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Broad postsecession Canada-Quebec
partnership would be virtually impossible

to negotiate or operate,
says C.D. Howe Institute study

Abroad postsecession partnership between Canada and a sovereign Quebec, as the Parti Qué-
bécois has proposed, would be virtually impossible to negotiate or to operate and would be un-
acceptable to both parties, concludes a C.D. Howe Institute Commentary released today.

More practicable, the author says, would be a limited free trade agreement plus an incre-
mental set of flexible, ad hoc agreements developed where common need dictated. But such tenu-
ous linkages would not be the partnership that many Quebecers, sovereignists and federalists
alike, desire or expect, nor would they suffice to manage the Canadian economic union.

The study, Limits to Partnership: Canada-Quebec Relations in a Postsecession Era, was written
by Richard Simeon, currently William Lyon Mackenzie King Visiting Professor of Canadian
Studies at Harvard University and an Adjunct Scholar of the C.D. Howe Institute. He is on
leave as Professor of Political Science at the University of Toronto.

Simeon explains that, in addition to the usual relations between any two independent
states (subject only to the rules of multilateral organizations to which both belonged), the rela-
tionship between a sovereign Quebec and the rest of Canada (ROC) could follow one or a com-
bination of several models:

• A confederal relationship with ongoing institutions empowered to make decisions on
economic and other matters. This model, patterned on the European Union, is the one
sovereignist advocates of partnership describe.

• Amore limited treaty relationship, like the North American Free Trade Agreement, based
on a single agreement focusing on economic matters with limited dispute-settlement
mechanisms.

• Multiple linkages — an incremental variety of issue-specific arrangements, created ad hoc
when useful to the parties (which could include provinces, rather than Ottawa). Institu-
tional structures and decision-rules could vary from agreement to agreement. The myriad
agreements between Canadian and US jurisdictions reflect such a model. This is the most
plausible model, but even it would be very difficult to achieve.



Simeon suggests that association and partnership have particular resonance among Quebe-
cers, who have long seen themselves as participating in a confederation of two language
groups. This explains the paradox that many Quebecers desire both independence and strong
links with Canada. They seek sovereignty not as a fundamental break but as one step along a
continuum.

To most Canadians in the rest of the country, however, a “yes” vote in another Quebec ref-
erendum would be the crossing of a Rubicon, profoundly changing the country. Their first pre-
occupation would be their own immediate self-interests and the re-organization of what was
left of the country. In the face of a “yes,” Simeon says, sovereignists expect the ROC to reply as a
monolith. But reactions, including the reactions to a proposed partnership, would vary widely
across regions, provinces, and business sectors.

Simeon argues that, even if it is desired in principle, a two-unit confederation, as partner-
ship suggests, would be difficult if not impossible to operate, and that a ten- or even a five-unit
federation might be more congenial.

This publication concludes the C.D. Howe Institute’s postreferendum research agenda,
which comprised two Commentary series. One series was “The Secession Papers,” which, in the
light of the results of the 1995 Quebec referendum, aimed to assist Canadians to “think about
the unthinkable.” Papers in this series were Coming to Terms with Plan B: Ten Principles Govern-
ing Secession, by Patrick J. Monahan and Michael J. Bryant with Nancy C. Coté; Looking into the
Abyss: The Need for a Plan C, by Alan C. Cairns; Ratifying a Postreferendum Agreement on Quebec
Sovereignty, by Peter Russell and Bruce Ryder; Walking the Tightrope: Canada’s Financial System
between a “Yes” Vote and Quebec Secession, by David Laidler and William B.P. Robson; and this
paper by Richard Simeon.

Complementing this effort was another series, “The Canadian Union Papers,” which fo-
cused on ways to enhance Canada’s political, economic, and social union. Papers in this series
were: Securing the Canadian Economic Union: Legal and Constitutional Options for the Federal Gov-
ernment, by Robert Howse; Drawing on Our Inner Strength: Canada’s Economic Citizenship in an
Era of Evolving Federalism, by Daniel Schwanen; Language Matters: Ensuring That the Sugar Not
Dissolve in the Coffee, by John Richards; Time Out: Assessing Incremental Strategies for Enhancing
the Canadian Political Union, by Roger Gibbins; and Citizen Engagement in Conflict Resolution:
Lessons for Canada in International Experience, by Janice Gross Stein, David R. Cameron, and
Richard Simeon, with Alan Alexandroff.

Both series were published under the supervision of David Cameron, a political scientist
at the University of Toronto.

* * * * *

The C.D. Howe Institute is Canada’s leading independent, nonpartisan, nonprofit economic policy research
institution. Its individual and corporate members are drawn from business, labor, agriculture, universities,
and the professions.
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For further information, contact: Richard Simeon (617) 496-3718; e-mail: rsimeon@cfia.harvard.edu
Maxine King (media relations), C.D. Howe Institute

phone: (416) 865-1904; fax: (416) 865-1866;
e-mail: cdhowe@cdhowe.org; Internet: www.cdhowe.org

Limits to Partnership: Canada-Quebec Relations in a Postsecession Era, C.D. Howe Institute Commentary 104, by
Richard Simeon (C.D. Howe Institute, Toronto, March 1998). 36 pp.; $9.00 (prepaid, plus postage & handling
and GST — please contact the Institute for details). ISBN 0-88806-432-2.

Copies are available from: Renouf Publishing Company Limited, 5369 Canotek Road, Ottawa, Ontario
K1J 9J3 (stores: 711/2 Sparks Street, Ottawa, Ontario; 12 Adelaide Street West, Toronto, Ontario); or
directly from the C.D. Howe Institute, 125 Adelaide Street East, Toronto, Ontario M5C 1L7. The full text
of this publication will also be available on the Internet.
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Un partenariat étendu entre le Canada et le
Québec serait pratiquement impossible à
négocier ou à opérer après la sécession,

indique une étude de l’Institut C.D. Howe

Un partenariat post-sécession étendu entre le Canada et un Québec souverain, tel que le pro-
pose le Parti Québécois, serait pratiquement impossible à négocier ou à administrer, et serait
inacceptable pour une partie comme pour l’autre. Telle est la conclusion d’un Commentaire de
l’Institut C.D. Howe publié aujourd’hui.

Selon l’auteur, il serait plus pratique d’instituer une entente de libre échange limitée assor-
tie d’un ensemble progressif d’ententes ponctuelles et souples que l’on élaborerait en fonction
des besoins mutuels. Cependant, ces liens ténus ne constitueraient pas le partenariat que de
nombreux Québécois, qu’ils soient souverainistes ou fédéralistes, souhaitent ou auquel ils s’at-
tendent, et ils ne suffiraient pas non plus à gérer l’union économique canadienne.

L’étude, intitulée Limits to Partnership: Canada-Quebec Relations in a Postsecession Era (Des
limites au partenariat : les relations Canada-Québec à l’ère postsécessionniste), est rédigée par Rich-
ard Simeon, actuellement professeur invité de la chaire William Lyon Mackenzie King
d’études canadiennes à l’Université Harvard, et attaché de recherche de l’Institut C.D. Howe. Il
est en congé de son poste de professeur de sciences politiques à l’Université de Toronto.

M. Simeon explique que, outre les relations habituelles entre deux États indépendants
(qui sont assujetties aux règles des organismes multilatéraux auxquels ils adhèrent), la relation
entre un Québec souverain et le reste du Canada (RDC) pourrait se baser sur l’un ou même
plusieurs des modèles qui suivent :

• une relation confédérale avec des institutions dotées de l’autorité de prendre des déci-
sions économiques et autres. Ce modèle, qui suit celui de l’Union européenne, est celui
que proposent les souverainistes qui sont partisans du partenariat.

• une relation de traité plus limitée, comme l’Accord de libre-échange nord-américain,
fondée sur une seule entente portant sur les questions économiques et dotée de mécan-
ismes limités de règlements des différends.



• des liens multiples — soit une variété progressive d’entente axées sur des questions pré-
cises, créées ponctuellement lorsqu’elles s’avèrent utiles aux parties (lesquelles pour-
raient comprendre les provinces plutôt qu’Ottawa). Les structures institutionnelles et les
règles afférentes aux décisions pourraient varier d’une entente à l’autre. La myriade d’en-
tentes entre les compétences canadienne et américaine témoigne d’un tel modèle. Il s’agit
du modèle le plus plausible, mais il serait difficile de parvenir même à celui-ci.

M. Simeon suggère que l’idée d’association et de partenariat comporte une résonnance par-
ticulière pour les Québécois, qui se voient depuis longtemps comme participants d’une
confédération de deux groupes linguistiques. Ceci explique le paradoxe selon lequel tant de
Québécois souhaitent l’indépendance tout en conservant des liens étroits avec le reste du Can-
ada. Ils recherchent la souveraineté non sous la forme d’une rupture fondamentale, mais
comme l’une des étapes d’un continuum.

Par contre, pour la plupart des Canadiens du reste du pays, un vote du « Oui » dans le
cadre d’un autre référendum du Québec équivaudrait à franchir le Rubicon, et à une modifica-
tion profonde du pays. Leur préoccupation avant tout porterait sur leurs intérêts personnels
immédiats et la réorganisation de ce qui reste du pays. Face à un « Oui », explique M. Simeon,
les souverainistes s’attendent à ce que le RDC réponde en bloc. Mais les réactions, dont celles
face à un partenariat envisagé, varieraient largement selon les régions, les provinces et les di-
vers secteurs d’entreprise.

M. Simeon soutient que, même si on la désire en principe, une confédération formée de
deux unités, comme le suggère le partenariat, serait difficile sinon impossible à administrer, et
qu’une fédération formée de dix ou même de cinq unités serait plus compatible.

Ce document conclut le programme de recherche postréférendaire de l’Institut C.D.
Howe, qui comprenait deux séries de Commentaires. L’une des séries s’intitulait « Les cahiers de
la sécession » et, à la lumière des résultats du référendum québécois de 1995, voulait aider les
Canadiens à « concevoir l’inconcevable ». Parmi les documents déjà publiés dans cette série,
figuraient Coming to Terms with Plan B: Ten Principles Governing Secession, par Patrick J. Mona-
han et Michael J. Bryant, avec la participation de Nancy C. Coté, Looking into the Abyss: The Need
for a Plan C, par Alan C. Cairns, Ratifying a Postreferendum Agreement on Quebec Sovereignty par
Peter Russell et Bruce Ryder, Walking the Tightrope: Canada’s Financial System between a “Yes”
Vote and Quebec Secession, par David Laidler et William B.P. Robson, ainsi que la présente étude
de Richard Simeon.

Parallèlement à cette série, en figurait une autre intitulée « Les cahiers de l’union canadi-
enne », qui portait sur les moyens d’améliorer l’union politique, sociale et économique du Can-
ada. Parmi les documents déjà publiés, figuraient les suivants : Securing the Canadian Economic
Union: Legal and Constitutional Options for the Federal Government, par Robert Howse, Drawing
on Our Inner Strength: Canada’s Economic Citizenship in an Era of Evolving Federalism, par Daniel
Schwanen, Language Matters: Ensuring That the Sugar Not Dissolve in the Coffee par John Rich-
ards, Time Out: Assessing Incremental Strategies for Enhancing the Canadian Political Union par
Roger Gibbins, et La participation des citoyens au règlement de conflits : les leçons de l’expérience in-
ternationale pour le Canada, par Janice Gross Stein, David R. Cameron et Richard Simeon, avec la
collaboration d’Alan Alexandroff.

Les deux séries étaient dirigées par David Cameron, un politicologue de l’Université de
Toronto.

* * * * *
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L’Institut C.D. Howe est un organisme indépendant, non-partisan et à but non lucratif, qui joue un rôle prépondérant au
Canada en matière de recherche sur la politique économique. Ses membres, individuels et sociétaires, proviennent du
milieu des affaires, syndical, agricole, universitaire et professionnel.
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The Secession
Papers

Limits to Partnership:
Canada-Quebec Relations in a

Postsecession Era

by

Richard Simeon

Many Quebec sovereignists seek independ-
ence combined with partnership with
Canada. Where does this claim originate?
Would the Canada that remained after a
“yes” vote in a Quebec referendum be in-
terested in negotiating that sort of relation-
ship? If not, what sorts of relations would be
possible?

The author explores a variety of forms
that a relationship might take, the reasons
partnership resonates so much more in
Quebec than in the rest of the country, and
the cases for and against it in various re-
gions and sectors. He also examines the
political and economic dynamics that
would attend secession and the negotiation
of a new relationship.

His conclusion is that a broad partner-
ship — one based on a single treaty and
involving a set of ongoing institutions em-
powered to make collective decisions on
matters going well beyond economic issues
— would be unacceptable in the rest of
Canada and in Quebec and would, in any
case, be virtually impossible to negotiate or
to operate.

More practicable would be a limited
free trade agreement plus an incremental
set of flexible, ad hoc agreements devel-
oped where common need dictated. But
such tenuous linkages would not be the
partnership that many Quebecers desire or
expect, nor would they suffice to manage
the Canadian economic union.



Main Findings of the Commentary

• The possibility of partnership between Canada and a sovereign Quebec deserves open,
frank discussion because:

• Even after a Quebec secession, the two entities would be so intermeshed that they would
have to relate to each other.

• In considering their voting decisions, Quebecers need a realistic assessment of the part-
nership their leaders say is possible.

• Non-Quebecers need to explore their interests well before the confusion that would in-
evitably follow a “yes” vote.

• In theory, the relationship between a sovereign Quebec and the rest of Canada (ROC) could
follow one of several models:

• The usual relations between any two independent states, subject only to the rules of mul-
tilateral organizations to which both belonged.

• A treaty relationship, like the North American Free Trade Agreement, based on a single
agreement focusing on economic matters with limited dispute-settlement mechanisms.

• Multiple linkages — an incremental variety of issue-specific arrangements, created ad
hoc when useful to the parties (which could include provinces, rather than Ottawa). Insti-
tutional structures and decision-rules could vary from agreement to agreement. The
myriad agreements between Canadian and US jurisdictions reflect such a model.

• A confederal relationship with ongoing institutions empowered to make decisions on
economic and other matters. This model, patterned on the European Union, is the one
sovereignist advocates of partnership describe.

• Association and partnership have particular resonance among Quebecers, who have long
seen themselves as participating in a confederation of two language groups. This explains
the paradox that many Quebecers desire both independence and strong links with Canada.
They seek sovereignty not as a fundamental break but as one step along a continuum.

• To most of the ROC, however, a “yes” vote would be the crossing of a Rubicon, profoundly
changing the country. Their first preoccupation would be their own immediate self-
interests and reorganization of what was left of the country.

• In the face of a “yes,” sovereignists expect the ROC to reply as a monolith. In fact, reactions,
including the reactions to a proposed partnership, would vary widely across regions, prov-
inces, and business sectors.

• Even if it is desired in principle, operating a two-unit confederation, as partnership sug-
gests, would be difficult if not impossible. A ten- or even a five-unit federation might be
more congenial.

• Partnership in the broad sense proposed by the Parti Québécois is not possible. The more
limited arrangements that might be feasible would fall short not only of what Quebecers
have been promised but also of what is required to manage a relationship of two jurisdic-
tions so interlinked as Quebec and Canada.



T he idea of partnership is central to the
proposals for independence that
sover-eignist provincial governments
have put before the Quebec people. In

1980, the referendum question asked for a
mandate to negotiate “sovereignty-associa-
tion”; in October 1995, it called for sovereignty
with a “new political and economic partnership
between two new countries, Quebec and Can-
ada” (italics added).

The critical fact, however, is that Quebec
alone could not establish such a relationship. It
takes two or more entities to form an associa-
tion or partnership. So the focus inevitably
shifts to the rest of the country.

Would the Canada that remained after a
“yes” vote on sovereignty have any interest in
forming a partnership? Would it have the po-
litical capacity to do so? What, if any, kind of
association would be either possible or desir-
able from the rest of Canada’s (ROC’s) per-
spective? What might possible models of
partnership look like? How might they oper-
ate? Can we imagine circumstances in which
the ROC would agree to negotiate a partner-
ship agreement? Would it be possible in the
tense environment that inevitably would fol-
low a “yes” vote in a referendum? These are
the questions that underpin this Commentary.

I argue that partnership is not an idea to be
dismissed out of hand. Thus, I begin by consid-
ering some reasons to take seriously and then
set out a variety of possible models. Next I ex-
plore in some detail why the idea resonates so
strongly in Quebec. I argue that, although the
notion that a country can be at once independ-
ent and closely associated with another does
have an important element of having one’s
cake and eating it too, such observations fail to
take account of the real dynamic of the idea
among Quebecers.

With the stage thus set, I examine in more
detail the range of likely opinion about part-
nership both in Quebec and in different re-
gions and sectors of the ROC. Then I explore

some of the dynamics that would shape the
politics of the Canada-Quebec relationship if
sovereignty was accomplished.

My conclusion is that broad, expansive
models of partnership would be extremely un-
likely to succeed. Instead, assuming that the
various actors display some level of stability
and rationality, the more likely outcome
would be a limited free trade arrangement
combined with a number of ad hoc, temporary,
incremental, and relatively informal linkages
that could not be designed in advance but that
would develop and evolve simply in accord
with mutual needs — in effect, the kind of rela-
tionships one might expect between any two
contiguous, interdependent states in the mod-
ern world.

Why Discuss Partnership?

Most non-Quebec commentators reject the
prospect of any kind of partnership if Quebec
decides to opt out of Canada. Their logic is in-
deed persuasive, on both substantive and stra-
tegic grounds.

Why, on the occasion of a divorce, would
the parties simultaneously agree to a new form
of cohabitation? If distinct society status and
asymmetry in the division of powers are unac-
ceptable within Confederation as it exists to-
day, how could the ROC possibly be interested
in supporting the much more radical option of
a close association after separation?

Federalist politicians, for example, are un-
equivocal in their view that a referendum
question that linked sovereignty and partner-
ship or association would be illegitimate. As
former justice minister Allan Rock puts it:
“The question will be separation or not —
nothing in between; not partnership or any
such thing. Separation is the clear and honest
question that must be asked.”1 To Canadians
who take this view, the position of the Parti
Québécois’ (PQ) is fundamentally dishonest
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and manipulative, seeking support for a model
that it cannot deliver.

Strategy is another consideration. Even if
Canadians in the ROC are prepared to contem-
plate some form of partnership — a Plan D —
after a Quebec vote for sovereignty, how could
they possibly signal their agreement in ad-
vance of that vote? Doing so would surely re-
assure Quebecers that the risks of voting for
sovereignty were low, massively increasing the
likelihood of a “yes” in the next referendum.
Thus, is not any discussion of partnership
before the next referendum disloyal, if not
mischievous? Should federalists not deny any
possibility of partnership now, even if they
know they might be forced to entertain the
idea at some point in the future?

Persuasive as such substantive and strate-
gic observations are, there are good reasons for
greater public discussion of the possibility of
partnership. Most important, if the “yes” side
succeeded, Quebec and Canada would con-
tinue to share the north of the North American
continent and to be intermeshed economically
and in a myriad other ways. Both sides would
have to find some way to manage their mutual
affairs. The two (or more) new entities would
have a relationship (as do all countries or terri-
tories that abut each other). The question is
what form it would take.

Undertaking this inquiry, however specu-
lative it must be, is also useful to assist both
Quebecers and non-Quebecers in this prerefer-
endum period. To make their voting decision,
the Québécois need a realistic assessment of
what partnership possibilities might be feasi-
ble. The non-Québécois need to have thought
through the possibilities and to have explored
where their interests lie well before the shock
and confusion that would inevitably accom-
pany a “yes” vote.

Whatever arrangements developed after a
“yes” vote, they would not take place in isola-
tion from other events occurring more or less
simultaneously. First would be the formaliza-

tion of secession itself, which, as Monahan and
Bryant and Russell and Rider demonstrate,2

would be extremely difficult to achieve without
a damaging constitutional rupture. Debates about
partnership and events in other arenas would
interact enormously. The bargaining dynamics
would differ in a scenario that envisioned seces-
sion and partnership being accomplished at the
same time and in one that assumed secession
first, followed, perhaps only after some time,
by the negotiation of future relationships. And
the more acrimonious the secession itself, the
more difficult partnership negotiations would
be, however desirable that result might be.

Similarly, partnership discussions would
interact very strongly with the processes
through which the ROC rethought its own
identity and redesigned its institutions to re-
flect the new makeup of the country. Any ar-
rangements between Quebec and Canada
would likely have major implications for the
design of a new Canadian federation, and any
such redesign would constrain the possibili-
ties for partnership (as I discuss later).

Quebecers who wanted to achieve sover-
eignty and partnership simultaneously would
probably be disappointed. The reality is that
rest of Canadians would be most reluctant to
enter partnership discussions before they had
completed their own constitutional process for
fear that the partnership tail would wag the
Canadian dog. Alan Cairns persuasively ar-
gues that the reshaping of Canada without
Quebec should await the completion of seces-
sion in order to avoid an impossible overload
of difficult issues3 (detailed later in the paper).
But if the secession agreement were to include
major elements of partnership, compartmental-
izing the issues would probably be impossible.

How to Proceed

Despite these difficulties, I propose to explore
the possibility of partnership in the most posi-
tive light. I want to reverse the burden of proof,
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placing it for the moment on those who believe
partnership is impossible.

Thus, I start with the assumption that part-
nership is, in principle, possible. The idea de-
serves not to be rejected out of hand; rather, it
needs a sympathetic hearing and then a careful
testing of its desirability and feasibility.

The reason for this approach is twofold.
I wish to test the possibilities for partnership
under the most favorable possible circum-
stances. (If it is unlikely even under these con-
ditions, it becomes even less likely under less
favorable ones.) I also hope to provide a coun-
terweight to the current tendency of Canadi-
ans outside Quebec to dismiss the idea out of
hand and of sovereignist Quebecers to assume
that partnership is a foregone conclusion.

Accordingly, I begin with a set of admit-
tedly highly optimistic — indeed, perhaps un-
realistic — assumptions about the situation
after a “yes” vote in a referendum held in the
near future.

• Quebec would have voted for sovereignty
in a clear, unequivocal manner with a
strong majority on an unambiguous ques-
tion. (A question that included an explicit
or implied promise of partnership would
not qualify because a Quebec government
could not keep that promise unilaterally.)

• Political elites on both sides would respect
the legitimacy and finality of the decision.
Hence, the intention to pursue sovereignty
would be uncontested by any major politi-
cal actors. (The more contested the referen-
dum process and its result, the less likely
that any kind of successful, stable relation-
ship could be quickly negotiated.)

• Non-Quebecers would not be in a mood to
punish or exact retribution from Quebec.
Any negotiations will be conducted in good
faith.

• Good faith, however, does not necessarily
mean goodwill or a sense of mutuality. For
Canadians in the ROC, whatever sense of

common interest, mutual regard, and the
like they had associated with the relation-
ship inside Confederation, would have
vanished. Hence, the most optimistic view
is that they would assess partnership op-
tions according to their own self-interest,
uninfluenced either by recrimination or by
lingering feelings of solidarity. Quebecers
would do likewise.

• The negotiations that did take place would
be more like international negotiations than
negotiations within a country.

This paper is addressed to both sides of the
Canadian divide; it is not a brief or set of debat-
ing points for either one. Much less am I trying
to set up arguments whose purpose is to in-
fluence a referendum outcome. Clearly, any
conclusions here have implications for that
process, but as much as humanly possible, I
seek to explore partnership possibilities on
their merits, accepting Daniel Turp’s invitation
to look at the partnership proposal with “an
open mind and a critical eye.”4

For readers who are not sovereignists, I
hope to provide a sympathetic reading of the
Quebec case for partnership. I do not believe it
is a cynical ploy to trick Quebecers into voting
for independence by convincing them that
nothing will have changed once they have
done so; rather, it responds to deeply felt be-
liefs within Quebec — a point it is important
for critics to recognize. And for sovereignists, I
hope to give an equally sympathetic account of
likely views in the ROC and the limits these
would impose on the scope of partnership.

Whether either side will believe that I have
succeeded in my aspiration to be even-handed
remains to be seen.

Models of Partnership

What kind of a formal relationship might exist
between a sovereign Quebec and the ROC?
The words association and partnership imply
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some kind of permanent, ongoing, institution-
alized relationship involving mechanisms of
co-decision and harmonization on a fairly wide
range of matters, one that is broader and deeper
than that established by a simple treaty be-
tween countries on the model of the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). In-
deed, the implication is the creation of a new
political entity with its own structures, pow-
ers, and resources. Such a model, however, is
only one of the ways in which a sovereign Que-
bec might interact with the ROC. The rela-
tionship could follow a number of different
models, each suggesting a higher level of
integration:

• Splendid isolation, governed only by the
broad rules used to manage the international
relations between any two independent
states, and subject to the economic rules of the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, the
World Trade Organization (WTO), and other
multilateral institutional arrangements.

• A treaty relationship, related to essential,
largely economic matters, with some limited,
independent dispute-settlement mechan-
isms. The treaty would, subject to periodic
amendments, be a once-and-for-all agree-
ment, setting out rules governing the behav-
ior of each of the parties; that is, there would
be no provision for ongoing policymaking
machinery or for co-decision or harmoniza-
tion across a range of policy fields. This is the
NAFTA model.

• A “multiple-linkages” model. The relation-
ship would rest not on a single treaty or
agreement covering all elements in it but
on a large number of limited, incremental,
issue-specific arrangements between the
parties, subject to creation and elimination
based on their continuing utility to both
sides. Structures, powers, decision-rules,
and participants would vary, depending
on the matters covered in each agreement.

• Full partnership. A confederal relationship,
in which the two new sovereign parties
would create an ongoing and overarching
set of institutions that were empowered to
make collective decisions on a specified set
of matters, which could go well beyond
economic issues to include immigration
and citizenship, mobility, environmental
matters, and the like. This partnership
model is the one sovereignist advocates
frequently invoke. It is patterned broadly
(but with some critical differences) after
the European Union (EU).

Each of these possibilities, of course, has many
variants. They could also be combined; for ex-
ample, the multiple-linkages model could be
blended with a free trade agreement.

I focus primarily on the confederal, part-
nership model, though I pay some attention to
the other three since (to anticipate my conclu-
sions) I think negotiating a formal partnership
in a confederal form would prove impossible
and that the most feasible arrangement would
likely take the form of multiple linkages plus
some kind of free trade agreement.

Before we go further, a note on how words
are used. Some non-Quebecers try to cut through
the ambiguities by asserting the need to speak
of separatists, not sovereignists, of independence
or separation, not sovereignty. I believe, how-
ever, that the softer terms do, in fact, capture
Quebec opinion better than the harder ones.

Some History

What do the sovereignists themselves mean
when they talk of association or partnership? The
idea has a long history in the discourse of Que-
bec nationalists (see Box 1). It has gone through
several permutations, and the PQ itself has not
always been united as to whether partnership
must accompany sovereignty or, if it is neces-
sary, what form it should take. But it is impor-
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tant to note that association or partnership has
been an integral element of the aspiration to
sovereignty from the very beginning.

Indeed, it is interesting to note the striking
similarities between René Lévesque’s views
(again, see Box 1) and those of a present-day
sovereignist, Daniel Turp:

Sovereignists do not want to destroy and
break up Canada….Their intention is to in-
vent a new country with its own distinct-
iveness and ambitions to live their national
aspirations. Yet, Quebecers are also com-
mitted to building new bridges with a
neighbor, a country with which it would
like to enter into a friendly, peaceful and
novel form of Union, which could be la-
beled, for the sake of history and continu-
ity, as a new Canadian Union.5

This sort of statement may reveal a breath-
taking naiveté about how all this would be per-
ceived and interpreted outside Quebec. But
there is also a positive element, which needs to
be understood by those who criticize asso-
ciation on the grounds that it is merely cynical
opportunism.

The call for sovereignty with partnership
can be seen as the reflection of a profound am-
bivalence about Canada and Quebec. Perhaps
no one better illustrates this than the current
premier of Quebec, Lucien Bouchard, who has
over his career been a Pierre Trudeau federal-
ist, an advocate of the Meech Lake Accord, the
architect of Brian Mulroney’s cooperative fed-
eralism, and a sovereignist. Sovereignty with
partnership was one means of resolving the
contradictions. As Lawrence Martin points out,
many Quebecers do not see these changes as
political opportunism. “Bouchard,” they say,
“was simply following the tortuous route of
the Quebec conscience on the unity issue.”6

One can see more of this ambivalence in
the twists and turns of Quebec policy during
the two or three years leading up to the
October 1995 referendum. The PQ’s plan for

sovereignty published in 19937 included a dis-
cussion of “economic association with Can-
ada,” although the relevant institutions were
given little emphasis and the word partnership
did not appear. But as the referendum year of
1995 developed, the polls made it increasingly
clear that outright independence, with no
guarantee of a future association, had little
chance of victory.

Bouchard, then leader of the Bloc Qué-
bécois (BQ) in Ottawa, first voiced concerns
about this problem in April 1995. Regional
commissions dispatched across the province
to sound public opinion found much support
for sovereignty but grave doubts about opting
for it without the assurance of an association.
Then a group of “soft” sovereignists who had
broken away from the Liberals to form a new
party, Action démocratique du Québec (ADQ),
led by Mario Dumont, made it clear that it
would not support independence unless it was
accompanied by some form of association.

Thus the stage was set for the great virage,
an agreement among the PQ, BQ, and ADQ to
propose a “new Economic and Political Part-
nership” between a sovereign Quebec and the
rest of Canada, signed on June 12, 1995.

The main elements of this proposed ar-
rangement were spelled out in the agreement,
and in Bill 1, which became An Act Respecting
the Future of Quebec.8 Quebec would indeed be
sovereign, claiming the plenitude of state
powers to make all laws, impose all taxes, sign
all treaties, and write its own constitution. But,
along with this goal, it wished “in particular to
invent with the people of Canada, our historic
partners, new relations permitting us to main-
tain our economic links and to redefine our po-
litical relationships.” Hence, the accession to
sovereignty would be preceded by an “offer of
partnership.”

Unlike earlier periods, when Quebec had
called for offers from the ROC, this time it
would be Quebec that would put the proposal
on the table (see Box 2). And sovereignty itself
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would not depend on acceptance of the offer or
on successful negotiation. The agreement
stated that, after a “yes” victory, “The National
Assembly will, on the one hand, be able to pro-
claim the sovereignty of Quebec,9 and on the
other hand, the government will have the duty
of proposing to Canada a new treaty.”

If the negotiations were successful, the Na-
tional Assembly would declare Quebec’s sov-
ereignty after the agreement is reached. But,
“in the event that negotiations prove to be
fruitless, the National Assembly will be able to
declare Quebec’s sovereignty upon short no-
tice.” Canada was to have a year to respond to
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Box 1: From Lévesque and the MSA to Parizeau and indépendance

In 1967, René Lévesque and a band of followers
left the Quebec Liberal Party to form the Mouve-
ment souverainété-association, soon to evolve
into the PQ. “There are moments,” declared
Lévesque, when “courage and calm daring be-
come the only form of prudence....Quebec must
become sovereign as soon as possible.”a

Significantly, the idea of association or part-
nership was central to the sovereignist program
from its inception — indeed, it was built into the
title of the new movement — though Lévesque
was constantly in conflict with more radical ele-
ments seeking outright independence, a tension
that has existed within the PQ ever since.
Lévesque envisioned collaboration on the mone-
tary system, tariffs, the postal system, treatment
of minorities, defense, and foreign policy, consti-
tuting, in his words, “The Canadian Union.”b

Lévesque’s emphasis on association appears
also to have been partly based on a genuine and
strong attachment to Canada. “We do not want to
end but rather to radically transform our union
with the rest of Canada, so that in the future, our
relations will be built on full and complete equal-
ity.”c Canada and Quebec, he argued, must main-
tain a continuity “which will be largely
economic, but also political.” Sovereignty and as-
sociation would be equal components of a single
project. “Association with Canada must be paral-
lel with the independence of Quebec. It would be
a crime to cripple with one blow two centuries of
communal coexistence.” As for the possible break-
up of the rest of Canada, “To me the idea is cata-
strophic; I do not want to consider it.”d

The PQ, somewhat to its own surprise, came to
provincial power in November 1976. The strat-
egy it adopted toward sovereignty, crafted by In-
tergovernmental Affairs Minister Claude Morin,
focused on a step-by-step process — étapisme —
designed to allay popular fears of radical change
by emphasizing a graduated approach. There
would be a referendum, asking only for a man-
date to negotiate sovereignty-association, fol-
lowed by negotiations with the rest of Canada.
Whatever the outcome, no final move toward in-
dependence would be taken without a second
consultation with the people.e

The emphasis on association was fundamen-
tal to this strategy. Details of the proposed part-
nership were set out in two documents published
in 1979. In June, the PQ ratified Égal à égal, and a
few months later, the government issued a white
paper, Quebec-Canada: A New Deal, subtitled The
Quebec Government’s Proposal for a New Partner-
ship between Equals: Sovereignty-Association.

According to the white paper, the association
would consist of a customs union with common
external tariffs, free movement of capital and
people, retention of the Canadian dollar, coordi-
nation of “policies inspired by common trends,”
and possible collaboration on transportation, in-
cluding co-management of Air Canada and Ca-
nadian National Railways. The aim was to
maintain the Canadian economic union with as
little change and disruption as possible. The Ca-
nadian political union, however, would be
radically changed. The association would be man-
aged by a new set of institutions, created equally
by the governments of Canada and Quebec: a



the partnership offer and, as then-Premier Jac-
ques Parizeau told a As Parizeau told a British
audience, “if Canada refuses, Quebec will be-
come sovereign nonetheless.”10

Thus, sovereignty would not depend on
prior agreement on partnership. Nor would

there be a second referendum to seek citizens’
further views before independence was de-
clared. As Bouchard said, by virtue of being
sovereign, Quebec would be able to discuss
“people to people, equal to equal with its
neighbor of English Canada.”11
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ministerial community council; a court of justice
for the association; a commission of experts, to
act as adviser and general secretariat; and a com-
mon monetary authority. (There was no proposal
for a common parliamentary assembly.)

These institutions would have no independ-
ent authority, revenue-raising capacity, or elec-
toral base. All their members would be
appointed delegates of the two governments.
The general principle governing decisionmaking
would be parity. Decisions of the council would
require unanimity, while the court would have
equal numbers of judges appointed by each gov-
ernment and a president approved by both.

The principle of parity would not, however, be
absolute:

In an association between two partners, some
fundamental subjects must naturally be sub-
jected to parity; otherwise one of the parties
would be at the mercy of the other. That does
not mean, however, that in every day prac-
tice, everything will be subject to a double
veto.f

Thus, representation on the monetary authority
would be proportional to the relative sizes of the
two economies. And in “special cases,” the vot-
ing rule would reflect the “predominant interest
of one of the parties” (examples given are Canada
with respect to wheat, Quebec with respect to as-
bestos). Thus, Quebec would acquire control
over all its laws, taxes, territory, citizenship,
courts, and external relations, but the extent to
which these powers would equip the new coun-
try to pursue genuinely autonomous policies
would be highly constrained by the commitment
to full-scale continued economic integration and
by political association. The dilemma for the sov-

ereignists was — and remains — that, in order to
win support for sovereignty, it must be accompa-
nied by convincing assurances that continuity
with Canada would be maintained.

This dilemma has continued to divide the PQ.
Jacques Parizeau, who became party leader in
1987, was highly critical of the gradualist strategy
and the proposal for association. Both, he argued,
would make Quebec hostage to the goodwill of
other Canadians. Hence, under his leadership,
the party reoriented its strategy. Independence,
not association, was the overall goal, to be
achieved with or without the cooperation of the
ROC. To the extent that a relationship would be
worked out, it would be driven by the ROC’s
need to accommodate, however reluctantly, the
reality of an independent Quebec, at least as
much as by Quebec’s needs.

The Parizeau strategy left Quebec much less
hostage to the ROC’s intentions, but at the cost of
reducing public support for the project and of
precipitating potentially far greater economic
and social disruption in the subsequent transi-
tion processes.

a Quoted in Peter Desbarats, René: A Canadian in Search of a
Country (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1976), p. 131.

b Ibid.
c Quoted in Graham Fraser, PQ: René Lévesque and the Parti

Québécois in Power (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1984),
p. 171.

d René Lévesque, My Quebec (Toronto: Methuen, 1979), pp. 58,
73, 84. The fullest exposition of Lévesque’s views are found
in his An Option for Quebec (Toronto: McClelland and
Stewart, 1968).

e For a good analysis, see Kenneth McRoberts and Dale Pos-
gate, Quebec: Social Change and Political Crisis, rev. ed. (To-
ronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1980), p. 217.

f Quebec, Executive Council, Quebec-Canada: A New Deal: The
Quebec Government’s Proposal for a New Partnership between



The Importance of
Partnership to Sovereignists

Before assessing the plausibility and feasibility
of the partnership proposal and reactions to it
in the ROC, let us step back to ask how associa-
tion and partnership resonate within Quebec.

Outside Quebec, the strong tendency is to
dismiss the idea as a ploy designed to win sup-
port for a dubious proposition by making
promises that are reassuring but that could not
be redeemed without the cooperation of the
ROC. Association and partnership, say many,
are simply political responses to the blunt fact
that outright sovereignty could never win in a
Quebec referendum. The proposal of partner-
ship is a scam, they suggest. Once separatist
leaders have received their majority — once
the lobsters are in the pot — the partnership
idea will have served its purpose and be quickly
abandoned.

Such assertions doubtless have a consider-
able measure of truth, but they fail to ask why
the option of sovereignty-partnership or
sovereignty-association has such a strong ap-
peal among Quebecers. What looks like — and
may indeed be — a political absurdity may re-
fer to an important psychological reality, one to
which observers outside Quebec should pay
more attention.

The terms sovereignty-association and
sovereignty-partnership encapsulate and com-
bine two elements that appear to be deeply
embedded in the political identities of a great
many francophone Quebecers. The sovereignty
side of the equation captures the deep sense
that Quebec constitutes a distinct political
community: that it is in this sense a nation or
people, that this community is most fully repre-
sented and given political expression by the
National Assembly and government of Que-
bec, and that it constitutes a minority within
the larger federation of Canada.

If this were the whole story, however, then
immediate, complete independence would be

the option most likely to succeed in a refer-en-
dum. But surveys repeatedly report that out-
right independence has always been a minor-
ity position, even among francophones, and
that the numbers favoring it have been re-
markably stable over many years.12

Association, then, captures the other side of
the equation: that along with the primary Qué-
bécois identity, many Quebecers, even sover-
eignists, continue to maintain a strong identity
with Canada. In a February 1996 Léger and Lé-
ger poll, 85.5 percent of Quebec respondents
agreed  “somewhat or completely” with the
statement that “Canada is a good country where
it is good to live.” And 78.1 percent agreed that
“we should be proud of what francophones
and anglophones have accomplished together
in Canada.”

Another survey of francophones in Que-
bec just before the 1995 referendum found that
29 percent identified themselves as “Quebe-
cers only,” 29.1 percent as “Quebecers first, but
also Canadian,” 28.1 per cent as Quebecers and
Canadians equally, and 6.7 percent as Canadi-
ans only.13

This double set of attachments — which,
I believe, goes well beyond a merely economic
calculation of the benefits of association with
Canada or the costs of breakup — explains the
durability of Yvon Deschamps’ observation
that what Quebecers really want is an inde-
pendent Quebec within a strong, united Can-
ada. As Louis Balthazar puts it, “ “We want to
be with you, but we don’t want to be part of
you.”14

A host of surveys show that Deschamps
was exactly right. His statement explains such
apparent anomalies as the fact that large ma-
jorities of Quebecers, including many sover-
eignists, continue to agree with such
state-ments as “Canada is the best country in
the world in which to live.” It may also explain
the paradox that significant numbers of Que-
becers believe that after sovereignty they
would continue to carry Canadian passports

10 / C.D. Howe Institute Commentary



and even to send members to the Canadian
Parliament. In the 1996 Léger and Léger poll
discussed above, a remarkable 58.4 percent of
respondents agreed that “No matter what the
arrangement between Quebec and Canada,
Quebec should be part of Canada.”

Such responses may indicate confusion, ig-
norance, and even perhaps manipulation by
vote-seeking péquiste leaders. But they may
also reflect the fact that the word sovereignty
itself has an emotional or psychological mean-
ing for many Québécois that is quite different
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Box 2: Quebec’s 1995 Proposal for Partnership

The arrangement Quebec proposed in 1995 was,
asR.L.Wattsdescribes it, a two-unitconfederation.a

The partnership treaty, as set out in Bill 1,
would maintain “and improve” (my italics) the ex-
isting Canadian economic space and establish
rules for sharing the current federal debt and as-
sets. The priority was the operation of a monetary
and customs union, monetary policy, free circula-
tion of goods, services, people, and capital, labor
mobility, and citizenship.b

The partnership could be extended into other
fields, which could include interprovincial and
international trade, transportation, international
representation, the possibility of the partner-
ship’s speaking “with one voice” in international
organizations, transportation, defense, the regu-
lation of financial institutions, fiscal and budget-
ary policies, the environment, the fight against
arms and drug smuggling, postal services, and
“all other matters that the parties could consider
of common interest.”

Thus, the goals of the partnership would be
primarily economic, “to ensure continuity in the
trade relations between Quebec and Canada,”c

but they could expand well beyond. The political
elements were much less clear, reflection the re-
luctance of many péquistes to consider rebuilding
a political union that Quebec would just have de-
cided to leave. As Daniel Turp, one of the archi-
tects of the virage, put it, “The political
partnership proposal deserves to be initially
modest in its outlook.” Nevertheless, it could
lead “progressively into more advanced forms of
political union.”d

The institutions described were much like
those the PQ had proposed in 1979. A permanent
secretariat would coordinate the partnership.
Decisionmaking would rest with a “partnership
council” of ministers, with equal representation
from Quebec and Canada, whose decisions
would be based on unanimity.

The major change was the addition of a parlia-
mentary assembly. Quebec would have 25 per-
cent of the members, who would not be directly
elected but appointed from the House of Com-
mons and the National Assembly. The group
would have no formal legislative powers, but it
could review draft decisions of the council of
ministers, make recommendations, and pass
resolutions to discuss enlargement of common
fields of action. (Thus, its powers would be fewer
than those of the existing European Parliament.)

Finally, a tribunal would resolve disputes over
the treaty’s implementation and interpretation. It
could be modeled after one or a combination of
existing tribunals in the NAFTA, the WTO, and
the Canadian Agreement on Internal Trade.
a R.L. Watts, “The Limitations of Recent Proposals for Con-

federal Solutions for Canada” (Institute of Intergovernmen-
tal Relations, Queen’s University, Kingston, Ont., 1994),
mimeographed.

b Each of these issues is complex. For example, for the pitfalls
facing the idea of a common currency, see David E.W.
Laidler and William B.P. Robson, Two Nations, One Money?
Canada’s Monetary System following a Quebec Secession, The
Canada Round 3 (Toronto: C.D. Howe Institute, 1991). For a
powerful critique of common citizenship, see Stanley H.
Hartt, Divided Loyalties: Dual Citizenship and Reconstituting
the Economic Union, C.D. Howe Institute Commentary 67
(Toronto: C.D. Howe Institute, March 1995).

c Daniel Turp, “From an Economic and Political Partnership
between Quebec and Canada to a Canadian Union,” Consti-
tutional Forum 7 (Winter/Spring 1996): 93.



from the formal, juridical sense of the term
as used by constitutional lawyers and from the
way it is interpreted by most anglophone Ca-
nadians. To the Québécois, it appears to be an
affirmation of their identity and of their sense
of a right to determine their future for them-
selves, an understanding not at all inconsistent
with retaining attachments to Canada.

Indeed, the term sovereignty-partnership en-
capsulates the fundamental belief (shared by
sovereignists and federalists alike) that from
its inception Canada was seen as a partnership
between the two great language groups. This
language and this set of assumptions resonates
through virtually all Quebec commentary on
Canadian federalism.

In this sense, the ideas of sovereignty and
partnership are deeply embedded in a Quebec
political discourse that sees them as comple-
mentary, not contradictory. Quebecers have al-
ways thought of Canada as a partnership.15 The
term is familiar and comfortable. And it is the
growing rejection of this conception of Can-
ada, as reflected in the Constitution Act of 1982
and the defeat of the Meech Lake and Char-
lottetown Accords that has tipped the balance
for many people from trust in federalism to be-
lief in the need for sovereignty.

“Partnership,” then, can be seen as an af-
firmation of “openness to the rest of Canada,
even if other Canadians would insist on a thor-
ough separation.”16 The central difficulty in
finding a “renewed federalism” (much less
agreement on a partnership arrangement) is
that the dominant conceptions of the ROC now
argue for the equality of individuals and prov-
inces and are deeply and increasingly hostile
to dualism, partnership, or special treatment.

Thus, many Quebecers are only partial or
reluctant sovereignists. Even if they feel driven
to support sovereignty by their perception that
the rest of the country is no longer prepared to
accept a dualist vision of Canada, they retain
the desire to maintain the historic partnership,
albeit in a very different form.

The Implications

If my analysis is correct, it has a number of
implications for thinking about institutional
models of sovereignty and partnership. First,
it suggests that the recent polarization of the
alternatives — essentially between the status
quo and outright independence — is, in terms
of the attitudes of most Quebec citizens, artifi-
cial and distorted. Both are minority positions.
Democrats must always worry when the alter-
natives that the political system is able to put
before citizens are demonstrably both minor-
ity positions and when choices that do reflect
the preponderance of opinion are simply not
on the table.

Second, the broad range of Quebec opinion
does indeed appear fall in the middle, around
the alternatives of distinct society/special status
in a renewed federalism, on one hand, and
sovereignty with a strong partnership on the
other. The numbers falling on either side of this
balance vary according to changing political
events (especially the perceived willingness or
unwillingness of the ROC to recognize Que-
bec’s distinctiveness in a reformed federal-
ism.)

That point leads to a third important impli-
cation. For many Quebec voters, the two op-
tions are not sharply opposed; indeed, they
flow into each other as parts of a continuum. In
this sense, in the minds of many voters, re-
newed federalism (embracing recognition of
Quebec’s distinctiveness, with some as-
sociated powers) and sovereignty-partnership
have more in common with each other than
does either of the polar extremes: a federalism
rigorously based on the equality of the prov-
inces or outright independence. Rather, both
options seek a balance between autonomy and
sharing, with the emphasis wavering between
one side and the other.

Former premier Jacques Parizeau argues
that “sovereignty is necessary and partnership
desirable”17 (although the public opinion data
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and the necessity of the virage of the 1995 refer-
endum suggest he has it just the wrong way
around; it really is: sovereignty is desirable
and partnership necessary”). Many ROC op-
ponents of distinct society believe secession is
preferable to asymmetric federalism. The re-
sult is an odd alliance between the “realists” on
both sides. Both hard-line separatists and their
hard-headed opponents say that a simple ma-
jority “yes” vote would mean that Confedera-
tion was definitively ended and that
indepen-dence straight up would be the inevi-
table outcome. But both groups, I believe, are
out of step with the realities of public opinion
in Quebec (and perhaps elsewhere), and both
are likely to lead down a dangerous path.

The difficulty is that, at the political and ju-
ridical levels and in the reactions of most Cana-
dians in the ROC, what to a Québécois voter
might seem like a small shift — little more than
another step in a long political evolution start-
ing with the Quebec Act of 1774 — would, in
fact, be the crossing of a great divide from
which there would be no turning back.

The dominant assumption in anglophone
Canada is that a “yes” vote to sovereignty
would change the country’s politics forever in
profound ways. Canada would exist no more;
any sense of mutuality and solidarity within
the larger Canadian community would disap-
pear; Quebec would become the definitive
“other,” to be dealt with as a foreign power in
terms of cold self-interest.

As Denis Stairs puts it:

The first reality that would play itself out in
the post-secession environment would be
the transformation of an important part of
Canada’s “domestic” politics into a politics
of a very different kind — namely, inter-
national politics….The most obvious and
immediate…implication would be the
absolute release of any Canadian govern-
ment from the obligation to take into ac-
count the interests of the citizens of
Quebec.18

Outside the ranks of PQ activists, few franco-
phone Quebecers see it this way.

In brief, the very meaning of a “yes” vote
might well be different in the two linguistic
communities. Thus, both sides could make a
grievous error. Non-Quebecers would inter-
pret a “yes” as meaning that Quebec is gone,
without realizing the vote might equally be a
call for symbolic change and recognition. And
Quebecers would believe that nothing funda-
mental had changed as a result of their vote,
when in fact everything would have changed.

The consequences of such rival interpreta-
tions could be tragic, pushing everyone into
choices and alternatives that very few actually
preferred and creating a political crisis that
might well become unmanageable (see Box 3).

The Cases for and
against Partnership

Once Quebec had successfully asserted its
claim to sovereignty, what interest would ei-
ther side have in exploring a subsequent part-
nership arrangement? The case is much clearer
and stronger on the Quebec side.

Quebec Looks at Partnership

As already noted, a commitment to partner-
ship would have obvious advantages for the
success of the sovereignist cause in a referen-
dum. A credible case that partnership is possi-
ble and could not be denied by the ROC would
enormously strengthen sovereignists’ electoral
prospects. If partnership seemed possible, the
fear of sovereignty’s entailing large economic
costs would recede dramatically. Moreover, as
we have also already seen, a promise of
sovereignty-partnership would accord closely
with francophone Quebecers’ sense of their
own identity as Québécois and as Canadians.
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The Case for Partnership

What about the case for actual association in
the longer term?

Even unequivocal separatists such as Par-
izeau argue that an independent Quebec
would remain in an economic union with Can-
ada. No one wants to jeopardize the more than
$60 billion in trade or the 500,000 jobs involved.
But, goes one argument, these benefits could
be maintained without the elaborate machin-
ery of economic and political partnership —

for example, through a nation-to-nation treaty
modeled on the NAFTA.19 Hard-liners also ar-
gue that nothing could stop an independent
Quebec from unilaterally adopting the Cana-
dian currency.20 All it would take to maintain
the economic union would be a few simple
rules.

This approach ignores two fundamental
facts. First, the NAFTA is far from a full eco-
nomic union. Most obviously, it does not em-
body free movement of people. Moreover, the
NAFTA and other such international arrange-
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Box 3: Keeping Cool Heads after a “Yes” Vote

The divergence of views discussed here suggests
that, in the event of a “yes” vote, leaders on both
sides should be strongly urged not to rush to
judgment. Rather, they should seek some means
by which the meanings and nuances of the vote
could be explored and in which the subsequent
negotiations would not — at least not initially —
be about the terms of separation, with or without
partnership, but an occasion to explore a range of
possibilities, some perhaps not yet articulated.

In the current atmosphere of polarization and
tension, this hope is probably vain (especially
among PQ militants, who would be unlikely to
want to question a victory so recently achieved;
economic or political events, however, could
force their hand). But it is a hope that should be
explored.

Another implication is that it is in both sides’
interests to proceed step by step: to build into the
process enough stages or decision-points that op-
tions and alternatives can be reconsidered, that
conclusions can be revisited, that new paths can
be explored, and that citizens’ reactions to events
can be monitored and expressed. In this sense, a
“yes” vote should be seen not as an end but a be-
ginning, one in which a variety of different mod-
els for partnership — including even some form
of renewed federalism — might be pursued.

In addition, as Marcel Côté observes, “When
the costs and disorder associated with the break-
up of Canada emerge into the daylight, the Que-
bec people will turn against those who have
fooled them.”a As the implications of their vote
became clear, many Quebecers might wish to re-
consider, and it would be tragic if they were not
given some opportunity to do so.

Granted, Robert Young argues persuasively
that, in the rush of events following a positive ref-
erendum vote, there would be no desire, no time,
and no opportunity for such second thoughts.b

PQ leaders would be triumphant, federalist lead-
ers in disarray,c and financial markets exercising
their own harsh discipline and calling for a rapid
termination of the uncertainty, which could most
quickly be achieved by completing the secession.
He may be right, but, on the other hand, many of
the factors he discusses could argue for an
equally rapid reversal of the decision.

Thus, it could be important to ensure that the
federalist ship had not sailed over the horizon. It
might better stand by to lower the life lines.

a Marcel Côté and David Johnston, If Quebec Goes...: The Real
Costs of Separation (Toronto: Stoddart, 1995), p.193.

b Robert Young, The Secession of Quebec and the Future of Can-
ada (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1995).

c This point is also argued by Keith Banting, “If Quebec Sepa-
rates: Restructuring Northern North America,” in R. Kent



ments are primarily about negative integra-
tion — the removal of barriers to trade. Unlike
the European Union, they are not about posi-
tive integration or the strengthening of collec-
tive capacities to promote integration, growth,
and competitiveness in transportation, com-
munication, the environment, infrastructure,
and the like. Nor do they embody any element
of sharing or redistribution.

Second, the level of integration between
Quebec and the ROC (especially Ontario and
the Atlantic provinces) is many orders of mag-
nitude greater than that between any region of
Canada and the United States or Mexico.21

This linkage is reflected not only in trade but
also in a host of corporate structures and rela-
tionships. At the level of individuals and civil
society, Canadians may have seen a progres-
sive disengagement of their two societies, but
the degree of integration is still much greater
than that between any part of Canada and the
United States, a direct result of the common
standards, nondiscrimination, mutual recog-
nition, and legal comity that come from living
in the same country. It is highly unlikely that
the interdependencies resulting from this eco-
nomic and social integration could be man-
aged by an arrangement such as the NAFTA.

Given the interdependencies and the dif-
ferences in size between the Canadian and
Quebec economies and populations, the lack
of a partnership arrangement would force
Quebec to become a “policytaker.” It would be
hugely influenced by Canadian policy deci-
sions but have no formal voice in making
them. It would be lobbying from the outside. If
it unilaterally adopted the Canadian dollar, for
example, it would have no say in the decisions
of the Bank of Canada. Its fiscal policy would
be profoundly influenced by Canadian fiscal
policy, over which it would have little control.
It would have to accommodate its taxation re-
gimes to those in Canada. It would play sec-
ond fiddle to Canada, Mexico, and the United

States in the future development of the NAFTA.
And so on.

Thus, without partnership or membership
in the Canadian federation, Quebec might end
up weaker, rather than stronger, than it is now.
If the degree of integration that now exists be-
tween Quebec and Canada requires harmoni-
zation across many important policy areas,
then without partnership, Quebec would be
forced into accommodating its policies to those
of the stronger player. Harmonization might
well take place, but an independent Quebec
would almost surely have to harmonize its
policies with those of Canada more than the
other way around. The more committed Que-
bec was to the maintenance of a full economic
union, the greater these constraints would be.

Perhaps I am overstating this analysis of
interdependence and the assumption that it
would require considerable positive integra-
tion and harmonization. Federalism already
permits, indeed encourages, much policy di-
versity, even in such fundamental areas as tax
and fiscal policy. As William Robson suggests,
it could probably survive more diversity.22 Al-
though I believe the pressures for harmoniza-
tion would be strong, the model I propose later
does not presume any particular desirable
level of integration. Rather, it suggests that ad
hoc measures would develop informally, as the
parties came to feel them necessary.

In addition, some form of partnership
might well be necessary if a sovereign Quebec
was to be able to ensure order and stability and
in its own society. Since the October 1995 refer-
endum, it has become clear that the chief bar-
rier to a successful drive for independence is
not opposition outside Quebec but mobiliza-
tion of minorities (anglophones, allophones,
and aboriginal peoples) within the province
against the sovereignty project. If secession is
to be achieved without massive social conflict,
then Quebec’s minorities must be reconciled to
the project.
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As recent developments have shown, this
task would not be easy. But a partnership that
embodied mutually binding agreements on
minority rights, aboriginal rights, citizenship,
mobility, and even immigration might provide
these minorities a measure of security that
would ensure their acquiescence to sovereignty,
however reluctantly.23 A single, once-and-for-
all, binding agreement might resolve all these
issues. But that is not likely. They are all dy-
namic concerns in which policy needs to
evolve and change. Dealing with them would
take the question of partnership far beyond a
narrowly defined economic union.

Thus, in the long run as well as the short
run, a sovereign Quebec would have powerful
reasons to seek a partnership. An arrangement
in which Canada and Quebec dealt with each
other as foreign powers would ignore the enor-
mous interdependencies that currently exist.
The NAFTA model might be more attractive to
many Quebecers since it seems to preserve a
single economic space while minimizing the
need for complex institutions and continued
shared decisionmaking. But this too would be
insufficient if the goal was to maintain the ex-
isting Canadian economic union in its current
essentials. Afull economic union must be man-
aged, and that is an ongoing process. A wide
range of policies need to be harmonized, and if
the outcome was to be more than Quebec’s
simply adjusting to the actions of its larger
partner,ongoinginstitutionswouldbenecessary.

Moreover, both non-francophones and fed-
eralists who are residents of Quebec would im-
portant bodies of opinion in any partnership
discussions. Like other Canadians, their pres-
ent position is focused on preventing seces-
sion. But if it became a reality, they might come
to advocate partnership. In an independent
Quebec, they would see ongoing protection of
their rights and interests as paramount, and
they might believe it could best be found in the
provisions of a partnership with respect to mo-
bility, citizenship, aboriginal governance, im-

migration, and the rights of linguistic
minorities. (Exactly the same argument can be
made for francophone minorities outside Que-
bec, whose language rights would be highly
vulnerable if Quebec became independent.)

Thus, Quebec’s interests would probably
be served best by expansive, confederal or
quasi-confederal models of partnership.

The Case against Partnership

The primary Québécois case against partner-
ship is Parizeau’s tactical argument: to make
secession dependent on partnership would be
to make Quebec hostage to what the ROC was
prepared to negotiate.

The longer-run argument is to ask why
Quebec should exchange the constraints alleg-
edly imposed by federalism for the constraints
embodied in a partnership arrangement.
(Indeed, the influence of Quebec on common
policies might be no greater in such a partner-
ship than it is today within the federation,
where Quebec exercises influence both
through its own government and through its
role within the federal government.) The an-
swer is that the constraints on an independent
Quebec without partnership would be even
greater.

Sovereignists would be wrong, however,
to believe that the two-unit confederation em-
bodied in their 1995 partnership proposal
would serve their interests well. Having so few
units limits the set of decision-rules. Essen-
tially, the possibilities are just two: a mutual
veto or unanimity rule, or a rule based on pro-
portionality in terms of numbers and size.

From Quebec’s perspective, both rules
would be flawed. The unanimity rule would
subject the National Assembly to a veto by the
Canadian Parliament over all issues that were
included in the agreement and, as we have
seen, given Quebec’s interests, that list is like-
lier to be long rather than short.
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Proportionality, of course, would be even
more dangerous, given the population differ-
ence. In all areas to which this rule applied,
Canada would have the upper hand.

The dilemma for sovereignists is that,
given the existing amount of interdependence,
the commitment to maintain and strengthen
the economic union, and the evident desire of
citizens to maintain some form of union with
Canada, the motivation would be to look for a
broad, rather than narrow, partnership. But the
decision-rule problem would immediately
shift the incentives to make the agreement as
narrow as possible and to operate it more as an
enforceable treaty than as an ongoing set of
policymaking procedures.

In addition, in a forum of two units, each
must cast one vote and hence speak with a sin-
gle voice — even though internal opinions
may be diverse.

A confederation with more members can
have much more flexible decision-rules: unanim-
ity on some, a simple majority on others, and
various forms of qualified majority (as prac-
ticed by the EU) on yet others. A greater
number of units also opens up the possibility
of shifting alliances and changing coalitions on
different issues (as occur among the 15 mem-
bers of the EU).

Such shifts are, of course, the case with fed-
eralism. Ontario and Quebec are natural allies
on some questions; Quebec and the Atlantic
provinces on others; Quebec and the West on
still others. In a two-unit confederal model,
none of these alliances would be possible,
since Ontario, the Atlantic provinces, and the
West would all be subsumed in the single part-
ner “Canada.” Moreover, Quebec’s interests
would have no part in shaping the position
that this partner took.

Thus, even from the sovereignist perspec-
tive, Quebec might be better off in a ten-unit
confederation or even in a decentralized
federation. Even more desirable from a sover-
eignist standpoint might be a four- or five-

member economic union, which could become
a distinct possibility if the ROC was to break
up in the aftermath of secession.

The ROC Looks at Partnership

Partnership would look very different from
the perspective of the rest of Canada.

Recall one of my initial premises: that the
ROC would examine the options without an-
ger, vindictiveness, or a desire to punish Que-
bec. It would look at the pros and cons of
partnership carefully and relatively objectively.
That being said, however, sovereignists
should realize that a considerable period of
uncertainty would likely have to pass before
the ROC was prepared to undertake discus-
sions of its future relationship with Quebec.
The reasons are several.

First, the ROC’s greatest task following a
“yes” vote would be the need to come to terms
with a fundamental, unprecedented challenge
to the country’s core values, identity, sense of
self, and institutions — the most profound it
has ever faced. Although many Canadians have
now come to believe, at least intellectually, that
reform of the federal system is probably im-
possible and that sovereignty or breakup is in-
evitable, I believe they are a small minority.

Moreover, intellectual acceptance of the
proposition in the abstract is one thing; dealing
with the emotions and conflicts that would be
unleashed once a “yes” vote had occurred would
be quite another matter. The first preoccupa-
tion of most Canadians would be their own
needs and their own future. Their long-term
relations with a newly independent Quebec
would be a distinctly second order of business.

Second, a vacuum of political leadership
would be likely. Ottawa would have to bear re-
sponsibility for failing in the first duty of a gov-
ernment — to preserve the country. Its ability
to command the loyalty and respect of Canadi-
ans and especially to motivate them sympa-
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thetically to embark on rebuilding relations
with Quebec would be gravely undermined.

Even less legitimate than federal officials
generally would be a prime minister and cabi-
net ministers based in Quebec. New leader-
ship would have to come forward and grasp
power before anyone could identify a clear set
of interlocutors with whom negotiation about
partnership could be held. There would be a
strong demand for new elections without Que-
bec, and this call would carry the danger of in-
creased chaos and heightened conflict.
Alternatively, Quebec MPs might resign and a
new government — perhaps a majority Re-
form Party government or a multiparty gov-
ernment of national unity — could be formed.

Third, most Canadians would be extremely
reluctant to discuss the terms of partnership
before it had become clear how the political
system of the ROC was to be reordered. That,
too, would inevitably be a drawn-out process.
Much public discussion would be necessary
before options and alternatives crystallized.
Federal and a variety of provincial leaders
would be contending for influence. Devising
legitimate central institutions would be a ma-
jor challenge. So would providing Westerners
and Atlantic Canadians a sense of belonging
since one province, Ontario, would be so domi-
nant in population and economic strength.

Moreover, the possibilities for partnership
would be greatly affected by the nature of the
new regime that emerged. One possibility, not
to be dismissed, is the breakup of the rest of the
country. If that occurred, partnership would
likely turn out to be a set of arrangements
between Ontario, Quebec, the Atlantic provin-
ces, and perhaps some portion of the West.

A perhaps more plausible alternative is
that a reconstructed Canadian federation
would be highly decentralized — indeed, a con-
federal model itself. The most detailed Plan B
enunciated so far is Gordon Gibson’s, under
which federal powers would be dramatically
less than they are today. “Indeed, the briefly fa-

mous ‘Allaire report’ of the Quebec Liberal
party might seem to be extravagant and
generous to the central authority.”24 Federalism
would be seen to have failed. It would have lit-
tle claim to revival, and burned by this failure,
citizens would demand that power be brought
close to home. Hence, Ottawa’s political and
policy significance would decline so that Par-
liament might as well be replaced by a council
of ministers.

If this future were to occur, it would not in-
clude a central government that could negoti-
ate and then manage a partnership with
Quebec. More likely, Quebec would be invited
to participate, as it wished, in the new, multi-
member confederation.

Yet another possible scenario envisions a
stronger, reinvigorated federal government.
Once Quebec was gone, proponents suggest,
the single most powerful decentralizing force
in Canadian federalism would have been re-
moved. The ROC could then contemplate the
federal regime its citizens want, rather than the
one that has historically been acceptable to
Quebec. And what its citizens want, it is sug-
gested, is a regime in which Canadians gener-
ally look to Ottawa as the primary or most
important level of government.

This view, of course, is the one PQ leaders
have taken. It is consistent with their funda-
mental image of a two-partner, two-
founding-nations Canada. Indeed, ever since
the time of Lévesque, the PQ has argued that
the federation frustrates both French and Eng-
lish, and that both would be better off by its de-
mise.25

The perception of a ROC that would rally
around a powerful Ottawa in the event of se-
cession may have been plausible in the 1950s
and 1960s. It is much less so today. Over the
past two decades, Canada has experienced
powerful provincializing and decentralizing
forces. The fight against debts and deficits and
the constraints of globalization have dimin-
ished the power and effectiveness of the fed-
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eral government and hence its ability to
compel loyalty and respect. Asense of regional
imbalance, of an Ottawa preoccupied with
central Canada, has driven regionalist move-
ments in much of the West. Ontario, with its
own position in the Canadian and North
American political economy changing, has
come to advocate a more province-centered
position.26 Provinces, self-confident, but stung
by large cuts in federal transfer payments, are
increasingly unwilling to accept federal lead-
ership or a strong federal role in setting and en-
forcing national standards.

Indeed, most recent proposals for reform
of the federal system envision increased trans-
fers of power to the provinces and a quasi-
confederal model in which national norms and
standards are established though federal-
provincial or interprovincial cooperation.27 Al-
though some analysts dissent from this view28

and although support for further decentraliza-
tion in the general public is by no means cer-
tain (recall that much of the public opposition
to the relatively minor decentralizing steps
and limits on the federal spending power in
the Meech Lake and Charlottetown Accords
was a major source of hostility), the pressures
for decentralization appear strong.

If decentralization is the direction for the
future, the implications for the possibility of
partnership are important. Provinces would
be highly unlikely to accord Ottawa much lee-
way as the “Canadian” interlocutor with a sov-
ereign Quebec at the partnership table. But
Quebec sovereignists themselves might think
about the possible virtues of a multi-unit,
rather than two-member, confederal model —
whether they were to participate fully as one of
ten members or, in a more limited way, as a
sovereign, associated state.

Finally, sovereignists need to realize, as
they think through the pros and cons of part-
nership and its variants, that Canada without
Quebec is not a monolith. Interest in partner-

ship is likely to vary greatly across regions,
provinces, and sectors.

Regional Interests

The most obvious differences would be re-
gional. Incentives to engage in partnership
would depend on each region’s existing level
of political integration with Quebec and hence
on the costs of disrupting existing arrangements.

As sovereignists are fond of pointing out,
Ontario and Quebec are tightly intermeshed in
a myriad economic relationships, and their
history of sharing the Empire of the St. Law-
rence is a long one.

The complexity of these linkages makes it
unlikely that they could be managed effec-
tively through simple international relations
or even through a NAFTA-like arrangement. If
federalism fails, Ontario’s economic interests
would likely incline it to support a partnership
model. But even this should not be taken for
granted. Ontario’s trading patterns have been
changing, and its dependence on the Quebec
market declining. The province would, there-
fore, have to weigh the advantages of partner-
ship with Quebec against the implications that
arrangement might have for its north-south
and western trading relationships.

The Atlantic provinces would have even
stronger economic interests in a partnership.
Today they depend, only slightly less than On-
tario, on the Quebec market for their exports.
They would also have very strong incentives
to ensure that surface transportation links
between them and the ROC be maintained.
More-over, they would be very weak members
of a reconstituted Canada dominated by On-
tario. Since as poorer provinces they have
much in common with Quebec, they would
likely support any model that kept it closely
tied to the Canadian economic union.

In the case of both Ontario and the Atlantic
provinces, it is also conceivable that the legacy
of historic ties and the desire not to sever them
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completely would play some role in building
support for a partnership, once the initial shock
had passed. Acadians in New Brunswick and
francophones in other provinces would be
particularly anxious not to sever all ties. Part-
nership might look like an acceptable second-
best solution.

Recent surveys and the 1997 federal elec-
tion results suggest that Ontarians tend to be
more sympathetic than other Canadians to the
idea of Canada as a partnership between two
great language groups and to the idea of ac-
commodating Quebec through recognizing it
as a distinct society. It does not follow, how-
ever, that Ontarians would necessarily be sym-
pathetic to partnership with a sovereign
Quebec. Indeed, the very strength of current
attachments might make the sense of anger
and rejection following a “yes” vote even
stronger in Ontario than in other provinces,
where emotional links to Quebec are weaker.

None of these factors would have much
weight in the West. If partnership could be pre-
sented as a device essential to the preservation
of the macro Canadian economy and to finan-
cial stability, in which Westerners do have an
interest, it might draw some support. But the
fact is that Western labor markets and trading
relationships involve relatively few links with
Quebec. Linkages through investment may be
more important, but they are less vulnerable to
disruption (especially if stronger international
rules to ensure capital mobility come into force).
Thus, there would be few issues on which in-
terdependence was strong enough to justify
partnership.

Moreover, a strong thread in Western poli-
tics has been that the Canadian political econ-
omy has been dominated by central Canada.
There has also been much resentment against
alleged special treatment for Quebec and the
extent to which issues surrounding it domi-
nate national politics. In the West, Ted Morton
suggests, “the strongest desire is for closure on
the Quebec/national-unity question…there is

little place for Quebec in the West’s New Can-
ada.”29 If this (deeply depressing) view is true,
the implication is that Westerners would have
little emotional resistance to Quebec’s leaving,
so they would look at the partnership proposal
in purely cost-benefit terms.

In addition, partnership as envisioned by
the PQ would have an enormous potential
downside for the West. In any secession sce-
nario, Westerners would be highly suspicious
of the economic and political weight Ontario
would exercise in a new federation, however
reconstituted. Partnership would look even
more threatening. Ontario would have the
dominant weight within the federation and
thus in shaping Canada’s bargaining position.
Ottawa would then sit with Quebec at the part-
nership table. Central Canadian domination
would, in Westerners’ eyes, be doubly rein-
forced. It is hard, therefore, to imagine their be-
ing interested in anything more than the most
minimal future relationship. Thus, Westerners
would strongly oppose broad partnership ar-
rangements. The most they could be expected
to support would be a very limited treaty-type
model.

Indeed, the political structure of Western
Canada after a Quebec secession remains very
much in doubt. Many permutations are possi-
ble. Some commentators think the inevitable
consequence would be the emergence of a
sovereign West, or perhaps two or three such
entities, opening up yet other models for part-
nership — one between Western Canada, On-
tario, Quebec, and Atlantic Canada.

Others argue that the predominant feeling
remains “we want in,”30 suggesting a decen-
tralized federation with strong provincial
representation at the center in order to counter-
balance Ontario’s numerical weight. In either
case, the simple, two-unit partnership seems
implausible.
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Provincial Governments

If we think of provincial governments as dis-
tinct from the regions they represent, another
set of interests comes into play. What impact
might a Quebec-Canada partnership have on
the powers and jurisdiction of the provinces?
The division of powers in such a partnership
could have major implications for the division
of powers in the remaining federation.

The addition of a two-unit confederation
on top of a nine-unit federation might be ex-
pected to undermine the provinces. Canada
would need to speak with one voice at the part-
nership table, and some of the issues the new
agreement would cover inevitably would en-
croach on provincial concerns and responsi-
bilities. Provinces would strongly oppose any
such development.

Moreover, the more any partnership came
to look and act as a third level of government,31

the more likely would be a sense of institu-
tional overload, leading to demands for ration-
alization of the system, perhaps to the
detri-ment of the provinces.

Overall, provincial governments, concerned
with their own status, would likely be highly
suspicious of partnership arrangements, espe-
cially since one of their number would have
had its status elevated so dramatically. They
would demand a voice both in negotiating the
partnership and in its subsequent operation.

Business

Since so much of the PQ proposal for partner-
ship is based on a desire to maintain the eco-
nomic union, the attitudes of business toward
partnership would be very important. Again,
attitudes likely would vary by region and sec-
tor. The more dependent particular firms were
on markets in both Quebec and the ROC and
the more their office and manufacturing facili-
ties were located across the country, the more
concerned they would be that secession be

achieved with as little disruption as possible
and that future relationships accommodate their
needs.

National and transnational firms would
support models that maximized the chances of
policy harmonization between Canada and
Quebec; they would want to ensure that citi-
zenship rules did not disrupt transfers of em-
ployees across borders. Similarly, industries
and firms currently under federal jurisdiction
— from airlines to banks to telecommunica-
tions companies — would have a particularly
strong interest in consistency of regulatory re-
gimes between the two new countries. Hence
some important business interests would likely
press for as close a relationship as possible.

Binding Quebec into a partnership with
Canada might also alleviate fears that an inde-
pendent state would, either out of ideology or
necessity, pursue radically different policy direc-
tions, potentially hostile to business interests.

The attitudes of business people are par-
ticularly unclear and likely to shift rapidly
with different economic circumstances. In a
1991 survey, taken after the failure of the Meech
Lake Accord,32 a slim majority (55.4 percent) of
English-Canadian business people agreed that,
if Quebec voted “yes” in a referendum, it and
the ROC should then negotiate economic ties.
Support for free trade was highest (78.7 per-
cent), followed by a common currency (46 per-
cent), and a common central bank and army
(both about 36 percent). Nevertheless, sover-
eignty-association as a preferred option was
far behind both the status quo and new consti-
tutional negotiations.

These responses contrast strongly with
those of Quebec business people in the same
survey. Seventy-two percent of them opted for
sovereignty-association as their preferred op-
tion, and 95 percent supported economic ties
in the event of a “yes” vote. Large majorities fa-
vored a common currency, free trade, a com-
mon army, and a common central bank.
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Coming to Terms
with Partnership

After a “yes” referendum victory, the evolu-
tion of ROC public opinion with respect to a
future partnership arrangement with Quebec
would clearly depend greatly on a number of
broad considerations about what was possible
and desirable.

First, people would need to believe that the
decision to accomplish sovereignty was clear,
decisive, and legitimate. There would have to
be a broad realization that a sovereign Quebec
was now an irreversible reality, that all ave-
nues for exploring renewal within federalism
had been exhausted, and that no reasonable
chance of retreating from the decision existed.
In other words, Canadians outside Quebec
would need to come to terms fully with the
idea of sovereignty itself — perhaps a long
process — before they could give any serious
consideration to anything but the narrowest
and most frosty future relationship.

Second, thinking about relations with Que-
bec would take a distant second place to think-
ing about the reconstruction of the ROC.
Again, the implication is that consideration of
partnershipwouldcomelaterrather thansooner.

Third, the public would need to be con-
vinced that a partnership arrangement would
serve Canada’s interest, not just Quebec’s. Any
idea that partnership was being done primar-
ily “for Quebec” would be fatal. Indeed, if the
example of the Charlottetown referendum is
any guide, any agreement would likely be
weighed in terms of who got more out of it,
and if the scales were seen to be unbalanced,
the partnership project would certainly fail,
even if it offered the ROC real benefits.

Fourth and closely related, it would be es-
sential to allay fears that a partnership would
result in a major shift of power between Ot-
tawa and the provinces or give Quebec more
weight in the making of decisions affecting the
whole country than it has at present. Any plau-

sible suggestion of these outcomes would
doom the prospects for negotiation of a suc-
cessful partnership. It would be one thing to
accede to the desire for radically more auton-
omy for Quebec but quite another for that
autonomy to be perceived as a device through
which Quebec would have more, not less, in-
fluence over the rest of the country. As Roger
Gibbins makes clear, partnership would have
to mean not only that Quebec would gain greater
autonomy from Canada, but also that Canada
would have to gain greater autonomy from
Quebec — as in having national political insti-
tutions in which Quebec did not play a part.33

Indeed, sovereignists have often tried to
convince other Canadians that Quebec inde-
pendence would benefit them too, providing
them an opportunity to have the kind of fed-
eral system they wanted without continually
being held hostage to what is acceptable to
Quebec. As Lévesque put it 30 years ago, “The
present regime also frustrates the English-
speaking majority from simplifying, rational-
izing and centralizing certain institutions as it
would like to do.”34 The stronger the partner-
ship, however, the less freedom the ROC would
have. Similar fears could, of course, arise with
a once-and-for-all treaty arrangement if its
terms imposed strict constraints on the powers
of either federal or provincial governments.

Negotiating Partnership

My survey of likely opinion in the ROC sug-
gests that it would be little inclined to enter
into partnership negotiations with enthusiasm
or alacrity. But suppose our original as-
sumptions hold and there is at least some will-
ingness to explore the options of future asso-
ciation. Several sets of questions then arise.
The key issue is the political dynamics that
would attend secession and the subsequent
economic and political events.
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How would events unfold in the aftermath
of a successful sovereignty referendum? There
are two broad views.

The first, best exemplified by Robert
Young,35 is that, even with a small majority
“yes” vote, internal and external forces would
push inexorably for a quick if messy com-
pletion of secession. Financial markets would
panic, the dollar would go into free fall, capital
flight would begin, social unrest would erupt.
Something would have to be done — immedi-
ately — to restore calm. Sovereignist leaders
would be triumphant, and francophone Que-
becers would quickly rally around them. The
ROC would be in disarray, and however dis-
credited its federal leadership, the only alter-
native would be to have it bargain quickly
with Quebec. International forces would push
for an early settlement, which would likely be
accomplished if only to avoid further drastic
disruption of the two communities.

An alternative scenario suggests the pro-
cess would be much more drawn out. Both
sides would have to assess the meaning of the
vote and the immediate political fallout. Fi-
nancial panic might as easily provoke a move
in Quebec to abort the secession, rather than
expedite it. Even without partnership, the list
of contentious issues to resolve would be long.
Moreover, analysts such as Monahan and Bry-
ant and Russell and Ryder36 argue that a legiti-
mate secession would have to be achieved
through constitutional means, again opening
up the possibility of a long process before the
requisite consent was achieved.

Both models are plausible, and predicting
which would be more likely to occur is diffi-
cult. There is also the possibility that they
could be combined in the sense of the parties’
coming to rapid agreement on a few basic is-
sues immediately, in order to contain panic,
and then following a more measured and
lengthy process to formalize the secession and
the subsequent relationship. The two stages,
could not, of course, be neatly separated. Suc-

cessful management of the first steps would fa-
cilitate later agreements; failure would poison
the well for the future. And once in place, ini-
tial arrangements, even if conceived as tem-
porary, would be hard to dislodge later. (See
Box 3.)

Moments of Decision

Predicting the atmosphere in which postrefer-
endum discussions would occur is indeed im-
possible. Sovereignist commentators appear
remarkably confident that cool and rational
heads would prevail and that mutual trust and
goodwill would mark the discussions. They
are confident negotiations could be managed
successfully. Given recent events, this forecast
seems hugely optimistic.

The debate does, however, suggest a number
of moments at which possibilities for partner-
ship might be addressed. It also suggests that
the entire process is likely to involve a number
of steps or stages, rather than be accomplished
all at once.

Moment One. In some ways, the ideal time to
sketch at least the broad outlines of a partner-
ship would be before the next referendum.37

The form could be a package linked to agree-
ment — either explicit or implicitly accepted
— on the referendum question, the acceptable
majority, and the rules of the game for the ref-
erendum campaign.

The ROC would be saying, in effect, here
are the tests that it believes any secession vote
must pass in order to be considered decisive
and legitimate. It would follow that such a set
of tests would have to be accompanied by a
commitment that, if they are passed, the ROC
would be bound to give effect to secession with
the least possible delay. To this could be added
some broad principles to which the ROC would
adhere in subsequent negotiations, including
an indication of the principles that would gov-
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ern Canada’s approach to thinking about part-
nership.

The great advantage of this approach is
that it would minimize uncertainty. Citizens
on both sides of the divide would be reasona-
bly sure of what consequences would flow
from a “yes” vote. Business and financial in-
terests could be reassured. Quebecers would
have a clear sense of just what they were get-
ting — and losing — by virtue of supporting
sovereignty. It would become clear that the PQ
could not unilaterally allay fears by promising
partnership and that the belief that nothing
really would change after secession was wrong.
Quebec voters would thus be in a better posi-
tion to weigh the advantages and disadvan-
tages of choosing independence over
federal-ism. (Indeed, such a strategy could, in
principle, be combined with a statement about
what changes in federalism they might expect
were they to vote “no,” again enhancing the
“quality” of the vote.)

Desirable as such an approach might be,
the chance of its happening is minute. Many
politicians outside Quebec are quite prepared
to state their conditions — Plan B — for a
Quebec vote; they are much more reluctant to
spell out subsequent steps in advance. If the
proposed terms were at all reasonable or gen-
erous, they would be accused of selling the
country out and predetermining a successful
referendum vote.38 If the conditions were tough
and unyielding, they would be undermined
by PQ arguments that they were just a bluff,
not to be taken seriously. (Such arguments
have already been remarkably successful in
counteracting apocalyptic predictions about
the economic and social consequences of a de-
cision to separate.)

In addition, no Canadian government now
has a mandate to set out unilaterally the terms
of a future partnership. Given the likely need
for constitutional amendment to give effect to
any new relationship, no single government

could make a fully credible commitment to
any particular postreferendum model.39

Nevertheless, virtually all advocates of
Plan B say that Canada would not stand in the
way of a strongly and clearly expressed deci-
sion by Quebecers to secede (even if it is diffi-
cult to imagine the constitutional process by
which that might be accomplished). Then there
is indeed some obligation to indicate how the
ROC would proceed after a “yes” vote.

Moment Two. A second moment for addressing
a partnership arrangement might occur in the
immediate aftermath of a referendum “yes.”

Let us assume for a moment that Young is
correct in believing that confusion, panic in fi-
nancial markets, and capital flight, not to men-
tion social unrest, would place powerful
pressures on authorities to stabilize matters as
quickly as possible. Under these circumstances,
an agreement, whether it mentioned or im-
plied partnership, would be cobbled together
in great haste, with little opportunity to con-
sider the longer term.

With a primary goal of restoring calm, any
interim agreement would focus on the critical
immediate issues: the debt and management
of Canada’s financial obligations, assurances
about the continuity of laws, perhaps an in-
terim arrangement with respect to the cur-
rency, basic guarantees of minority rights and
borders, but little more.40

Once calm had been restored, the need for
some elements of such an agreement might
disappear. Others would appear, on reflection,
to be undesirable, unworkable, or inappropri-
ate to one or both sides. Many important issues
would have been left aside. There would have
been no opportunity to think about how to de-
sign an institutional framework.

The legitimacy of those who negotiated
such an agreement would be in question. It
would probably have been made by the in-
cumbent federal government, which would
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have no authority to negotiate longer-term
arrangements. And, most important, citizens
and governments would have had no oppor-
tunity to think through their long-term inter-
ests or for new, more legitimate authorities to
have taken office.

Thus, although some elements of an in-
terim agreement might turn out to be perma-
nent or to set a benchmark for any subsequent
agreements, it is best seen as a stopgap solu-
tion. The long-term relationship between the
two entities would remain to be settled.

Moment Three. The makeshift nature of any in-
terim agreement would require a follow-up
stage of negotiation, which might be coupled
with final ratification of the terms of secession.
But this stage might not — indeed, probably
would not — come quickly. Much would need
to be done.

Both parties would have to carefully assess
the responses of economic and political actors
to the initial vote and its aftermath. Public
opinion in both Quebec and the ROC would no
doubt be highly fluid and changeable. Would
Quebecers be getting cold feet and thinking
about ways to get back to federalism? Or would
they display strong national solidarity, with
even some federalists rallying around the great
new project? As the implications became clear
in the ROC, would anti-Quebec feelings harden,
or would the dominant mood become acquies-
cence and a willingness to work things out?
There can be no safe predictions about such
matters.

Each side would also have to carefully think
through its interests in light of the new circum-
stances. Quebec would be more likely than the
ROC to act in a unified manner, partly because
it has one government, rather than twelve, and
partly because its government and civil society
have so thoroughly considered the associated
issues over a long period. (See, for example, re-
port of the Bélanger-Campeau Commission,41

though that report paid little attention to asso-
ciation or partnership.)

Yet even in Quebec, as already noted, views
on the necessity and scope of a future partner-
ship are by no means united, even among
péquistes. Moreover, the province has become
increasingly polarized on ethnic and linguistic
lines. It would be impossible for its govern-
ment to ignore internal dissent as it prepared
to discuss the terms of secession and partner-
ship with the ROC.

Nevertheless, formulating interests and
objectives in the ROC would be a great deal
harder for at least two reasons. First, the
federal government, as presently constituted,
would have no mandate to play a strong role,
much less to claim to speak for a “Canada” that
had just been repudiated and in which Quebec
representatives no longer played a part. No se-
rious discussion of long-term relationships
could occur before the formation of a new gov-
ernment. Until then, Quebec would have no
authoritative interlocutor in the ROC.

Second, given the differing regional and
governmental interests discussed earlier, the
very notion of a ROC interest would remain
unclear. An extended period of discussion and
debate, both regional and intergovernmental,
would be necessary before Canada could be
prepared to come to the table.

Another delay might occur because Can-
ada, even if it could agree within itself, might
still be in no rush to start negotiations on a
long-term relationship. Once the sovereignty
vote had been successful, Quebec would need
an agreement much more than most of the rest
of the country. Even if an eventual agreement
was in the interests of both sides, and even if no
one had an interest in the collapse of the
Quebec economy, this asymmetry would
strengthen Canada’s bargaining power.

Indeed, as time went on, the need for part-
nership would likely become more and more
urgent to Quebecers but simultaneously be
seen as less pressing in the ROC. If those shifts
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occurred, Quebec’s bargaining power would
decline further.

Remember that, in these negotiations, the
default position would be no agreement. Al-
though that situation would be costly for both
sides, it would likely be costlier for Quebec,
which, with no agreement, would find itself
forced to adapt its own policies to those of Can-
ada with no guarantee of continued access to
the Canadian market.

Another important change from the dy-
namics of past constitutional discussions is
that, in the past, Quebec awaited an offer from
the rest of the country; this time, Quebec has
asserted that it would make an offer of partner-
ship to Canada. In doing so, it would risk re-
buff. Thus, it is the ROC that potentially holds
a “knife to the throat.”

This analysis suggests that Young may be
right in thinking that a quick agreement would
emerge in the immediate aftermath of a suc-
cessful referendum. But it would be a stopgap.
An enormous number of tasks would need to
be completed before the final terms of seces-
sion and the subsequent relationship were
fully addressed.

Who Would
Negotiate Partnership?

Perhaps the most persistent péquiste misunder-
standing of the ROC is its sense that Canada is
a single entity centered on the federal govern-
ment. This view is less and less valid, as
devolution and decentralization proceed apace.
Who, then, would speak for Canada in a nego-
tiation of future relationships?

Once the initial crisis was over, provincial
deference to Ottawa would rapidly decline —
unless the federal government proved excep-
tionally effective in managing the first stages
of negotiation. Even if it did, the country
would have to hold a federal election, without
Quebec, in order to select a new national gov-
ernment with a mandate both to deal with

Quebec and to help Canada redefine itself. If
this election produced a government with strong
support across the country, the initiative could
remain with Ottawa. If not, provincial govern-
ments would emerge as the principal champi-
ons of each region’s interests.

Whatever the result, the provinces would
be important players in any final settlement,
especially if it required constitutional amend-
ment. They would have little patience with
any federal claim that negotiation was now a
matter of external affairs and hence of federal
jurisdiction. They would also have a constitu-
tional claim of their own: to the extent that any
agreement involved matters under provincial
jurisdiction, implementation would be a pro-
vincial responsibility.

In brief, the fact is that any Canadian posi-
tion in the negotiations would first have to be
negotiated between Ottawa and the provinces.
And even given agreement on that position,
the provinces would be unlikely to permit fed-
eral representatives alone to be at the bargain-
ing table. Neither would the provinces agree to
be merely consulted, as they were in the nego-
tiations of the Canada-US Free Trade Agree-
ment and the NAFTA. They would require
direct membership on the negotiating team.

Greatly complicating federal-provincial co-
ordination in negotiations with Quebec would
be the fact that the reconstituting of the re-
maining federal partners would be going on
simultaneously. The more extensive the part-
nership envisaged, the greater would be its im-
plications for the new system. Hence, many
provinces would be reluctant to commit them-
selves to a Quebec-Canada partnership before
the shape of the new Canada had been decided.

Thus, any Quebec expectations that its rep-
resentatives would be facing a single negotiat-
ing partner are likely to be wrong.
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The Outcome

After a “yes” referendum and subsequent ne-
gotiations, what might the new Canada-
Quebec relationship look like?

At the outset, I suggested four forms that a
future Canada-Quebec relationship could take:
splendidisolation;aNAFTA-typetreatyarrange-
ment; a set of multiple, ad hoc linkages; and the
full partnership proposed by the PQ. What
does my analysis say about these alternatives?

Many in the ROC may desire isolation, but
it would not be possible in its stark form. Can-
ada and Quebec are linked in so many ways
and at so many different levels that a surgical
separation would be impossible. It would sim-
ply be too disruptive and costly to interests on
all sides. So, although once separation occurred,
the style of the relationship would include all
the self-interest and wariness that normally
characterizes international relations, the inten-
sity of the relationship would necessarily be
greater than usual.

Slightly more plausible would be a free
trade agreement tied to the NAFTA. Negotiat-
ing even this would not be easy, since many of
the issues that bedeviled the original NAFTA
negotiations would once again be on the table.
But assuming such an arrangement were com-
pleted, it would still be insufficient to maintain
the Canadian economic union. A free trade
agreement would be a necessary, but insuffi-
cient, part of future arrangements.

What about the alternatives: a comprehen-
sive partnership or a much more flexible, un-
structured set of linkages?

A Comprehensive Agreement

Most discussions of a Canada-Quebec partner-
ship arrangement suggest (or imply) that it
would be encompassed in a single document
or treaty setting out in detail the areas of shared
decisionmaking, along with the structure,
membership, powers, and decision-rules of the

institutional framework. There would be one
comprehensive agreement (presumably sub-
ject to amendment by an agreed formula).

This Commentary has demonstrated, how-
ever, that such an arrangement would be virtu-
ally impossible to achieve. The more
com-prehensive and definitive the agreement,
the more difficulty Canada would have in ar-
riving at its position, the more complex the bi-
lateral discussions, and the less the probability
of winning successful ratification in the ROC.

Given that Quebec would have recently
said no to Canada, a global Canada-Quebec
union likely would be unacceptable to most
non-Quebecers. Debate about such a new un-
ion would have all the symbolic features that
have made constitutional change within the
federation so difficult.42

A new partnership would be constitutional
in two senses. It would have implications for
the existing Canadian Constitution and divi-
sion of powers, and the agreement itself would
have most of the characteristics of a constitu-
tion. Indeed, it could well be necessary to in-
corporate its terms into the constitutions of
both new entities. If the agreement took this
form, Canada would have to follow its existing
rules of constitutional amendment (suitably
modified to account for the absence of Que-
bec), with all the possibilities for rejection that
the country has already experienced.

Multiple, Ad Hoc Agreements

All this suggests how difficult arriving at a
comprehensive partnership would be. An al-
ternative approach might be more successful.
An incremental, ad hoc, and tentative route
would use not one but many agreements, each
covering different issues with different partici-
pants and different decision-rules.

This approach would still require a basic
document of agreement on the terms of seces-
sion and on key issues, such as the debt, em-
ployees, assets, and the like. Such a document
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could also include the parties’ general com-
mitment to cooperate in any areas that were
mutually beneficial and perhaps a limited
agreement on free trade (or on Canada’s back-
ing Quebec’s accession to the NAFTA). But
that would be all.

What would follow would be a series of
separate agreements. Some of them — such as
those covering citizenship, minority rights.
territory, and aboriginal peoples43 — would
need to come quickly. Others could be devel-
oped over time, as the need arose, in such areas
as coordination of fiscal policies, harmo-
niza-tion of taxes and regulations, and environ-
mental policy. The mechanisms for coordina-
tion could vary from area to area. Some might
need formal joint decisionmakers or authorita-
tive tribunals, but each would be separate, with
a limited and specific mandate. In many other
areas, there would be no need for formal
decision-rules and voting procedures at all:
consultation and information exchange would
be sufficient, with each government responsi-
ble for its own policy formation and implemen-
tation.

Eventually, a large number of such ad hoc
agreements might develop, weaving at the pol-
icy level a myriad linkages paralleling the
economic interdependency and shared values
and interests that now exist. Alternatively, the
agreements could be restricted to a small
number of critical areas.

This approach would have a number of
major advantages over a single, global part-
nership. First, it would carry far less of the
symbolic constitutional baggage; agreement
and cooperation would clearly arise only out
of mutual need. Most, if not all, the agreements
couldbe achieved withoutconstitutional change,
and some could be accomplished administra-
tively, without going to the legislatures.

Second, the fact that many agreements
would require only consultation means that
the decision-rule problem would be largely
avoided. As noted at the outset, this problem is

virtually insurmountable in a two-unit confed-
eration. Each partner’s having an equal vote is
unacceptable to the larger one; anything less
places the smaller in a permanent minority
position. Varying the decision-rule to allow
equality on some issues and proportionality
on others is only a partial solution. Who de-
cides which rules apply when? Multiple agree-
ments would allow the rules to be tailored to
the case at hand, not to abstract but irreconcil-
able principles.

Arelated advantage would be that a multi-
plicity of agreements also makes it possible to
vary the number and character of the players
from issue to issue. Where coordination was
desirable on matters of provincial jurisdiction,
there would be no reason the provinces would
not become the “Canadian” players at the ta-
ble. Although this prospect offends the PQ’s
two-nations, equal-partners model, it opens
for Quebec the possibility of coalition build-
ing, which is possible only with more than two
players. It would also allay some of the prov-
inces’ fears that partnership would erode their
powers. In many cases, the agreements would
be bilateral or multilateral, involving Quebec
and one or a few provinces, such as Ontario
and New Brunswick.

Moreover, in some areas, such as manage-
ment of the St. Lawrence Seaway, the partici-
pants might not be governments at all; there is
no reason they could not be actors from the pri-
vate sector exercising delegated powers.

Finally, a series of ad hoc, informal arrange-
ments would alleviate two other problems
potentially associated with the partnership
model. One is the “democratic deficit.” The
PQ’s partnership proposals include a council
of ministers that would be the authoritative
decisionmaker; its decrees in areas under the
jurisdiction of the partnership would be bind-
ing on all other governments.

The resulting democratic deficit would pose
a host of problems. The council’s accountabil-
ity to electorates and legislatures would be in-
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direct at best. Any authority it exercised would
be taken away from federal and provincial
governments and, by extension, their citizens.
This loss of accountability would be much
more severe for Canada than for Quebec (be-
cause of the much greater diversity of interests
the former would have to represent and be-
cause the responsibilities of the two levels of
government would be involved).

Thus, a plenary council equipped with sub-
stantial powers would be a serious affront to
democratic values, especially since the pro-
posed parliamentary body would be even
weaker than the European Parliament.44 The
ad hoc agreement approach would suffer from
some of the same defects, but they would be
limited because the agreements themselves
would be limited and related directly to mutu-
ally agreed common tasks.

The same could be said of another poten-
tial deficit, the joint-decision trap. A unani-
mous decision-rule can lead to paralysis. With
each side having a veto on key matters, there are
few incentives to compromise and no
deadlock-breaking mechanisms. The greater the
range of issues covered in the partnership agree-
ment and the broader the authority of the
council, the greater this danger and the more
constrained all governments would be in re-
sponding to their own needs and priorities.
This powerful logic is what lies behind Par-
izeau’s hostility to partnership: why gain inde-
pendence only to subject oneself to constraints
imposed by the polity one just left? The same
logic would apply to the governments and citi-
zens of the ROC.45

Again, this point strongly argues against
the comprehensive model and in favor of the
ad hoc approach.

Readers may ask if they have not seen this
ad hoc approach somewhere before. Indeed
they have. The Canada-US relationship is not
defined completely by the NAFTA. It was pre-
ceded by and is still accompanied by a myriad
other agreements, large and small. Some are

between the governments of Canada and the
United States, others are between contiguous
provinces and states. Some, like the Interna-
tional Joint Commission, are long standing,
others are temporary. Interdependence and in-
tegration breed a broad set of solutions, even
without an overarching set of political institu-
tions governing the relationship. This may be
the most appropriate model for Canada and an
independent Quebec.

Another useful analogy lies not in govern-
ment but in civil society. Many Canadian asso-
ciations and interest groups have divided on
linguistic lines, establishing separate Quebec
and Canadian organizations. For some, at least,
this split has not precluded the development
of ad hoc ways to cooperate and collaborate
with respect to shared interests and common
goals. This model too could prefigure a post-
sovereignty relationship.

Conclusion

The idea of partnership goes well beyond the
question of whether and how the secession of
Quebec might be achieved. Rather, it assumes
secession would be accompanied by the build-
ing of a new relationship that, in effect, would
be a two-unit confederation, in which two sov-
ereign countries agreed to create a new, if lim-
ited, level of government, with authoritative
decisionmaking institutions made up of repre-
sentatives of each.

This Commentary began with the premise
that such a model should not be rejected out of
hand. Rather, it should be evaluated on its
merits. Would such a model serve the interests
of Canada-without-Quebec and of Quebec
itself? Would it be preferable to the obvious
alternatives, in which Canada and Quebec
would simply treat each other as any two
countries in the international arena or in which
the two established a simple free trade area on
the NAFTA model?
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I identified several reasons why the broader
relationship might be desirable. Between Que-
bec and the ROC, the degree of interdepend-
ence and the pervasiveness of linkages — in
industry, labor, and financial markets and at
the level of citizens and groups — is far greater
than that between any two separate countries,
even Canada and the United States. Maintain-
ing and building these relationships would in-
deed be critical after a “yes” referendum. And
doing so would require more than the negative
integration stipulated by a few rules on free-
dom of trade. Measures to sustain positive in-
tegration in infrastructure, communications,
and financial institutions would also be needed.

Positive integration requires not a single,
once-and-for-all set of rules but rather a set of
ongoing adjustments to changing circumstances.
Without it, the economic integration of Quebec
and the rest of Canada would likely deterio-
rate rapidly.

A second reason to take partnership seri-
ously relates to Quebec public opinion. Whether
the province is inside or outside Confedera-
tion, any long-term solution to the Canadian
question must involve ways of responding si-
multaneously to Quebec’s sense of itself as a
distinct national community and to its sense of
identity and linkage with Canada. Both a model
of federalism that insists on the undifferenti-
ated equality of the provinces and one that
seeks outright independence are at odds with
the desires of the vast majority of Quebecers.
The weight of their opinion wavers between
recognition of Quebec’s particularity within
Canada and sovereignty combined with close
association. If federalism cannot accommodate
the first aspiration, then perhaps it should re-
gard the second with more sympathy.

Thus the grounds for looking carefully at
proposals for partnership are both practical
and normative. Yet powerful objections exist.
Some are expressed by Quebec sovereignists
who do not wish to constrain the independ-

ence for which they would have struggled so
hard. But most come from outside Quebec.

As I have argued, for most Quebecers, the
move from reformed federalism to sovereignty-
partnership would be just one step along a
continuum. For most other Canadians, it would
be the crossing of a Rubicon politically, legally,
and emotionally. Reforming federalism and
negotiating secession are totally different
games. It would be an immense stretch for
those outside Quebec to move from the anger,
hostility, loss of confidence, and sense of be-
trayal that a decision to secede would produce
to a calm, deliberate, cost-benefit analysis of
partnership. It is even less likely that they
would take pride in establishing a new part-
nership when the old one had just been bro-
ken. Supporters of partnership may applaud
or deplore such sentiments, but on no account
can they be ignored.

Opinion about sovereignty would also be
divided in the ROC. Some business interests,
anxious to avoid disruption, would probably
support it, at least in some areas. Ontario, with
its strong economic and historic ties to Quebec,
might be sympathetic. So would the Atlantic
provinces, anxious to minimize the costs of
Pakistanization. The Western provinces, with
fewer ties, would be far less likely to be sympa-
thetic. Yet any partnership would require na-
tionwide consent.

Moreover, negotiating a broad partnership
agreement would also face numerous practical
impediments. Who would be at the table? What
role would the provinces play, in both the
development of an agreement and its imple-
mentation? How would it be ratified and in-
corporated into the Canadian Constitution?
How would the discussion of partnership re-
late to two other crucial processes going on at
much the same time: the formal accession to
sovereignty, and the necessary rearrangement
and reconstitution of the ROC after secession?

Many of the issues to be resolved are both
highly charged and highly complex. Even when
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negotiations did get under way, they would
likely be drawn out — even as both sides had
to grapple with the consequences of private ac-
tors and markets taking matters into their own
hands.

More generally, it would be immensely dif-
ficult to operate a two-unit confederation. The
decision-rule problem seems insurmountable.
Any strong partnership model poses serious
questions about democracy and accountability
and about autonomous effective governance.

Hence, I conclude with a paradox: there are
strong reasons to support the idea but power-
ful objections to its desirability and workabil-
ity. The answer, in my view, is that there would
and should be a relationship but not one in the
form proposed by the PQ in its current legisla-
tion: a kind of master agreement setting out a
list of shared functions and a set of institutions
with specified powers and decision-rules. The
PQ’s promise to Quebecers — that with sover-
eignty and a partnership, life would be much
as it was before — could not be met with or
without such a partnership.

Rather, the regime that developed would
be more ad hoc and incremental. It would
comprise not a single agreement but a large
number of limited, highly specific arrange-
ments in particular policy areas where both
sides felt harmonization and coordination
would be useful. These agreements could form
and dissolve with considerable frequency, the
only test being their mutual utility.

The institutional arrangements, participants,
anddecision-rulescouldvarywidely fromagree-
ment  to agreement. Most, if  not  all, would
have no constitutional status. Most would op-
erate at the level of consultation, information
exchange, and mutual influence (as federal in-
tergovernmental relations do currently). Few,
if any, would embody authoritative decision-
making binding on all sides. Something akin to
the PQ’s proposed council (or the current first
ministers’ conference) might be desirable to
oversee the relationship, but it would be a

discussion forum, not a decisionmaker. Over
time, the relationships might become deeper
and more intense — or they might not. But
they would evolve to the rhythm of practical
needs on both sides, and the initial steps
would be limited, rather than expansive.

Such an informal set of arrangements
might be accompanied by some other agree-
ments. These might include: (1) the essential
agreement, made in the early days of seces-
sion, necessary to contain the initial economic
and political fallout of a vote for sovereignty;
(2) the terms of separation themselves; and
(3) a limited free trade agreement, based on
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and perhaps eventually incorporated into the
NAFTA.

In short, even in the most optimistic sce-
nario, the relationships that developed after a
“yes” referendum would not constitute a part-
nership. There would be no Canada-Quebec
union like the EU, if only because the EU re-
flects a building process, a coming together of
previously independent countries, while the
Canada-Quebec partnership would be the re-
sult of “unbuilding” a previously existing fed-
eral structure. Whatever the superficial
simi-larities of the result, the dynamics in-
volved would be quite different.

The most likely relationship between an
independent Quebec and the ROC would em-
body linkages appropriate to international re-
lations between two states, albeit ones that
share a continent and a wide range of common
interests. Even getting to that point would re-
quire immense political skill.

Some sovereignists — Jacques Parizeau,
for example — may be reassured by this analy-
sis. Such an arrangement is all they really want
anyway. But it is not the partnership that the
PQ has presented to Quebecers, nor is it what
Quebecers themselves want and expect if they
were to opt for sovereignty. Moreover, although
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many of the common needs could be met by
the ad hoc arrangements suggested here, the
degree of joint decisionmaking that would be
necessary to retain a full economic union or the
economic integration that currently exists
would require much more. Dealing in the fu-
ture with such key issues as a customs union,
common monetary policy, competition, and
internal trade would require the broader po-
litical arrangements implied by partnership.
And that, I believe, cannot be achieved.
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of many colleagues, notably Kenneth Boessenkool,
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sions of the paper, but all helped me to clarify the ar-
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