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notably through transfers in the fields of health, 
higher education and social services, and then 
finding the need to retrench these expenditures 
because of the higher deficits of the period after 
1975. The provinces were happy to receive the 
generous transfers of the 1950s and the 1960s, 
which paid for the dramatic expansion of higher 
education and hospital and medical care. By the 
same token, the unilateral nature of the cutbacks 
of the 1970s, 80s, and 90s created a deep sense of 
grievance, which has lasted to the present day.  I 
well remember Tommy Douglas's speeches in the 
House of Commons in 1978 on the subject of the 
Established Programs Financing Act. 

 
It was no accident that Mowat was the 

architect of the first premiers conference in 
Quebec City in 1886. The Senate was not able to 
function as a "house of the provinces." A key 
weakness of the 1867 British North America Act 
was thus revealed, and our politicians have been 
wrestling with it ever since. No institutions were 
created which allowed regional and provincial 
concerns to be settled at the centre. The result has 
been a series of innovations:  at times, strong 
regional and provincial Cabinet Ministers with 
the ear and confidence of the Prime Minister, at 
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gathering of premiers and give their meetings and 
deliberations more structure, back-up, and 
weight. The proposal was endorsed by the 
premiers in Toronto at their summer conference 
in 1994, but the electoral victory of the PQ in that 
same year meant that any thought of practical 
reform went into the deep-freeze. It has taken the 
return of the Liberals to power in Quebec in 2003 
to resurrect the idea.   

 


