. I
have promoted this all along.

The Hon. the Speaker: Honourable senators, we always allow
a tremendous amount of latitude when senators are asking
questions. We are in a debating chamber, after all. But I think we
should try to make an effort to have some nexus between the
questions and the speech that the senator gave.

[Translation]

Senator Miville-Dechêne: I will wrap up quickly and I will be
more specific. What difference does it make to you, Senator
Plett, if some of our colleagues join us virtually in this sitting
while you and 30 or so other senators are here in person? Being
here in person means we can avoid technical difficulties. If we
have a government representative answering, then he or she
is answering. Why does it bother you if 20 or so people are
online while you’re here? That’s the part I don’t understand.

[English]

Senator Plett: With all respect, senator, that does not give
everybody equal access to the debate and equal access to
questions, because they may or may not get cut off halfway
through their question. Senator Batters has just told us the
amount of staff that is required. Senator I don’t know what
committees you’re on, but I’m sure you have done a lot of Zoom
calls and I’m sure you’ve occasionally been knocked out of a call
because of a bad connection. That would still happen whether it’s
a hybrid or virtual sitting. It would be fewer people who would
be disenfranchised, but there would still be people who would be
disenfranchised, and with their parliamentary privilege taken
away from them.

Hon. Lucie Moncion: Senator Plett, your speech is very
interesting. One of the items you put into your speech was about
not being in Ottawa, and you were speaking about the Prime
Minister not wanting to be in Ottawa, or something of that kind,
and doing all of his work from Rideau Cottage. Could you tell us
where the Rideau Cottage is exactly?

Senator Plett: Well, if you want me to give you the exact
address, no, I could not, but it is where Government House is. I
did not say he didn’t want to be in Ottawa. I said he didn’t want
to be in Parliament.

Senator Housakos: Exactly.

Senator Plett: He wants to be at Rideau Cottage and
Harrington Lake. That is where he wants to be. I’m sure he is in
Ottawa more days because he’s out at his cottage. I didn’t name
it that. It is called his cottage, and I call my place my cottage.

[Translation]

Senator Moncion: For the record, the French equivalent of
“Rideau Cottage” is “Bungalow Rideau.”

[English]

Wouldn’t you think there is a little nuance here?

Senator Plett: Well, senator, if you would like, I will start
asking: Why is the Prime Minister at his bungalow when he
should be on the Hill? Whether it’s bungalow or cottage, I think
he should be on the Hill doing the nation’s business here, like
everybody else. Every other world leader has been at work, and
he chooses to be at home. He started it, in all fairness, because
his wife had the virus. I think everyone in the country
appreciated that he would isolate for those two weeks. But
Sophie Grégoire Trudeau had long been away from that cottage
and is spending time at Harrington Lake, something the Prime
Minister tells us. Yet he is still spending his time at his
bungalow.

Hon. Leo Housakos: Would Senator Plett take a question?

Senator Plett: Absolutely.

Senator Housakos: Senator, the way things are going, it looks
like you’re auditioning for the government leader’s job.

Senator Plett, since we are on the topic of the commitment that
the government has — or a lack thereof — to Parliament, can
you tell us what message, because I think you’re pretty much
bang-on in 95% of what you’re saying, but you’re a little bit off
on Mr. Trudeau’s whereabouts. He has found time to leave his
wonderful bungalow, cottage, or whatever we want to call it. He
finds time to come to Parliament Hill, not to the House, but to
enjoy rallies, for example. He finds time to criss-cross the
country. He was in Chelsea a few days ago giving campaign-
style speeches, visiting facilities and meeting the public,
industrial leaders and commercial leaders.

Senator Plett, not just as a senator but as a Canadian — we as
parliamentarians expect the banking industry to send their
employees to work. We expect pharmacies to send their
employees to work. We expect grocery stores to be operating.
We have meat plants operating. We have the agricultural industry
operating. We have hospitals — and I know them because my
wife is there 15 hours a day, seven days a week — what message
is it sending when the head of government doesn’t have time to
go to the House of Commons but he’s criss-crossing the country
on election-style junkets?
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Senator Plett: Well, thank you, Senator Housakos, and I’m
sorry if I wasn’t a little more explicit in my comments on that. I
have it on good authority that one day when he did come to the
Hill, on the back of one of his vehicles were two dirt bikes. I’m
not sure where he was going after he did run in and out of West
Block, but you’re absolutely right. He has taken a lot of time.

I should stop accusing him of just staying at his bungalow,
because he is indeed going out to protests, and he is indeed going
out and campaigning as he sees fit.

Again, my apologies to the Prime Minister for suggesting he’s
not out there campaigning when he is.

Hon. Elizabeth Marshall: Honourable senators, I was
listening to Senator Plett, and I was thinking, thank goodness I’m
not saying the same thing as Senator Plett. I have some new
material, so bear with me.

I’m going to give you some numbers first — and I know you
won’t be surprised to hear that — and talk about supplementary
estimates, and relate it back to Minister Duclos and what he was
saying when he was in the chamber on Tuesday.

The supplementary estimates include $87 billion in new
spending, of which, $6 billion is voted and $81 billion is
statutory. We focused on the $6 billion in the Finance
Committee. We heard from six organizations that are responsible
for about $2.7 billion of the $6 billion, so we looked at about
44% of the total voted amount requested.

We had one committee hearing of three hours. Of course, it
was over Zoom, so it wasn’t as thorough as hearings in previous
years. The time allotted to each senator for questions was
significantly less than in previous years. The chair, since we were
meeting by Zoom, kept us very tightly controlled. There are
challenges that remain with the virtual meetings; not everybody
has good internet access. The technology is not perfected yet, so
there are challenges.

I also want to remind honourable senators that when we
studied the $6 billion, this was the first money that we studied
this year, because we didn’t study Main Estimates, and we didn’t
study either of the interim supply bills, one of which we passed
yesterday. We had limited information with which to study
Supplementary Estimates (A). What I find when we study money
bills is that we build a foundation. What we learn when we study
the previous money bill helps us to study and to ask questions on
the next one.

As I indicated, we met for three hours and we held hearings.
We had six organizations testifying: Innovation, Science and
Economic Development Canada; Indigenous Services Canada;
Department of National Defence; Public Services and
Procurement Canada; Public Health Agency of Canada; and
Canadian Air Transport Security Authority.

• (1050)

Now, while we held one meeting on Supplementary Estimates
(A), it was clearly insufficient. We didn’t have an opportunity to
ask anything about the $80 billion in statutory funding, because
we are sometimes given an opportunity to ask questions on
statutory funding.

So this year we held one meeting with six organizations. Last
year, when we did Supplementary Estimates (A), we had two
meetings with eight organizations. The year before that we held
three meetings with 10 organizations on Supplementary
Estimates (A). I felt, by the time we finished, that we really
hadn’t done what I considered to be a good, thorough job.

I know some people have put forward the argument that
$81 billion of the funding in this year’s Supplementary Estimates
(A) is statutory and therefore has been approved by other
legislation. I’d like to say that these are new programs that were
established a few months ago because they’re COVID-19 related
and in response to the pandemic. I think parliamentarians should
have been provided sufficient time to study their costs.

In fact, if you look at the full $87 billion in the supply bill, you
will see that almost $80 billion was approved by the Public
Health Events of National Concern Payments Act, which was
enacted when we approved Bill C-13 in March. So we didn’t
have an opportunity to discuss those items at all.

When I spoke last, I was talking about some arithmetic. I’ve
got to go back to my little arithmetic lesson and just remind you
that Main Estimates for this year is $308 billion, and
supplementary estimates is $87 billion, so the government’s
spending plan thus far is $395 billion. When Minister Duclos was
here the other day, he said $26 billion of that amount remains to
be approved by Parliament, and we may get a chance to look at
that in the fall. We’re looking at $6 billion today.

After today, $369 billion will have been approved for the
government to spend this year, and the Finance Committee has
looked at $6 billion of it. Just think about that: $369 billion,
we’ve studied $6 billion, and it was only for three hours. That’s
not good parliamentary oversight.

A similar thing happened in the House of Commons. Normally
the House of Commons, like the Senate, spends a significant
amount of time studying and analyzing government spending
plans in various committees and, like us, calling witnesses to
testify, but not so for these Supplementary Estimates (A). The
other place held a four-hour Committee of the Whole to discuss
Supplementary Estimates (A). As the Parliamentary Budget
Officer said in his report:
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It will be difficult for parliamentarians to perform their
critical role of properly scrutinising proposed Government
spending in the four-hour window.

That applies to us. I don’t think we performed the critical role
of properly scrutinizing proposed government spending this year.
In fact, the money has been spent and we haven’t scrutinized it.

As I said, we heard from six organizations, but there were
others that have substantial amounts of money in Supplementary
Estimates (A) that I would have liked to have heard from, but
time is short. That includes Crown-Indigenous Relations and
Northern Affairs. They requested $879 million, which is a
substantial amount.

I would have liked to have heard from the Department of
Finance officials. They requested $1.7 billion. Probably at the top
of my list was CMHC, because they requested $3 billion for the
Canada Emergency Commercial Rent Assistance for small
businesses. I think that Senator Plett mentioned that this morning.
CMHC is requesting the second-largest amount after
Employment and Social Development Canada. And Employment
and Social Development Canada is the one that received the
budgets for almost all of the COVID-19 programs, like CERB
and those types of programs. So CMHC was the second largest, I
would have been interested in hearing from them. I guess we’ll
hear from them when we do our COVID study.

For me, CMHC is of particular interest, not only because of the
$3 billion included in Supplementary Estimates (A) but because
of their involvement in the housing market. CMHC insures
mortgages and are involved in other significant financial
activities that are not reflected in Supplementary Estimates (A).

For example, the mortgage market in Canada is $1.6 trillion,
and it appears that CMHC’s insurance threshold is approaching
46% of the mortgage market, so there is the ongoing question as
to the exposure of CMHC and the impact it could have on the
government’s debt and deficit. The issue of CMHC and its
involvement in mortgages and risk assessment has been raised at
previous meetings of the Finance Committee, mostly in
anticipation of a potential recession, but the pandemic is
something we never envisioned. I don’t know what impact
CMHC will have on the government’s debt and deficit.

As I’m sure everybody knows, CMHC is a large Crown
corporation with a mandate to promote the construction of new
houses, the modernization and repair of existing houses and the
improvement of housing and living conditions.

Because CMHC is a Crown corporation, it borrows under what
we call the Crown Borrowing Program. It also insures mortgages,
holds mortgages and it carries out a number of programs.
Although they did not testify before our Senate Finance
Committee, they did testify before the House of Commons
Finance Committee since the beginning of the pandemic and
provided some insightful testimony.

I usually look at the Finance meetings over at the House of
Commons. Initially just the transcripts were available, but you
can get on and watch the actual hearing. For anyone who’s
interested, it’s a good source of information.

So at that meeting over at the House of Commons Finance
Committee, Evan Siddall, President and CEO of CMHC, had
some interesting testimony. He told committee members,
“Canadian consumers will face previously unheard-of levels of
debt as households confront shrinking incomes and mounting
bills in the months to come.”

So his testimony was a while back: it was last month, or might
have been even six weeks. What he said is coming true.

He said at the time, “One in eight households with a mortgage
has deferred their payments.” He said this “could increase to one
in five if the economy does not recover.” He added that:

. . . higher mortgage debt, declining house prices and
increased unemployment is cause for concern for Canada’s
longer-term financial stability.

Governor Poloz appeared before our Finance Committee at the
Senate after I had read that testimony that Evan Siddall had
provided. So I asked him about that statement, the cause for
concern for Canada’s long-term financial stability. I don’t know
if I misread him or not, but I felt like he downplayed it. Maybe
it’s not a concern, but it seems to me it should be.

Since CMHC is the underwriter, and this is Evan Siddall
speaking again, of the majority of insured mortgages in Canada,
“CMHC will be on the hook for paying off banks’ bad
mortgages,” which he estimates could cost $9 billion. If that’s the
case, I expect to see those numbers roll into the government’s
deficit.

In any event, CMHC will testify as part of our COVID-19
study in the fall, but a review of CMHC’s annual report and the
Bank of Canada’s balance sheet will give you some idea of
CMHC’s activities during COVID-19.

I’ve always been interested in CMHC. Their year-end is
December 31 and they usually release their annual report the first
week in May, so I was looking for it. They did release it. I
thought it would be delayed. I thought there might be something
in there on the COVID-19 programs, but there was very little.
They did have what you call a “subsequent event” note, and it
says:

As part of Canada’s COVID-19 Economic Response Plan,
on 16 March 2020, the Government of Canada announced it
is launching an Insured Mortgage Purchase Program
(IMPP), whereby, the Government will purchase up to
$50 billion of insured mortgage pools through CMHC.
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Then it says:

The purchase of insured mortgage pools under the IMPP will
be financed through the Crown Borrowing Program.

That links back to the question I’m always raising. The Crown
borrowing program — there’s so much borrowing in that, and we
seem to forget about it when we talk about the government’s
debt.

I’m going to move on to the fiscal update. Many economists;
politicians; think tanks; and others, including the Parliamentary
Budget Officer, the former Parliamentary Budget Officer,
parliamentarians and the general population have discussed a
need for a fiscal update. The Prime Minister has finally made a
commitment to provide a “fiscal snapshot” — that’s what he
called it — on July 8.

The past three months have been very difficult for all
Canadians. For those of us tracking the unprecedented level of
spending; the unprecedented level of borrowing; the activities of
the Bank of Canada; the activities of the government; and the
government’s Crown corporations, including CMHC, EDC and
Farm Credit Canada, it’s almost been impossible to get a handle
on what is happening financially within government. Financial
information has always been limited or, as Senator Harder said
the other day, there’s reams of it, but you have to bring it
together. It’s always a challenge to figure out what is actually
happening, more so in the past three months.

So we do need a fiscal update to understand where we are
financially.

The government says it has been transparent about its
spending, but it hasn’t. We can’t even tell what overall spending
has been so far, let alone projections for the future, or what
revenues the government has received so far, what guarantees
have been honoured and what is happening in the Crown
corporations.

The June 17 media advisory from the Department of Finance
indicated that the minister will present an economic and fiscal
snapshot on July 8. The advisory continues on to indicate that the
snapshot will provide information on the current state of the
economy and the Government of Canada’s response to support
Canadians during the COVID pandemic.

I’ve never heard of a fiscal snapshot. I’m a professional
accountant. Maybe it’s a new term and I’m dated in my
terminology, but I’ve never heard of a fiscal snapshot.

Minister Morneau was asked about this at Question Period on
Tuesday, and he said that while some assurances were given, we
will have to wait until July 8 to see if people receive the
information they are looking for.

The information definitely wasn’t received on Tuesday.

While the government has committed to an update, or a fiscal
snapshot, next month, those of us interested in this information
are left to try and, as I put it, figure it out on our own.

One of the areas I’m interested in is our market debt. This
unprecedented level of spending is being financed by debt. It is
not just the Department of Finance looking for debt financing;
the Crown corporations are busy financing their COVID-19
spending programs with debt. These Crown corporations include
the Business Development Bank of Canada, CMHC, the Export
Development Corporation and Farm Credit Canada.

So I become quite frustrated when I hear or read articles that
the government’s debt is approaching $1 trillion. Government
exceeded this threshold a number of years ago. Consider this
information in the government’s 2019 budget document last
year — and this is taken right from the budget document. The
Borrowing Authority Act approved:

. . . a maximum stock of outstanding government and
Crown corporation market debt of $1,168 billion . . .

And that same budget document, which was released a year
ago, projected that the outstanding government and Crown
corporation market debt would reach $1,070 billion by March 31,
2020. So we’re already over a trillion dollars. That’s our market
debt before the pandemic spending started. This $1,070 billion
includes $754 billion in the Department of Finance and
$316 billion in the Crown corporations.

For those who think that the $360 billion in debt in the Crown
corporations is not government debt, let me assure you it most
definitely is government debt.

According to Treasury Board — and it’s disclosed on the
Government of Canada website — here’s what it says:

The Crown is ultimately fully liable and financially
exposed for all actions and decisions by its agent corporation
while the corporation is operating within its mandate. In
other words, the corporation’s assets and liabilities are the
assets and liabilities of the government.

So we know that outstanding debt was projected to be
$1,070 billion at the end of March 2020. To determine what the
government’s market debt is of today, I don’t know. You’d have
to start going to various reference documents and try to put it
together yourself.

One is the bi-weekly report on Canada’s COVID-19
emergency response. Every two weeks, they send out a report —
usually early in the week — so we wait to see what’s in it. The
sixth report indicates borrowings of $350 billion during the
pandemic, but that includes not only new debt but the refinancing
of existing debt.

I was trying to get it broken out, but we weren’t successful.
We tried to contact the Department of Finance, but they were
busy with the pandemic programs. I don’t know if that
$350 billion includes the borrowing of the Crown corporations,
so they left out their question.
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Another source of information on the borrowings is the Bank
of Canada’s weekly balance sheet. If you go on their website,
you can track what’s happening with their balance sheet, and you
can see that they are buying debt. Last week, the bank’s balance
sheet shows, under the heading of the Government of Canada,
treasury bills of $118 billion, Government of Canada bonds
worth $152 billion and Canada Mortgage Bonds amounting to
$7 billion.

When we’re looking at the debt, the Crown corporations and
the government debt, we’re trying to match up the numbers, but
they don’t really align. I guess we’ll have to wait till the Minister
of Finance gets back to us.

This question remains unanswered: What is the total market
debt of the government as of today? Like I said, I don’t know.
But I do know that the government should be providing us with
this financial information. We have no idea what the deficit is.
We don’t know what the borrowings are. We’re looking to the
Parliamentary Budget Officer, and he’s providing us numbers,
but the numbers should come from the Minister of Finance.

I know that when officials from Department of Finance
testified before our committee — this was a while back, and I
had asked when we were getting a fiscal update — I did say,
“We have this deficit number of $252 billion from the
Parliamentary Budget Officer,” and the witness from the
Department of Finance said something — I can’t remember the
exact wording — but it was something that would indicate that’s
the number from the Parliamentary Budget Officer, but the
Department of Finance has access to more information.

It left me wondering whether the Parliamentary Budget Officer
had gotten all the information he should have had when he
projected his deficit.

As I said, we have to seek out information from various
sources and try to put it together ourselves.

It’s not just the government that’s got a problem with debt;
household debt is an issue too. We’ve been tracking household
debt over the past three years, especially so since the pandemic,
because household debt is very high to start with. Statistics
Canada, on June 12, reported that household debt as a proportion
of household disposable income rose during the first quarter of
2020. I’d expect it to rise further in the second quarter, as it was
in the second quarter that the pandemic really took hold.

Prior to the pandemic, economists were saying that household
debt was a key vulnerability to the Canadian economy. The
International Monetary Fund has also expressed that same
opinion in its reports. We met with representatives of the IMF a
couple of years ago, and that was their big concern — the high
household debt of Canadian consumers. It seems like Canadian
consumers love debt.

Statistics Canada also told us that Canadians — and this is not
the government — owe $2 trillion in debt. Of that, $1.5 trillion is
mortgage debt, while the remaining $800 billion is consumer
debt and non-mortgage loans.

• (1110)

One of the issues being tracked by the Bank of Canada is the
number of people having trouble staying on top of their
mortgages. Currently — this is the Bank of Canada saying this —
the mortgage arrears rate is at slightly more than 0.2% and it is
expected to increase once the payment deferral plans expire and
people are required to start paying on their mortgages again.

The Bank of Canada says one out of every five home-owning
households in Canada currently doesn’t have enough money to
cover two months of expenses and almost one third doesn’t have
enough to cover four months. Given the high level of debt held
by Canadians, the deferral of mortgage payments and the high
rate of unemployment, many Canadians will be facing a difficult
and stressful summer and fall.

Before I move away from debt and start talking about funding
for individual organizations, I wanted to read out something that
the Parliamentary Budget Officer said when he testified before
our committee. Senator Boehm had asked him a question on
trust. Somewhere in the answer, the word “debt” was said. So, of
course, when the Parliamentary Budget Officer responded to
Senator Boehm, he got into borrowing and he said, “. . . I’m very,
very concerned . . . providing . . . power together with all the
other powers that you mentioned — borrowing almost
without . . . limit . . . .”

What he’s talking about is Bill C-13. Part 8 sort of removes the
current obligations from the minister for the current requirements
to report on borrowing. It sort of lightens the load for him.

Mr. Giroux continued:

. . . borrowing almost without any limit, without any
immediate oversight — in one person, it’s something that, in
my opinion, is unprecedented in the current regime and in
Canadian history. Even though speed is at a premium right
now, it doesn’t mean that the minister should be allowed to
act by himself or alone to create trusts by corporations and
borrow billions of dollars, which is what Bill C-13 has given
in terms of powers to either one minister or cabinet without
oversight from Parliament.

That pretty well sums it up. We don’t know what the
borrowing is. Ordinarily, when the budget comes down in
March or February, whenever it comes down, right at the back of
the budget book there is a section on borrowing. It provides all
sorts of information on borrowing; it’s really quite interesting.
But because we didn’t have a budget this year, we don’t have that
information. So I’m using the budget book from a year ago.
Bill C-13 removes a lot of obligation from the minister for
reporting on the debt. We’re just in limbo now, waiting for the
fiscal snapshot to see if we can get something out of that.

I have to remain hopeful July 8 will provide more information,
but we’ll see. We only have to wait a couple more weeks.
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I want to talk about some individual organizations. When we
study supplementary supply, we look at what is included in the
bill, but sometimes we give some thought as to funding we
thought would be included. We’re looking for it, but it’s not
there.

I would like to comment on one organization for which I
thought funding would have been included but was not. That’s
the additional funding that the Auditor General had requested.
My colleague across the way asked a question of the Minister of
Finance on that the other day. That dovetails nicely into my
comments.

Over the past six months, as a bit of background, the House of
Commons has approved three motions requiring additional audits
to be undertaken by the Auditor General. The first is an audit of
the $180 billion infrastructure program which is being delivered
by 32 federal departments and agencies over a 12-year period.
That’s going to be a big audit — $180 billion, 32 departments
and organizations and over 12 years.

The second is an audit of the COVID-19 programs. The
magnitude of this audit can be seen by reading the government’s
bi-weekly reports on COVID-19. It includes all of those
programs like CERB and the wage subsidy program — all the
COVID-19 programs designed to help individuals and
businesses. Of course, it includes government’s borrowing during
the pandemic and all government programs associated with
CMHC and other Crown corporations. That’s a massive
undertaking for the new Auditor General.

The third is an audit of special warrants. I’m not so familiar. I
would have thought that would not be a big audit, but it might
turn into a big audit. The first two are definitely massive audits.

The interim Auditor General — before Ms. Hogan was
appointed — testified before the House of Commons Finance
Committee last month. He told the committee that audit work has
been significantly reduced because of funding constraints. They
were looking for additional funding. I thought it was
$10.8 million, but I saw another figure later of $11.8 million.
Anyway, it’s in the vicinity of $11 million.

Two weeks ago, the House of Commons Finance Committee
unanimously passed a motion, including the MPs from the
Liberal caucus, to provide the Auditor General with all the
funding she needs to carry out her audits. The supplementary
supply bill provided an opportunity to include the funding for the
Auditor General, but I don’t see any funding in that supply bill.

From recent media reports, I understand she’s looking at the
numbers now. It seems the government might give some funding.
The problem I have with it is that, on the one hand, the
government is giving the impression that it is being accountable
and transparent by asking that the programs be audited or at least
supporting that the programs be audited. On the other hand,
they’re refusing to provide the resources to enable the Auditor
General to do so.

Testimony was given by six organizations. I will comment on
three of them. First, the Canadian Air Transport Security
Authority, CATSA, is requesting $309 million for aviation
security screening services. I have said before when I have

spoken about the budget that you see an organization requesting
funding, you can’t just look at it by itself. You have to see what
has happened in the past and also take a look into the future.

For this particular request, I was looking back because I
remembered something in last year’s budget implementation bill.
Division 12 of Part 4 of the budget bill, Bill C-97, would dissolve
CATSA and transfer all airport screening to a non-profit agency.
This part of the Budget Implementation Act was carved out and
referred to the Standing Senate Committee on Transport and
Communications for study at that time. Their report dated June 6,
2019, expressed serious concerns about the changes proposed in
the Budget Implementation Act. Those concerns are outlined in
their report.

At our Finance Committee meeting last Thursday, the CEO of
CATSA informed our committee that the federal privatization of
airport security is delayed indefinitely due to the pandemic.
Although this part of the Budget Implementation Act was
referred last year to the Transport and Communications
Committee for study, it does have financial implications for
Canadian taxpayers and travellers. I suggest our Finance
Committee consider studying the matter.

The Department of Indigenous Services was another one of the
six departments testifying at our committee meeting last week.
They had the largest voted item, $468 million to strengthen the
safety and well-being of First Nations children and their families.
That $468 million would increase the program funding to
$1.7 billion.

You have to go back and look at last year’s numbers, and those
are comparable to last year’s numbers when the main supply
provided $1.2 billion and supplemental supply provided another
$600 million for a total allocation of $1.8 billion. That looks to
be the range.

• (1120)

Therefore, if government is providing $1.7 billion or
$1.8 billion each year to Indigenous children and their families,
how will this impact the children and their families, and how will
the department measure the impact? So we’re going back to the
departmental results reports again.

A question on departmental documents was posed to
departmental officials. Their departmental documents indicate
that the department intends to measure the percentage of First
Nation children on reserve in care, with the objective of
decreasing these numbers. They will also determine the First
Nation communities that run their own family and community
well-being programs. Then they listed other performance
indicators for other aspects of the program.
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When you look at the performance indicators, they appear
reasonable, but the targeted achievements have yet to be
determined and won’t be determined until March 2021, which is
almost in a year’s time, and the date to achieve the targets has yet
to be determined, so that brings us way out.

This raises the question that the impact of these programs will
not be known for several years, so it’s not possible to know
whether these billion-dollar programs are achieving what the
government wants them to achieve, and whether Indigenous
families and their children are receiving the maximum benefit
from that money.

The third department I’m going to comment on — and this is
the last comment on a department — is National Defence,
because this is a department in which I’ve always been
interested. The largest voted item for the Department of National
Defence is for the Joint Support Ship project in the amount of
$585 million, and it’s for the first of two ships being constructed
at the Seaspan Shipyards in Vancouver.

We were interested in knowing the total cost of the project and
when it would be delivered, because this project is one of
333 projects in the government’s defence policy that was issued
in 2017. That Defence policy spans 20 years and it references
funding for Defence capital projects totalling $108 billion over
the 20 years, so we usually ask questions on that program.

Officials told us that the estimated cost of the Joint Support
Ship project is now $4.1 billion and this first ship is expected to
be delivered in 2023. There is some concern about the cost of the
project rising, and it’s in the Finance Committee’s report on
Supplementary Estimates (A).

The committee has had an ongoing interest in capital projects
of the Defence Department and last June we issued a report on
defence procurement. Of particular interest was the management
of the 333 projects. Since the release of the policy in 2017, the
Finance Committee has been requesting financial and other
information from the department in order to track the progress of
the projects. Despite requests at every Finance Committee
meeting attended by Defence officials since the release of the
policy in 2017, the information has never been provided.

Similar information has been requested by the Parliamentary
Budget Officer and he has yet to receive the information. He has
indicated to the Finance Committee that he intends to issue a
report on this matter once he receives the requested information,
and we are awaiting that report.

Last week, there were several media reports about an internal
audit recently posted to the department’s website that indicated
lax oversight on military spending plans. The audit was critical of
the department, indicating that the lack of monitoring within the
department meant senior Defence officials were not receiving
clear and accurate information about the state of the plan, and
that there is no formal department-wide process to validate the
policy initiatives and project performance information.

We don’t know if the department has a project management
system or what other means they have to track its 333 capital
projects. Suffice it to say that it appears the Defence Department
may have a major problem in tracking its projects, and financial

and other information requested by the Finance Committee has
never been provided. The committee will be addressing this issue
when we resume sitting in the fall. The issue is also addressed in
our committee report on Supplementary Estimates (A).

My last comment on Supplementary Estimates (A) is more of a
matter of interest. I should probably ask questions on it the next
time the Finance Committee meets, but when you look at the
supplementary estimates, down through the departments, some
departments and organizations have the same description of a
line item. I noticed that 25 departments and agencies had an item
called “Contributions to employee benefits plans,” totalling
$100 million. We have never studied this item, but the amounts
budgeted ranged from $25,000 for the Department of Indigenous
Services to $41 million for the Department of Public Works and
Government Services. I can’t offer any explanation for the
variations in dollar amounts among the departments and
agencies. Suffice it to say that we should earmark that for study
in our Finance Committee when we meet in the fall.

Before I sit down, I’d like to say a few words of thanks; first of
all to Senator Gold, who is the sponsor of the bill. Thank you
very much, Senator Gold, for your comments.

I would also like to thank my colleagues on the National
Finance Committee for their excellent questions and also for their
enthusiasm, which is very much appreciated.

And a special thank you to our chair, Senator Mockler, deputy
chair, Senator Forest, and our third steering committee member,
Senator Richards.

To our clerk, Ms. Fortin, and to our analysts, Mr. Smith and
Mr. Pu, thank you.

And thank you to all the staff who worked very hard during
this pandemic: translators and ISD staff under the direction of
Mr. Vatcher. It takes a lot to have those Zoom hearings. And if I
missed anyone, I apologize. A big thank you to everyone who
worked on that.

I would like to add a thank you to my two staff: Ms. Valérie
Wolfe, who has been working under very difficult conditions
from home, with a very demanding boss; and also Ms. Julieta
Uribe. Julieta has been with me for seven years. She’s my policy
adviser and she’s leaving on July 3. She has seized another
opportunity, and I think the fact that she’s been with me seven
years speaks volumes. I wish her all the best.

Thank you again to my honourable colleagues for making the
Finance Committee so successful. My last words are that we do
not have parliamentary oversight. It is a big problem. Thank you.

Hon. Yuen Pau Woo: I have a question for Senator Marshall.

Senator Marshall: By all means.
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Senator Woo: Senator Marshall, you lament the fact that
National Finance has not spent enough time on the
Supplementary Estimates (A). Why is that? The Main Estimates
have been available since February. The reference was given to
National Finance in early March. There has been time to do it.
The mandate was given. Is there a reason why the committee did
not take it upon itself to do the work that it was supposed to do,
that you wanted to do?

Senator Marshall: What happened, Senator Woo, is that we
all went home in the middle of March and there was really no
way to meet. People were in lockdown. People were fearful. As
soon as we were able to start meeting by Zoom, we started our
meetings, and we’ve been focused on the COVID-19
expenditures.

I would think now that we will be up and running, and I’m
hopeful that we will be studying the supplementary supply bill;
the third one that comes in the fall.

However, it took a while to get organized and do the meetings.
Technology is not the entire answer.

Senator Woo: So I think the answer you’re giving is that the
absence of the parliamentary oversight that you lament is due to
reasons that were beyond the control of the committee, as you
were saying. Perhaps you felt the technology was not sufficient,
but the mandate was given for the committee and if it had chosen
to meet, using the technology that was available, it could have
examined the Main Estimates in the three months that has passed,
since they were made available to National Finance; is that
correct?

Senator Marshall: The government needed the money made
available right away to start spending for the pandemic, so there
was pressure there. Do we delay by studying? For myself, it’s
like you’re between a rock and a hard place. It’s not good
parliamentary oversight but you go along because government
needed access to the money. They needed to spend the money.

Senator Woo: That is not really the answer to the question.
The question is that you complain that National Finance did not
give sufficient time to study the Main Estimates, but the Main
Estimates have been available, and should the Finance
Committee had wanted to spend more time, it could have. I
understand that the mitigating factor that you’ve put forward —
which is a reasonable one — is that people were unaccustomed to
technology and so on. I think that’s a reasonable explanation for
why the Finance Committee has not given as much time to the
study as it would have liked. Not because of, though — this is
very important — some kind of wilful neglect on the part of any
senators from any recognized group.

• (1130)

Let me ask you a different question. It’s in the same spirit as
what Senator Harder was advocating for in his speech yesterday,
to try to look at the bigger picture and ask questions about
results, impacts and implications rather than simply trying to get
the numbers to add up.

It has to do with your very strong focus on CMHC. You’re
right; it’s a big organization with a large balance sheet, and its
support for the housing sector is crucial to a major sector of our
economy.

The line of your questioning and your comments might lead
one to think that there’s some trouble in CMHC, that the
problems in mortgages and the impending defaults of up to $8 or
$9 billion, which you referred to, might be something that cannot
be handled by CMHC. These are very serious insinuations.
Perhaps they’re not what you are trying to express, but you know
the balance sheet of CMHC very well. Maybe you could tell
honourable senators and the Canadian public what you know
about retained earnings at CMHC, what you know about the
capital pool and the reserve pool, the Government of Canada’s
equity on CMHC’s balance sheet and how that compares to any
potential losses. And if, in fact, you feel that all of this is still not
enough and that there’s a crisis coming, are you saying the
premiums, essentially the fees charged by CMHC, have to go up?

The Hon. the Speaker: Excuse me, Senator Marshall, but
your time has expired. Are you asking for five minutes to answer
the question?

Senator Marshall: Yes, please.

The Hon. the Speaker: Is leave granted, honourable senators?

Hon. Senators: Agreed.

Senator Marshall: I thought you had listened to my speech,
but now I’m not so sure.

I wasn’t reading big problems into CMHC. My issue is the
availability of information and putting that information together
so that we, as parliamentarians, and even the general public, can
know what’s going on.

What’s happening, Senator Woo, is that I am looking at their
annual report, I’m looking at their financial statements and I’m
looking at changes that the government made to increase their
borrowings, but I can’t tell how it all fits together. How does it
all fit together? How will it to impact the government? That’s the
point I’m making.

I just want the picture, and the picture is not being provided.
The department or the Minister of Finance should be painting
that for us, and we’re not going to get the picture until July 8.
And we’re told that it’s going to be a snapshot. I’m not saying,
“Oh, there’s a big problem at CMHC.” I don’t think I’ve said
anything like that in my report.

My comments have always been — as they were earlier this
week — that I can’t get the information. And the information that
I get, I can’t get it put together. It’s like you have a big puzzle
with different pieces, and I’m trying to put them together. I can’t
get it put together.
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Senator Woo: Thank you for that. I think it does, in
fact, answer my question. But it really does get to the point, I
believe, that Senator Harder was trying to point us to yesterday,
which is that, yes, it’s a big jigsaw puzzle by definition. A
government that spends — this year it’s going to be hundreds of
billions of dollars — will have many jigsaw pieces: tens of
thousands of them.

We have to ask ourselves, as parliamentarians scrutinizing
budgets, why we choose to focus on particular pieces. When we
choose to focus on particular pieces, they have significance. By
definition they have significance.

Ultimately, you chose CMHC and raised some questions about
loan-loss provisions and potential defaults and so on. Why did
you choose that organization over every other? Do you not think
that, by focusing in the way you did on CMHC and the losses
that may be impending, you might raise a question about risks
within CMHC and to our housing sector?

Senator Marshall: Thank you for the question. I focused on
CMHC because that’s the largest of the Crown corporations and
it had the largest market debt. That’s why I focused on that one.

The information that I provided in my speech, you will
remember, didn’t come from me. The source was Mr. Evan
Siddall, President and CEO of the corporation, and from the
former governor of the Bank of Canada. They are the ones who
are publicly providing this information. That’s just another piece
of the puzzle, a piece of my puzzle.

You’re saying that I am focusing on a piece here and a piece
there. I don’t want to focus on a piece here and a piece there. I’m
only focusing on a piece here and a piece there because the
government won’t give me the whole puzzle.

Senator Woo: Let me put it directly, then. Do you believe,
based on what you’ve heard from Mr. Siddall and your own
research, that CMHC is able to handle reasonable projections of
mortgage defaults in this country?

Senator Marshall: Based on what the Governor of the Bank
of Canada says, yes. But — I have to add this — I do think that
at least some of it will roll into the bottom line of the
government’s deficit. Again, it’s a piece of the puzzle, but I
would like to know. We should know.

The Hon. the Speaker: Are honourable senators ready for the
question?

Some Hon. Senators: Question.

The Hon. the Speaker: Is it your pleasure, honourable
senators, to adopt the motion?

Some Hon. Senators: Agreed.

An Hon. Senator: On division.

(Motion agreed to and bill read third time and passed, on
division.)

ADJOURNMENT

MOTION ADOPTED

Hon. Raymonde Gagné (Legislative Deputy to the
Government Representative in the Senate), pursuant to notice
of June 23, 2020, moved:

That, when the Senate next adjourns after the adoption of
this motion, it do stand adjourned until Tuesday,
September 22, 2020, at 2 p.m.

She said: Honourable senators, I move the motion standing in
my name.

The Hon. the Speaker: Is it your pleasure, honourable
senators, to adopt the motion?

Hon. Senators: Agreed.

(Motion agreed to.)

BUSINESS OF THE SENATE

The Hon. the Speaker: Honourable senators, there has been
an agreement between the leaderships that the leaders will take a
few moments to make brief remarks before we suspend for Royal
Assent.

Hon. Marc Gold (Government Representative in the
Senate): Honourable senators, I would like to take a few minutes
to offer some personal thoughts on the last few months.

Let me begin by saying that what has transpired since March is
not exactly how I envisaged this time playing out, and nor was it
how I intended easing my way into my new role as the
Government Representative but, as we all know, the best laid
plans and so on.

I had thought that between January and June this chamber
would see spirited and in-depth debates and studies relating to
medical assistance in dying, the reintroduction of UNDRIP and
changes to the Parliament of Canada Act. I imagined lengthy and
probably heated discussions on emissions targets, tax cuts,
defence procurement.

Instead, on March 13, Parliament Hill, and indeed the world,
stopped in its tracks and began a fight against the virus that was
turning personal lives and our economies upside down.

In this country, everything planned was laid aside and the
priority of providing for and protecting Canadians and Canada
became job number one.

• (1140)

[Translation]

I want to thank all senators for rising to the occasion. No one
expected this situation. Alternate solutions had to be introduced
without warning. I also want to thank all senators for their
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willingness to cooperate and to do what was necessary to put the
needs of Canadians first, even though we had our own concerns
about our families and loved ones.

The spirit of cooperation demonstrated by my colleagues in
leadership roles in advancing the government’s emergency
assistance program during this difficult period was truly
inspiring, and I thank them for recognizing how urgently we
needed to get the work done at the very start of this catastrophe. I
especially want to thank my colleagues in the GRO, the
Government Representative Office in the Senate, specifically
Senator Gagné and Senator LaBoucane-Benson, for their support
and their insight as we navigated these uncharted waters. Thanks
also go to the GRO staff, who worked tirelessly doing research,
organizing, coordinating and writing, and above all, ensuring that
the three of us were prepared for all eventualities.

[English]

To my leadership colleagues, you and I spent many dozens of
hours on the phone, discussing and negotiating a way forward for
the emergency government legislation coming our way. These
discussions were not always easy. But I admire the passion and
commitment with which you advanced the individual interests of
your caucus or group, while at the same time understanding the
need for compromise in order to reach agreements.

In the end, government legislation passed in an organized and
appropriate manner, for which I am grateful. Colleagues, this is
due to all leaders appreciating the art of the compromise and
being willing to accommodate each other, thereby allowing the
Senate to fulfill its responsibilities to Canadians.

Senator Plett, I understand perfectly well your role as leader of
the official opposition, and it most definitely is not to make my
job easy. But I want to thank you for your honesty and your
clarity during these negotiations.

Senator Woo, I admire your steadfast commitment to the
objective of building a more independent and less partisan
Senate, and keeping this commitment at the forefront during our
discussions.

Senator Tannas, I want to acknowledge your calm and
business-like approach to our negotiations. This helped us
immensely in reaching common ground.

Senator Cordy, your knowledge of this institution and your
respectful and insightful contributions were simply invaluable.

Senator Furey, Your Honour, I believe I speak for all my
colleagues in thanking you for your leadership during this
difficult time and for your inclusive approach to the tough
decisions that you were called upon to make.

Our Senate staff also deserves immense praise for putting
together virtual meetings, allowing us to study legislation and get
input from senators in all corners of this country. Thank you as
well to our staff here in the chamber. We couldn’t have
accomplished anything if you hadn’t been here to keep the
chamber running.

So while there is no guarantee as to how a new normal might
unfold, I look forward to all of us being able to meet face to face
sooner rather than later. Thank you.

Some Hon. Senators: Hear, hear.

Hon. Donald Neil Plett (Leader of the Opposition):
Honourable senators, as has already been said by the Leader of
the Government, this has undoubtedly been an unusual
parliamentary session. We had a delayed start due to the federal
election, and not much later we were hit by COVID-19, a
pandemic like we have never seen.

Clearly, this session has been unpredictable and certainly not
what anyone anticipated.

We have witnessed the creation here in the Senate of two new
Senate groups and the disappearance of the Liberal Party of
Canada, which has been represented in this chamber since 1867.

We have had to move very quickly on approving emergency
measures in order to help Canadians weather the financial crisis
brought on by the ongoing pandemic.

We have witnessed a minority government — now isn’t the
time to beat on them, but I will take a parting shot — doing
everything in its power to do away with parliamentary
accountability and oversight, including the refusal to open the
federal financial books for Canadians.

Although it has been an unusual parliamentary session, I am
also proud of the work we have accomplished together. I am
thankful for the collaboration we have reached among various
groups, caucuses and the Speaker. Although as Senate leaders we
have not always seen eye to eye, it has truly been a pleasure
working with each one of you.

Senator Gold, I want you to take that dart board down in your
office with my face on it and put it away for the summer. It has
been a pleasure, Senator Gold, working with you. Our goal was
not to be agreeable on government business. That was never our
goal and never our intention. But it has been a pleasure working
with you, and I’m certainly looking forward to continuing that in
September.

Senator Woo, I want to echo Senator Gold’s comments. Again,
we have not always been on the same side of an issue, but I’ve
played hockey with my elbows up in the corners and that’s the
way I do my politics, and it’s been a pleasure and I wish you well
in the summer.

Senator Tannas; it has been a pleasure working with Senator
Tannas. It was a bigger pleasure working with Senator Tannas a
year ago than it is now, but nevertheless we still work together.

Senator Cordy; not only do I enjoy working with her, I enjoy
playing golf with her in Florida when we are out there together.

I also want to echo the comments about the Speaker. Speaker,
you have had a tremendously difficult job at times, but we
certainly appreciate all the work you have done and continue to
do, and I am happy to call you not only a colleague but a friend.
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I am especially proud of the role of the opposition and the role
that they have played in this session. I am proud to be part of a
larger team that represents the best interests of Canadians across
the country.

As a parliamentarian, I value my Conservative caucus
colleagues and I value the principles that we stand for. I also
want to recognize my deputy leader, Senator Yonah Martin, my
whip, Senator Judith G. Seidman, my deputy whip, Senator Percy
Mockler — who am I forgetting? — I think that is my team. It’s
been a pleasure working with all of them.

Having the benefit and significance to be able to say that I
represent, and our caucus represents, 6,155,622 Canadians that
voted for the Conservatives in the last election, is not only
rewarding, but it also allows me to carry out what they asked us
to do, and that is to keep the Trudeau government in check and
accountable.

Keeping the government to account is a crucial responsibility
and one that cannot be done by a single person alone. I want to
take this opportunity to thank our entire caucus for the excellent
work that they have accomplished over the last few months.

I am also grateful for our staff, who have worked diligently in
supporting us in the heavy responsibilities we carry as senators. I
wish to especially thank my own staff for their ongoing devotion.

I want to just simply tell people here that I am not entirely
responsible for writing all my own speeches. I have had a lot of
good help in that, and I certainly appreciate each one of them.

I want to personally thank the Senate Administration. You go
above and beyond in ensuring the smooth functioning of the
Senate. Senators could not carry out their duties without you —
from translation to communications, PPS to ISD, corporate
security to property and services, pages to the Usher of the Black
Rod’s office, from the Library of Parliament to the clerk’s office,
the Speaker’s office and everyone else within this institution.
Please know that your dedication and diligent work do not go
unnoticed.

• (1150)

We have been hit hard by very unusual times — times that
have forced us to adapt and work differently. We have had to
juggle the work at home and at work. We have had to balance it
in ways that we’ve never had to do before.

Please allow me to acknowledge all of our staff who are
parents of young children. The pandemic has forced you to
become teachers overnight in addition to your ongoing
professional responsibilities, but you have continued to ensure
the good functioning of the Senate and have proved me right that
we can come here to sit and function well. For that, I wish to
wholeheartedly thank all of you.

Honourable senators, it is time to say goodbye for the summer,
but please continue to be safe. I look forward to seeing you all
very soon. Thank you.

Some Hon. Senators: Hear, hear.

Hon. Yuen Pau Woo: Honourable senators, it is customary at
the end of a session to review what we have accomplished in the
past months since Parliament was convened, but the last several
months were at least as memorable for what we were not able to
do as they were for what we were able to accomplish.

Among the things we weren’t able to do is the departure of
some of our fellow senators who retired during the time of the
shutdown and who will be retiring in the summer months. We
will therefore not have the opportunity while they are still here to
give them a proper send-off. I refer, of course, to Senator
Mitchell, Senator McInnis and, in a few months, Senator Lillian
Dyck. It also applies, of course, to staffers, members of the
Senate Administration, pages and others who work in the Senate
family who, for one reason or another, may be moving on to
other pursuits and we will not have the opportunity to properly
say goodbye to them in this chamber.

If I could use this opportunity to mention one in particular, a
staffer in the Independent Senators Group secretariat, Megan
Lee. This is her last day. She will be moving on to other pursuits
in Ottawa.

We were also unable to form committees in the last seven
months. A few have been formed, as we all know, but most
committees were not formed and they were not able to do the
studies that they are well known for. We were not able to
participate in interparliamentary association work and travel.
Many of us were not able to advance the causes that we are
passionate about on the Hill in Ottawa. Most importantly of all,
we were not able to sit in this chamber in regular sessions. This is
most acutely felt by those of our colleagues who were not able to
come to the emergency sessions since the middle of March and in
the last two weeks of our sittings. All of them, I know, have been
paying close attention to what we do in this chamber and it has
been an immense frustration for them to be viewing us from afar
and not being able to be in the thick of the action, so to speak.

There is more than meets the eye to the work of senators in
their formal role in Ottawa because we know that all senators,
whether they were here or not, have been working hard in their
communities and discharging their duties as senators outside of
being in the chamber and in committees. A number of senators
have self-selected into groups to have discussions and exchanges
on issues of importance to the country — particularly in the
context of COVID — broadly aligned with the mandates of
Senate standing committees, but not in any way trying to usurp
the role of Senate standing committees. I think of the work of
senators discussing basic income and talking about foreign
affairs in the wake of the coronavirus. I think of the senators who
have come together to talk about energy and environmental
issues, arts and culture, Indigenous issues and, of course, anti-
black racism. The Senate may not have been meeting, but
senators have been hard at work.

Even so, the experience of recent months has demonstrated a
glaring weakness in our institutional design, and it is that we
don’t have a business continuity plan. We’ve had some
discussion about this already, about the use of video
conferencing technology, and different senators have different
views. To me, it is extraordinary that an institution of this
importance in our country does not have the ability to meet
outside of this chamber and has not embraced the technology that
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any well-functioning organization in this country has already
done. Now, of course, there are obstacles to be overcome; but
surely lesson that we have learned in the last few months is that
whether or not we need to use that technology, we need to put it
in place and we need to be ready for a time, whether it is a
second wave or some other catastrophe, that may require us to
meet by means other than being physically present in Ottawa.
You all know the oath that we swore. It has the call of a
summons to come. I would like to think that in the 21st century
one would have a modern interpretation of the summons as
including plugging in your computer and turning on your video
conferencing app.

Honourable senators, business continuity and the ability to
meet remotely should be part of our modernization agenda. This
is something that has been ongoing in our chamber for many
years already. This is an additional item that I know our Senate
Administration will be working on over the summer.

Of course, the modernization agenda goes much beyond
physical infrastructure and meeting by technology. It is also
about the improved effectiveness of the Senate. What I like to see
is the greater independence and the lessening of partisanship in
our upper house. I’m so delighted that we have had a major
development, even in the midst of COVID-19 in the last few
months, with the emergence of three recognized parliamentary
groups that are not part of a partisan caucus. Now the clear
majority of this chamber belongs to groups that are non-partisan
and that want to advance a future in the Senate that is based on
criteria that goes beyond partisan considerations.

We saw this play out in the last two weeks, where there were
different ways of providing opposition to the government. It was
reflected in the welcome reality of a more variegated type of
opposition in this chamber that advances a diverse set of issues
with which to challenge the government. There was a Committee
of the Whole on supply. There was also a Committee of the
Whole on systemic racism. I’m very proud of my colleagues in
the ISG who provided some leadership on those issues.

There are many other items on the modernization agenda that
have moved forward. It’s not the time to address them. I’m very
pleased that we were able to make progress on a number of
fronts. I would single out the Audit and Oversight Committee
which is now on its way to being formed, again, due to the work
of senators from all sides and with much deliberation and care.

It leaves me now to offer my thanks and gratitude to so many
colleagues and friends who have made the last seven months of
sitting a success and a pleasure. I want to start with my ISG
colleagues, who have provided me with support in spite of some
difficult times. I want to especially thank the leadership team of
Senator Saint-Germain, Senator Omidvar and Senator Duncan,
but all ISG members have been a source of strength for me and
for the leadership team, and the secretariat that has provided
steadfast support to our work.

I want to thank the Senate Administration and all the workers
of the Senate, from the security staff to the cleaning staff to
Black Rod, and so many others who make it possible for us to do
our work successfully. We thanked some of the pages here in

person, but I want all the pages to know that we deeply
appreciate their work, and for those who are leaving, we wish
them well.

I offer a special thanks to my fellow leaders. I fully reciprocate
the kind words from Senator Plett and Senator Gold. It really is a
pleasure to work with you. It’s not easy at times, but we always
seem to find a way to go forward and to take the broader interests
of the Senate and of this country into consideration.

• (1200)

Your Honour, I want to thank you again for your leadership on
a variety of fronts, particularly in dealing with the difficult
circumstances around how we and you have had to make some
tough decisions that haven’t pleased everyone. However, I
believe you’ve held the broadest interests in your heart and have
made those decisions in good conscience.

Colleagues in the chamber and those of you who are watching
via SenVu, I want to wish all of you a safe, happy, restful and
rejuvenating summer. I look forward to seeing you all in the fall.

Hon. Senators: Hear, hear.

Hon. Robert Black: Honourable senators, I’m speaking today
on behalf of the Canadian Senators Group interim leader, Senator
Tannas, and on behalf of the whole CSG.

I echo the sentiments that have been shared thus far, so I will
try not to be too repetitive. It certainly has been an unusual
session. I am sure we all wish we had been able to hold more
sittings over the last number of months to get more legislation
passed and more work done for Canadians.

However, the COVID-19 pandemic happened, which none of
us could have predicted, and this really threw a wrench into our
plans. Bills we thought would be passed by now are still awaiting
debate in the House of Commons, committee studies many of us
would like to undertake are on hold and important conversations
have been unable to take place.

I am hopeful we will be able to return to a somewhat regular
schedule come the fall. If not, I and our group hopes that we will
be able to find some workable technological solution, as
proposed by a motion that CSG put forward, in order to meet
remotely.

It has also been a period of continued change in the Senate,
with the establishment of our group, the Canadian Senators
Group, and the Progressive Senators Group. I am sure there will
be more changes to come, with the appointment of new senators,
the potential for new groups and movement within all of the
groups. I look forward to these changes, along with my
colleagues in the Senate of Canada.

Your Honour and colleagues, in the chamber and those
watching, thank you for your time, your commitment and many
efforts over the past number of months. I would also like to thank
my CSG colleagues for their work over the past number of
months in getting this group off the ground and for just being
wonderful to work with. I am proud of what we’ve been able to
accomplish in our limited time in Ottawa since last fall, and I
look forward to what is to come.
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Thank you also to the CSG’s newly established research
bureau and parliamentary operations teams, with whom I look
forward to continuing to collaborate. Thanks to my colleagues in
my office with whom I work closely every day and who help me
sound good when I stand here before you.

I want to say a special thanks to our families, who are
supporting us and who stand firmly behind us as we work for the
good of all Canadians.

I want to thank all of the staff who make it possible for our
Senate sittings to function. They are the clerks, the
stenographers, the interpreters, the technology team, our
wonderful pages, the Chamber Operations staff whom we don’t
see here, the committee clerks and staff, the Parliamentary
Protective Service, the maintenance staff, those in the mailrooms
and delivery trucks and everyone else. Thank you. We couldn’t
do any of this without you, and your work is deeply appreciated.

[Translation]

Thank you for your vital contribution.

[English]

Colleagues, I wish you all a wonderful summer with family
and friends. I am hopeful that when we meet again things will
have returned to a new normal, and we will be able to hit the
ground running and do important work for Canadians.

But I would be remiss if I didn’t say how excited I am to be
going home to spend more time with my family — my wife, our
children and grandchildren, Jackson and Connor — over the
summer months. Here’s to hoping we can be in larger groups as
the summer progresses so that we can spend some well-deserved
time with extended family and friends.

Colleagues, be safe and stay healthy. Thank you. Meegwetch.

Hon. Peter Harder: Honourable senators, I hope that you all
appreciate how strange this is for me. I look around, and I’m
reminded of the Vinyl Café line: “We May Not Be Big But
We’re Small.”

I am honoured to speak on behalf of the Progressive Senators
Group and our leader Senator Jane Cordy. Many of this group
have not been able to participate because of COVID restrictions,
but on behalf of everyone in the group, I want to take the
opportunity to thank those here and those who are watching.

The last six months have been a great disruption in our
personal and our professional lives, and the way in which we
work and play. I have a list of specific groups in the Senate that I
would like to thank. As I looked at the list and went through it, I
thought that every one of these groups and individuals in them
have had their workplaces changed as a result of COVID-19 —
how they do their work, and how they’re supporting and
undertaking new work to keep us safe and to allow us to conduct
the work that we are doing in new, different and innovative ways.

Think of the Table Officers, the Black Rod, the clerks, the
committee directorates, the pages, the interpreters, the
stenographers, Information Services, Parliamentary Protective

Services, client services, and the custodial staff — whom I’m
sure have wiped these desks more in the last six months than the
last seven years — the Senate Administration and the support
staff in our offices. The work that is necessary for us to continue
has adapted, and we should all be grateful for that.

I’d like to thank the leadership. If you don’t mind, I’d like to
especially thank the Government Representative Office. I know
something of the job, and I admire how you have conducted
yourselves. I’m grateful for the professionalism, the good
humour and the wonderful company that you are. I’m particularly
glad that I’m not there.

I’d like to thank the other leaders. Listening to a different
perspective doesn’t always change my mind, but it is appreciated
that the leadership in this place is dedicated to the well-being of
the Senate, and that the collaboration we see happening is very
much appreciated by all senators.

I would like to end with a few comments in accordance with
some comments that were made earlier. Senator Cormier, in his
statement at the beginning of this session, referenced the soon-to-
depart Senator Lillian Dyck. Senator Woo did so similarly. That
is a major loss for the Senate. Senator Dyck, as chair of the
Aboriginal Affairs Committee as well as in her work outside of
the committee, has been a senator of great distinction, and she
will be retiring in the course of the summer. That is a significant
loss for the PSG. In fact, it risks the well-being and the continuity
of the Progressive Senators Group. This is not my opportunity to
do a sales pitch, of course, but I was delighted to hear the
positive references for the creation of the group, and I leave it to
you to allow that to continue.

Finally, Your Honour, I want to thank you for your ongoing
friendship, your wisdom and your ability to see through the
arguments that are presented to you and come out with the best
judgment available. That is consistent, it is welcomed and it is
necessary in a chamber like this.

I wish you all a safe respite from this place. I know your work
and dedication to your tasks will continue. I hope that when we
meet in September, whatever the disruption of the time might be,
that we continue to keep in mind that the purpose behind why
we’re here is to serve Canadians and make this institution of
Parliament even more effective than it has been. Thank you.

Hon. Raymonde Gagné (Legislative Deputy to the
Government Representative in the Senate): Honourable
senators, with leave of the Senate and notwithstanding
rule 5-5(j), I move:

That the sitting be suspended to the call of the chair, with
the bells to ring for five minutes before the sitting resumes.
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The Hon. the Speaker: Is leave granted, honourable senators?

Hon. Senators: Agreed.

The Hon. the Speaker: Is it your pleasure, honourable
senators, to adopt the motion?

Hon. Senators: Agreed.

(Motion agreed to.)

(The sitting of the Senate was suspended.)

[Translation]

(The sitting of the Senate was resumed.)

• (1230)

ROYAL ASSENT

The Hon. the Speaker informed the Senate that the following
communication had been received:

RIDEAU HALL

June 26, 2020

Mr. Speaker,

I have the honour to inform you that the Right Honourable
Julie Payette, Governor General of Canada, signified royal
assent by written declaration to the bills listed in the
Schedule to this letter on the 26th day of June, 2020, at
12:08 p.m.

Yours sincerely,

Assunta Di Lorenzo

Secretary to the Governor General and Herald Chancellor

The Honourable
The Speaker of the Senate

Ottawa

Bills Assented to Friday, June 26, 2020:

An Act for granting to Her Majesty certain sums of money
for the federal public administration for the fiscal year
ending March 31, 2021 (Bill C-18, Chapter 9, 2020)

An Act for granting to Her Majesty certain sums of money
for the federal public administration for the fiscal year
ending March 31, 2021 (Bill C-19, Chapter 10, 2020)

[English]

BUSINESS OF THE SENATE

The Hon. the Speaker: Honourable senators, before moving
to the adjournment, I want to take a moment to thank all those
who make our work here possible. I want to begin by thanking
the leaderships for their cooperation during what has been an
extraordinarily difficult time.

[Translation]

The past few months have presented us with massive and
unique challenges due to the extraordinary circumstances
engendered by the COVID-19 pandemic.

[English]

Such challenges have demanded an exceptional level of
resourcefulness and resilience on the part of our institution. No
one better exemplifies these traits than our dedicated staff.

I know I speak for all senators as I extend a heartfelt thank you
to each and every member of the Senate family, whether in the
Senate Administration or in senators’ offices, who have all done
their utmost to provide all the help, support and advice which we
have needed as we found ourselves in these very difficult and
uncharted waters.

I would like to particularly thank our pages, and I wish those
who are moving on to bigger and better things the best of success
in life and the best for your futures.

[Translation]

I would also like to thank the staff at the Library of Parliament,
the Parliamentary Protective Service, International and
Interparliamentary Affairs and the Translation Bureau, who have
worked tirelessly to keep our institution running smoothly.

[English]

We recognize that this period has been every bit as difficult for
them, perhaps in many ways more difficult even than it has been
for us. Their hard work does not go unnoticed.

To those of our colleagues who have been unable to join us
here in the chamber, please know that we think of you often and
that we wish you all the very best. We are looking for ways to
ensure that you can join us either virtually or in person depending
on how this pans out.

I would also like to express my gratitude to all those working
on the front line, who continue to face considerable risks every
day to keep the rest of us safe and who provide help to those in
need.
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To all my colleagues, those here and those who are not present,
I wish all of you, your families and friends, a very happy, healthy
and safe summer recess.

I know that when we meet again, we will have had a chance to
reflect on the challenges that we have had to face, and we will
chart our course forward with a renewed sense of optimism and
hope.

[Translation]

Thank you very much.

Hon. Senators: Hear, hear!

(At 12:40 p.m., the Senate was continued until Tuesday,
September 22, 2020, at 2 p.m.)
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