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Introduction
Alun Davies and Veronica German attended this seminar on behalf of the National Assembly for Wales. This short report seeks to outline those areas where the National Assembly may learn lessons from the experience of parliamentarians elsewhere in the Commonwealth.
The Seminar
The seminar took place in the parliamentary buildings in Ottawa over five days October 17-23. The Welsh representatives attended every session and were frequent contributors to most sessions.

Some of the key sessions were:

Overview of the role and operation of the Canadian parliament 

The Commonwealth and the role of the CPA
The Canadian political scene

Youth engagement

The parliamentary presence of political parties:  the role of party caucuses

Parliamentary committees:  what works and what doesn’t

How an MP’s office works

Dealing with the competition:  have the media taken over the representational job of parliamentarians?

Role of commonwealth women parliamentarians

Engaging citizens:  resources and tools

Connecting with constituents:  representing pluralistic constituencies

Influencing governments and regulating influence:  parliament and lobbyists

In addition to this Veronica German led a session on the role of the petition committee in the Assembly and how this enables the Assembly to engage with citizens in an innovative way.
Some issues
Some particular issues and themes which may be of interest to Wales were discussed at many of the seminar sessions. The most relevant were as follows:
The place of identity in politics

Linguistic politics

Communications – the politics of engaging with citizens

Parliamentary processes – and making politics work for people

The place of identity in politics
Canadian politics, both at a provincial and a federal level, have been dominated by the question of Quebec and the relationship between the federal system and the provinces of the country.

Canada is the third largest country (by land area) in the world. Regional identities are strong and are reinforced by distance and in some cases by relative isolation. At the same time the country covers a number of time zones and different parts of Canada relate differently to other regions of the world. For instance the east coast relates more easily to Europe whilst in the west its nearest neighbours are in Asia. At the same time the vast majority of Canadian citizens live within about 200 mile of the border with the USA and as a consequence the southern neighbour is enormously influential in cultural, economic and social life.

There are some clear resonances with Wales and the development of devolution. Whilst we clearly do not have the same tensions caused by distances, we do have a number of competing conflicts caused by some different tensions. The tensions in Wales – from north/south or rural/urban are clear and dominate our politics in the same way. The Canadians have dealt with these tensions by strengthening the provinces and by ensuring that most services and decisions are taken by the regional governments. 
There may be some real lessons for many parts of the world in the way in which the UK devolution process has offered a way of changing the structures of government and democracy to reflect some of the national identities within the UK state.  The different ways in which the devolved administrations and the UK Government have managed the continuing social and cultural tensions, both at a UK level and at a devolved level is a debate which is taking place in many different countries within the Commonwealth. 

In Canada the issue has been dominated for the past few decades by Quebec. However this has clouded the issue for many people particularly in some of the artic regions where the indigenous peoples are now gaining rights of governance and structures which better reflects their historic identities.  The issue of the future of Quebec may now have been settled for the foreseeable future. The next debate will be over the governance of some different parts of Canada and how that reflects the identity of indigenous people elsewhere in the country.

Linguistic politics
The place of the French language in Canadian life has been a source of some tension and conflicts for generations. The passing of Bill 101 by the Quebec government created a monolingual province where public life is now conducted exclusively through the medium of French. The bilingual province of New Brunswick attempts to find some middle ground between the two linguistic groups.
The federal government of Canada operates bilingually and there appears to be a genuine commitment to that bilingualism in the way that the parliamentary processes operate – but also in the delivery of services and the cultural outlook of the civil service. 
Both French and English are the official languages of Canada – although clearly this bilingualism is reflected differently in the provincial governments in Canada. Outside of Quebec and New Brunswick French is widely spoken in Ontario and the maritime (Atlantic) provinces however there is clearly very little French spoken in central, northern and western parts of the country. 

The determination of the federal government to operate bilingually appears to have created the context within which both linguistic groups are able to coexist within the Canadian state. The fact that both languages are official and are treated with equal respect means that the tensions which have undoubtedly existed very recently – and are still used in order to promote Quebecois nationalism – have subsided and have been managed within this constitutional and legal framework.

There are now increasing tensions amongst indigenous people and recent migrants about the recognition of their own cultural identities and languages. This debate will continue over the coming years and may well result in the Canadian state becoming a far more heterogeneous state than it has been in the past with many more languages and cultures being recognised both federal – but especially in the provincial governments.

The lessons for Wales are obvious and clear. There is a danger in drawing too many parallels between the two countries because the situations are very different. However the principle of a central government operating in a bilingual environment where two languages are recognised as the official languages of the state and treated with due respect are clear.
Communications – the politics of engaging with citizens
A number of sessions were dominated by the different means by which parliamentarians may engage with their constituents. The seminar addressed some specific segments of the population such as women, ethnic minorities and young voters. However engagement with the electorate and different constituencies were themes that ran through the whole seminar.

Many of the parliamentarians taking part in the seminar had used social media to keep in touch with the electorate. Clearly different legal systems and different legislative frameworks for the protection and use of personal data as well as access to the relevant technology made the experiences very different and sometimes made comparison difficult.
Wales was seen as a relative leader in the use of electronic means of communications with many participants being very impressed with the way in which the Assembly proactively seeks to engage with the electorate. The way in which the Assembly is wired for electronic communications is seen to be something of a world-leader by many legislators.
Some of the most interesting sessions were those that focussed on how to involve and engage with people or groups within the electorate. Many of the mechanisms discussed reflected the different political systems in different territories. But ideas such as the use of virtual meetings and the use of data management systems to maintain links and contact with the electorate are those which would be easily replicate in many different countries.

The seminars which tried to focus upon specific demographics tended to be those which were the weakest since they were too focussed on the particulars of individual examples and it appeared that there was less potential for shared experiences.

In many ways this theme would be a good basis for a further seminar. The means by which we, as parliamentarians, engage with the electorate will be one of the defining challenges of the coming years. The explosion of electronic communications and the different delivery platforms for content and political messages mean that as we become more accessible to the electorate through email and social media so the opportunities for deepening that dialogue into a valuable two-way means of influencing and shaping the political debate become real , possible and vital. 
Parliamentary processes – and making politics work for people
At the same time as debating how parliamentarians engage with citizens there were a number of debates about how the processes and the political structures of different states helped or enabled greater public engagement.

Although based upon Westminster, the Canadian system places a great emphasise on the provinces and the importance of a pluralist system where power and responsibility are shared between different parties at different levels of government. In part this reflects the realities of geography and culture but at another level it reflects an approach to politics that is also influenced by its proximity to the United States.
It is clear that the experiences south of the border have profoundly influenced at least two aspects of Canadian political life. The first is the attitude and statutory framework for lobbyist and lobbying and the second is the regulations of political funding.

Lobbying in Canada is tightly and strictly regulated. A lobbyist must not only register in order to work in Ottawa but they must also publish details of all their clients and perhaps most surprisingly register and list all contacts or meetings with designated individuals. This is something that most participants found quite extreme in terms of limiting what activities a lobbyist may conduct outside
The Canadians argued that the system of regulation – which was not introduced under pressure in the wake of a scandal or public concerns – is one that guarantees and underpins public confidence in the system. It is difficult to listen to the explanations without considering the impact of similar debates in the United States. At the same time many participants spoke about the impact of the Westminster expenses scandals and how it had led to a new statutory framework in many aspects of the political process.

The second issue is that of funding the political process. Many countries and territories struggle with a statutory framework that is both transparent and fair to all. The Canadian system now emphasises the importance of small donations from individuals and has progressively sought to limit large donations from major companies or lobby groups. At the same time the Canadian (federal) parties are also supported by the public purse. Each provincial legislature determines how that province will fund and regulate its own parties and politics. The comparison with US politics is irresistible. 
The theme running through many of these matters is the Canadian desire and demand that their politics and political system is not only “clean” but also above suspicion. The combination of the Westminster scandals and the US experience has driven change and tighter regulation which is designed to make the Canadian political system one of the most highly regulated in the world.

In other ways the way that the Canadians “do” politics is designed to allow decision-making and decision-taking to take place at different levels and to involve people in such decisions. The federal system and the chambers based in Ottawa are modelled upon the Westminster House of Commons and House of Lords. The Senate system in Canada is a combination of the appointment system used to place Lords within the context of the regional (but not provincial) representation that is familiar from the US Senate.  The feel of the Canadian Senate is similar to the Lords although the numbers and the place and importance of regional voices appear to make the chamber more rooted in the experiences of everyday life for Canadians. The fact that the chamber is unelected means that there is no conflict with the elected House and the place of the Senate as a revising chamber is unchallenged and readily understood.
Taking these matters forward
Participants in the seminar felt that the experience had been extremely valuable. The formal and informal sessions over the week proved to be a very useful learning experience. The final session allowed a wide-ranging debate to take place where there were a number of proposals to create a virtual community of people who had participated in such seminars and who may create an online learning resource. This is something that the CPA could take forward. 

Certainly the experience, knowledge and willingness to share were all things which could help establish a learning resource that could act as a great way of helping strengthen not only the parliamentary processes across the Commonwealth but could also help develop individual parliamentarians in different countries and territories.
Conclusions
The seminar was an extremely useful learning experience. The objectives of the seminar were to “promote knowledge and understanding of parliamentary democracy in all its aspects” and the seminar certainly achieved those objectives.

However the seminar would be a greater success if it is placed within the context of an on-going learning programme. I hope that this is something that the CPA would be happy to take forward.

The seminar’s host, Russ Hiebert, and the staff and Members of the CPA Canadian branch made sure that everyone felt comfortable and able to participate in all sessions and events over the week. They clearly worked hard to make the seminar a great success and this was recognised and appreciated by all participants.
