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other provinces. For example, it may continue to 

tolerate the further privatization of health care 

delivery in Quebec while resisting a similar 

evolution in Alberta or British Columbia. The 

devil, as usual, may rest in the details, and this 

would be the dark side of asymmetry for western 

Canadians – asymmetry asymmetrically applied. 

Unfortunately, this challenge to the acceptance 

of asymmetry in the West is not unlikely. 

 

 Recent national governments, buoyed by 

burgeoning fiscal capacity and the spending 

power, have become increasingly active in 

provincial fields of jurisdiction. This ascendant 

activism on the part of the national government, 

wrapped in the rhetoric of national standards and 

pan-Canadian values, is difficult to square with 

asymmetrical federalism. Something has to give. 

In the short term, the circle can be squared by in 

practice acknowledging asymmetry in the case 

of Quebec and resisting it elsewhere. In the 

longer run, asymmetry is inconsistent with the 

policy imperialism of recent national 

governments. 

 

 Third, Quebec may push the envelop of 

asymmetrical federalism more than other 

provinces, push it to the extent that Quebec and 

the rest uneasily co-exist in increasingly 

different public policy worlds. Political events 

may transpire – a resurgent Parti Québecois 

provincially,  increased Bloc strength federally, 

a national government without a significant 

Quebec voice in cabinet – such that Quebecers 

may even push for the constitutional recognition 

of asymmetry, perhaps in an extreme form. If 

this happens, however, it will not be a crisis for 

western Canada alone. 

 

 In the short term, we may have the essence 

of a quintessential Canadian bargain – a new 

term for Quebecers that appears to recognize a 

special status for Quebec while at the same time 

apparently recognizing the equality of the 

provinces for western Canadians. It is 

asymmetry, interpreted asymmetrically. A 

remaining question, however, is whether the 

concept of asymmetrical federalism, and for that 

matter is implementation, will be robust enough 

to withstand the challenges heading its way. 

 

 The first such challenge will be the next 

federal election. If the Liberals are returned to 

power, and particularly if they form a majority 

government, then the tension between 

asymmetrical federalism and an activist national 

government will intensify. A Liberal win would 

be interpreted, and quite appropriately so, as a 

green light for increased policy activism by 

Ottawa, for blurring further if not erasing the 

constitutional lines between provincial and 






