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Canada is a constitutional monarchy, a federation and a 
democracy. Responsibility for governing is shared at the 
federal level by the executive, legislative and judicial 
branches. 

The Executive Branch comprises the Prime Minister, 
Cabinet and the Public Service. The Prime Minister is the 
leader of the party that elected the most members in the 
House of Commons. The Executive is primarily responsible 
for developing the budget and for proposing legislation for 
the raising and allocation of public funds. 

The Legislative Branch consists of the House of Commons 
and the Senate. Members of the House of Commons are 
elected while Senators are appointed by the government.  
Constitutionally, the House of Commons has pre-eminence 
in budgetary matters. The Legislative Branch exercises 
oversight of the budgetary process through parliamentary 
committees. 

The Judicial Branch is independent of the executive and, in 
the budget process, adjudicates cases dealing with 
financial laws.

There are 308 electoral districts distributed across the 
country, based on population and geographic location. One 
representative, or Member of Parliament (MP), is elected 
from each electoral district. Since May 2007, the Canada 
Elections Act requires that a general election be held on a 
fixed date: the third Monday of October in the fourth 
calendar year following the previous general election. 
However, the law does not prevent the Governor General 
from dissolving Parliament at another date, for instance, 
when the government loses the confidence of the House of 
Commons or at the request of the Prime Minister. 

The political and electoral system is organized on the basis 
of political parties. Although there are eighteen (18) 
registered political parties at the federal level, only four (4) 
currently have elected members in the House of Commons: 

i. Conservative Party of Canada
ii. Liberal Party of Canada
iii. Bloc Quebecois, and 
iv. New Democratic Party. 

Currently, there is a minority government in Canada, headed 
by the Conservative Party of Canada. 

1Structure of Political Parties 

Political parties are governed by a constitution/bylaws 
established by each party. Most parties establish riding 
associations in each of the electoral districts. Each riding 
association is headed by an executive, elected by members 
in that riding association. Members are individuals who 
usually live in the riding and share the broad policy 
objectives of the party. They usually pay a membership fee 
to join. 

The candidate who represents the riding association in an 
election is selected by the riding association members, 
subject to approval by the national office. There is an 
executive committee at the provincial/territorial level, 
elected by members in that province's/territory's riding 
associations. It oversees the activities of the riding 
associations and ensures that the riding associations in that 
province/territory are ready for an election. It also develops 
strategic plans for that province/territory, including among 
others, policy initiatives to be considered for the next 
election. 

Finally, there is a national executive committee, elected by 
the membership of the party across the country, with a 
number of subcommittees, whose responsibilities range 
from fund raising, readiness for an election to policy 
development.

Policy Proposals Developed by the Political 
Parties

Policy development usually begins at the riding association 
level, with members meeting to discuss issues of concern 
at the local level. Those endorsed by the riding association 
are sent to the respective provincial/territorial associations 
to be voted on and prioritized. These, in turn, are considered 
at a national convention, representing delegates from each 
of the riding associations, to form part of the party's next 
electoral platform. These national conventions usually take 
place once every two years. Policy sessions are organized 
by theme and the various policy initiatives coming from the 
riding associations and the national office are discussed, 
debated, modified and voted on. Those approved are 
presented to the membership at the national convention for 
final approval to be included in that party's national election 
platform.

Each political party presents its policies and candidates to 

1. For more information, see the constitution documents for the various political parties. These are available on their respective websites.
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the electorate for their consideration. The policy proposals 
may be very specific in nature or general, outlining broad 
principles. These policy proposals will form the basis for 
implementation, usually through the budget process, if that 
party succeeds in forming the next government through the 
election. 

As members of a political party, individual Canadians can 
play an active role in the formulation of potential policy 
initiatives that could be included in that party's election 
platform. If that party is successful in forming the next 
government following the election, these policy initiatives 
will be actively considered in the formulation of successive 
budgets.

Role of Governing Party

The party that holds the majority of seats in the House of 
Commons usually forms the government. If there is a 
majority government, the ruling party, primarily through the 
Executive Branch, will base its budgets on the policy 
proposals set out in its election campaign, resources 
permitting and in the absence of unforeseen developments 
and pressures. 

The Prime Minister, the elected leader of the majority party, 
will appoint Cabinet Ministers, usually from elected party 
members in the House of Commons. They will be charged 
to oversee the activities of their respective ministries and 
develop policy initiatives for consideration in the upcoming 
budget in their areas of responsibilities. Many of these 
policies will originate from the election platform. In addition, 
unforeseen developments may result in new policy 
initiatives being addressed. 

The Ministers will present their policy proposals to their 
respective cabinet committee for discussion and approval: 

- Cabinet Committee on Social Affairs
- Cabinet Committee on Economic Growth and Long-

Term Prosperity
- Cabinet Committee on Foreign Affairs and Security
- Cabinet Committee on Environment and Energy 

Security

These cabinet committees are organized by sector, 
focusing on common themes and objectives. If approved 
by the applicable committee, the proposed policy initiative 
is forwarded to the Cabinet Committee on Operations. This 
committee provides the day-to-day coordination of the 

government's agenda, including issues management, and 
legislation. If approved by this committee, the proposed 
policy initiative would then proceed to the Cabinet 
Committee on Plans and Priorities, which is chaired by the 
Prime Minister. Here, it could receive provisional approval to 
be included in the upcoming budget. 

In addition, the Minister of Finance will meet with Caucus 
(all the elected members of the House of Parliament and 
appointed Senators representing the government) to listen 
to their issues, concerns and potential policy initiatives for 
the next budget. 

Final decisions on what initiatives are to be funded in a 
budget rest with the Prime Minister and the Minister of 
Finance.

Throughout this entire process, officials from the Pricy 
Council Office, the Department of Finance and the Treasury 
Board Secretariat would provide their assessments of the 
proposed policy initiatives to their respective Ministers (the 
Privy Council Office would present their assessment as well 
as those of the other departments to the Chair of the 
Committee as well as to the Prime Minister). 

Role of Other Parties

The budget, once tabled in the House of Commons, is voted 
on by all members of the House of Commons. This vote is 
considered a vote of confidence in the government's ability 
to manage the economy and the financial affairs of the 
country. A “No Vote” by the House of Commons requires 
that the government resign and that a new election be held. 
As a result, members of the governing party usually vote to 
support the budget.  Their role, once the budget has been 
presented, is primarily restricted to ensuring that the budget, 
and any applicable legislation, receives Royal Assent. After 
the budget receives Royal Assent, members of the 
governing party will actively defend the measures in the 
budget in their constituent ridings or other forums.

Under a majority government, Royal Assent of a budget bill 
is guaranteed, although there could be some delays as the 
Opposition seeks possible amendments to include some of 
their policy priorities. In addition, the Senate, if not 
controlled by the governing party, could delay the passage. 
However, they can only delay and not suggest amendments.

In a minority situation, things are quite different. The 
Opposition could defeat the budget bill, thereby forcing the 
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government to resign and call a new election. Fearing defeat 
of the budget bill, the governing party could negotiate with 
one or more of the Opposition parties to secure approval for 
the budget bill. This could imply the granting of 
concessions, including the incorporation of some policy 
initiatives put forward by the Opposition. In 2005, the 
minority Liberal Government received support from the 
New Democratic Party to approve the budget bill after it 
agree to incorporate a number of their policy priorities.  

2Under the Financial Administration Act (FAA),  only the 
government can initiate legislation which raises public 
funds and spends public money. Therefore, Opposition 
Parties, through private member's bills, can not directly 
introduce legislation which would raise taxes or require the 
spending of public funds. To do so would require the 
approval of the Minister of Finance, who would need to 
introduce the required legislation, incorporating the 
proposed policy initiative(s) of the private member's bill.

However, an individual member of the House of Commons, 
who is not a Cabinet Minister, can introduce a private 
member's bill that would reduce taxes/lower revenues or 
reduce spending on a particular programme. Such 
legislation would need to go through the normal 
Parliamentary process for approval.

In order for a private member's bill to be considered, it goes 
through an auction process. Only a limited number of bills 
are considered in each session of Parliament. The names of 
those members who have indicated that they will be putting 
forward a bill are put in a queue, based on random selection. 
Once their bill is selected and is not deemed a “money bill,” 
it goes through the same approval process as any 
government bill. Few private member's bills have ever 
received Royal Assent and acted into law. Members of the 
governing party usually do not submit private member's 

3bills. 

In the committee stage of any money bill, the Opposition 
can put forward amendments, which then will be voted on 
by the members of the committee examining the bill. In a 
majority government situation, such amendments are 
defeated as the governing party has a majority of members 
on the committee. In a minority government situation, such 
amendments could be approved by the Opposition 
members, as they have the majority of members on the 

Committee. If approved, such amendments would have to 
go back to the House of Commons for approval. The 
Government would need to revise the original legislation to 
include such amendments. If they refused and reintroduced 
the original bill and it was defeated, they would have to 
resign. 

In the committee stage, the Opposition has introduced 
amendments to reduce spending in certain departments. 
This has occurred a number of times with respect to 
Appropriation Bills, which seek Parliamentary approval for 
voted appropriations (spending on programmes which 
required annual Parliamentary approval). As these 
Appropriation Bills follow a specific supply process with 
respect to timing, the Opposition was able to obtain certain 
amendments to the Appropriation Bill, which either froze or 
reduced spending in a number of limited areas.

The Opposition Parties will also attempt to advance their 
opposition to the budget bill or certain parts of it through the 
media and direct appeals in order to put pressure on the 
government to make changes/concessions. After the 
budget receives Royal Assent, they may continue to voice 
their opposition to the budget bill and/or promote their own 
policy initiatives in their constituent ridings or other forums.

2. This Act sets out the principles with respect to the administration and management of public funds.
3. There is one notable exception. The Honourable Roy Cullen, a member of the governing party, introduced a private member's bill to reduce user fees if the imposition of such 

fees did not meet certain criteria. There was a free vote on his bill and it was passed.
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