Report Cards
March 9, 2004: The Surrey -Whalley MLA Elayne Brenzinger departed the Liberal caucus in the BC Legislature. Her exit was not quite amicable, for she characterized Premier Campbell’s managerial style as "chaotic, haphazard and destructive to British Columbia." While it is a dichotomy of views on whether her assertions are an understatement or overstatement of fact, there is wide consensus that hers was immoderate language.  

The Liberals were not to stay the high road either. They were as quick to retaliate as wasps whose nest is poked. The Liberal Party Whip, Kevin Krueger led the counterattack, as becomes his office. Krueger divulged that, sometime previously, Brenzinger had been suspended from caucus, punished for having an altercation with an employee in the Legislature. Surely this was not idle talk, it was a vendetta.

What is pertinent is that the Liberals would not have disclosed Brenzinger’s suspension if she had not defected. Indeed, it was admitted that she is not the only one who has been suspended from the Liberal caucus, but they refused to name the other MLAs who were suspended. Political parties hide their dirty laundry from the public eye.  

Should it be so? Do the citizens have a right to information about whomever solicits their trust to represent them in the law-making and government checking institution of the society? If so, are there any limits to what should be disclosed and, if so, what are such limits?

Unpleasant a sight as it may be, dirty laundry must be exposed. Perhaps not all of it, not that of everyone, but certainly some of the politicians’ laundry should hang on the clothesline for all to see.  

There are two distinct categories of information about candidates the voters need in order to cast their ballots: Personal and "Professional" information. The former is a very wide category and attempting to define it may be a futile task, for it is ever-changing and has no boundaries. The religion of a candidate, whether he/she is a pothead, whether he/she in a same-sex marriage, his/her criminal record, are all factors that may influence the vote of citizens.

That bankers, grocers and military recruiters are forced to be sex-blind, race-blind, etc-blind in hiring or recruiting, does not mean that the citizenry must be made similarly blind in selecting their representative to parliament. There is a fundamental difference between employers hiring employees and the citizenry selecting and appointing their representatives to parliament. The difference is that the former occurs at the pleasure of the latter and that the buck stops there, in the lap of the latter. In other words, it t is at the pleasure of the electorate that employers are denied the facility to pick and chose who they employ, but there is no one to dictate to the electorate what they must or what they must not consider in deciding their ballot.

Perhaps we should leave personal information disclosure to be settled, one way or the other, between the voters and the candidates. I for one cannot see a better way to handle this matter. But that is not the case with the Professional category of information.

"Professional Information" is the track record of political parties and incumbent candidates. This is the history of their conduct in parliament, of the way they have represented their constituents and served the society while in the Legislature. Significantly, all or most of this information is routinely collected and placed in the public domain, albeit cleverly obscured from the public eye. Since history is inseparable from whoever has it, and since history serves to define whoever has it, and since politicians are to be accountable to the electorate, their history must not be hidden.

This information would contribute materially to the outcome of an election. It will, of course, affect directly the fortunes of political parties and incumbents seeking re-election. But it will also affects, indirectly if you will, the fortunes of the new candidates and will impact on the whole election process. The overall effect would be to the benefit of democracy at the expense of incompetent or sinister incumbents, which explains why the information is currently hushed up. Democracy thrives on an informed citizenry, while politicians seek to fool the people (Abe Lincoln said it in those words).

These and other good and valid reasons necessitate exposing the history of politicians and political parties. On the other hand, there is no conceivable legitimate reason for the current extensive, if not total withholding of this information from the citizenry.

Incumbents have many advantages over the other candidates, which often results in incompetent incumbents prevailing over worthy newcomers. Incumbents have a high profile in the society by virtue of their position; they have the facility to associate themselves with that grant to the local hockey arena, or the new wing of the local school; and to link themselves with everything good the government may have done, if theirs was the governing party. If in opposition, they can present themselves as the heroes who fought the battles of the people against the unpopular doings of the government. Likely they have more money to spend on their re-election bid than their rivals would spend to unseat them.

These enormous advantages of incumbents must be counter-weighted. There are pluses and minuses to it and distorts the picture if the one is highlighted and the other blacked out. The picture of the performance of an MLA should be kept complete, because there is no reason to tear it in half.

In a previous articles I suggested an election bulletin be published and distributed to all households. Of course, although most of the material in it should be uniform across the Province, a section must be particular to constituencies.

The general section would contain a tabulation of the Bills presented to the Legislature with the corresponding collective party votes. It must include what is called "private members bills". For it is important to know not only about the legislation the government passed, but what they omitted and what they blocked out. For a government can do as much harm to society by refusing to do the right thing, as it can by doing the wrong thing. We are entitled to know both these.

Onto the MLAs record now. There should be a complete record, of each MLAs attendance in the Legislature, a log of the trips the MLA took and the expense accounts he/she rendered. And, of course it should present a tabulation of how the incumbent voted on each and every bill that came before the Legislature: "Yes", "No", "Absent", nothing less than that.

It is the right of citizens to know all that.. That is why the Legislatures have public galleries. However, not all citizens can go to the public gallery to watch the politicians in action, nor do they have the time or the inclination to watch them on television. But we are all entitled to a "Report Card" of the person we trusted to represent us in the Legislature.

But there is more to it. Issuing Report cards for parties and incumbents will help clean up politics, it being something ardently needed. When politicians know that come election time they will be sent back to their constituency for re-election with their Report Cards exposed to the public eye, they will think twice before misbehaving.

We are not done yet, there is another substantial benefit to be found. Politicians who have failed the people, knowing they cannot hide it, they may not try to fool the people, they may not run, or if they do, their chances of winning will be minimized. This will cause an infusion of new blood in the Legislature which, in turn, will affect the essential renewal of the Legislature.

This is Democracy, the alternative is deception.

The CA must consider this all important aspect of the electoral system. For what good would be if they get us the best vote translation system but leave us in ignorance of whom we vote for?

