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Introduction

There is no mistaking the fact that universal suffrage is a fundamental human right.  In democratic institutions, this is highlighted by periodic elections that are often held at fixed intervals of time.  Over time, the period leading up to Election Day has become one that is marked by intense campaigning and bargaining with voters.

In politics, “power” is defined as the ability for Subject A to get Subject B to perform a specified action.  Traditionally, attainment of political power is achieved through various means ranging from prior experience to political patronage.  In addition, the effect of money on people allows for politicians to display their accomplishments in the political sphere.

The elitist status of politicians, particularly those who are involved in higher levels of government, makes political campaigning a lengthy and expensive process.  Politicians must create an image by which voters are adequately convinced that the person they are electing will act according to their interests.  The campaign period in Canada usually lasts for only several weeks; from the time in which parliament is dissolved up through the day of the election itself.  This allows politicians plenty of time and the opportunity to wield this power to influence the electorate to vote in their favour.
The federal election of 2000 was one of the most important elections leading Canadian politics both away from the 20th century and towards the 21st century.  During the course of the years preceding it, technological advances ameliorated the outreach to which political parties could advantage from.  The increase of mass media as an entertainment outlet functioned to provide Canadians with constant streams of news and opinions- from the gaffes of Prime Minister Jean Chrétien to the vivacious portrayal of former Canadian Alliance party leader Stockwell Day as an avid jet skier.  Daily television newscasts, televised political debates, and aired publicities serve to promote political agendas.  Party advertisement through news media has been one of the most influential methods for securing party victories.


In addition, the usage of the internet as a tool by which party politics could thrive was heightened.  In 2000, 51% of 12 million Canadian households had at least one family member who was a regular internet user (Statistics Canada).  The effectiveness and potential of the internet served as a springboard for which many of the political parties used to gain votes.

This paper looks at the 2000 Canadian federal election in three domains.  First, how did televised election coverage give candidates the ability to introduce party platforms?  Did the television debates and fiscal expenditures of publicities managed to affect Canadian voters?  Second, how did the political parties use the internet to clearly define their goals to voters with web access?  Does the potential of internet accessibility fit within the parameters as a means of achieving political power as explained above?  Lastly, how will these methods of media forge a solid future for Canadian political parties?

With right-wing parties set to align in a merger and the election of a backbencher to the Liberal Party leadership, all of these questions are pertinent to Canadian politics in the 20th century.
Of Jet Skis and Stockwell’s Wild Ride
After his byelection win, [former Canadian Alliance Leader Stockwell] Day made headlines as he topped the national news with pictures of him sitting on a jet-ski in a wet suit, replying to reporters' questions in British Columbia. After the carefully crafted photo-op, Day thanked the reporters, bid them adieu, then roared off on the jet-ski across the blue lake (Canadian Broadacasting Corporation).

The use of staged photo-ops has always been important to politicians.  It allows them the opportunity to display character traits that the candidate may or may not possess while reducing the potential for blunders.  In his essay on media’s role in public opinion, Robert A. Hackett describes the relationship between politicians and the media.  “[…A]s recent developments in Canadian politics forcefully remind us, we must think of media-party relations as a set of socially-contextualized processes, rather than as a static object of analysis” (Thorburn and Whitehorn 391).  He conceptualises media-party relations as being hegemonic in order for the interests of both actors to succeed.

While photo-ops are staged and seemingly reflect a manipulation of the press, politicians are aware that their political imagery is on the line.  A fundamental understanding of media would prove that this relationship is of a symbiotic nature.  News footage of Day zipping off on his Jet Ski piques the interests of television viewers, but if Day falls off during his ride, the scope of this blunder is magnified.  Photo-ops may serve as publicity stunts however, if tact is managed irresponsibly, the opportunity might serve as a blow to the politician’s credibility.

This proves contrary to Hackett’s hegemonic approach.  In his essay, he dismisses media as a propaganda tool.  “Even if sound bites are getting shorter, political news still tends to be “indexed” to the policy options, the decision-making agenda, and the statements and actions of the political establishment” (388).  “The Jet Ski Incident” serves to illuminate the flaw in this argument.  The policy options that Hackett refers to and the text of Day’s speech have long been forgotten, while images Jet Skis on the lake rest in the public psyche long after his later departure as party leader. (As an American citizen, I even shocked myself when, one night- almost a year and a half after that incident- I dreamt about it.)

Political advertisements serve as a means of branding politicians, sometimes even placing their marketability above party ideology.  In the 2000 election though, this was not always the case.  The Liberals- virtually assured of forming a majority government with Jean Chrétien at the helm- were not as vocal on their own goals as they were focusing on the defeat of the Canadian Alliance.  The Alliance however, aimed to shine the spotlight on their own image.  “Putting a nice spin on the Alliance's disappointing Ontario showing, [President of Thomas Crncich & Partners in London, Ont. Bryan] Thomas points out that the party won or came in second in most ridings and upped its popular vote. In Ontario, the Alliance won two seats, placed second in 80 and upped its share of the vote from 19.1% to 23.6%” (Chilton).  Thomas, whose firm created the Alliance’s advertisements during the 2000 campaign, put together a 15 minute infomercial featuring Day.  This infomercial ran in Ontario the day before Election Monday due to Day’s religious observance of the Sunday Sabbath.
As is evidenced above by Thomas, the effect of this media, albeit minimal, was enough to shift the vote to the Alliance.  His claim is that the infomercial may have been enough to sway “soft voters” who did not want to cast their vote for Jean Chrétien.  A few days prior to the election however, The Nation columnist Edward Greenspon started to blame Day for his own political demise.  “He blamed Day's worse than expected result on his personal inability to heal the wounds of last summer's leadership campaign and his failure to either articulate his own policy or attack the Liberals vigorously enough” (Kimber).
Greenspon’s argument here is directly in contrast to Hackett’s.  Responsibility in Canadian media has been placed above broadcasting mere “sound bites,” but to engage the public in discourse.  In fact, Hackett mentions that, “[…T]hey have tried to capture the populist mood in several ways, from CBC television’s “town hall” meetings where senior politicians were grilled by panels of average Canadians, to the community advisory panels and efforts to include more person-on-the street sources in some daily papers” (Thorburn and Whitehorn 391).

Television media, as evidenced by the positives as well as the shortfalls of Stockwell Day’s bid to market the Canadian Alliance, has become increasingly important to Canadian politicians.  In a country is based on the principle of “responsible government,” this form of media has gone beyond the realm of accountability during Question Period, but has made politicians acuter during electioneering as well.
One Click Away

While television media has been a participant in the political atmosphere for decades now, a new form of technology is attempting to mobilize current and potential voters.  During the 1997 election, politicians vaguely realized the potential of the internet- back then a budding trend.  Cynthia J. Alexander writes:
In politics, there remains the opportunity to use new media resources in ways that deepen and extend the ties that bind and to expand our shared understanding of our common future.  We could see the emergence of a digital commonwealth in the new millennium.  However, it will take much more than mere bits and bytes to generate new currents of political responsiveness and responsibility, citizen interest and informedness, community engagement and inclusiveness (461).


This “common future” that Alexander describes is one that is of great importance to politicians.  Their ability to maintain positions of power rests in the politicians’ job of convincing voters that it is in their best interests to elect the leaders that will forge the best common future.  As evidenced by Statistics Canada above, internet usage in Canada has been steadily on the rise.  This means that politicians will be continually exploring the internet as a venue no less akin to that of a “town hall” formatted meeting.  Despite what Alexander says, bulletin boards and weblogs are a fast and simple way for citizens to become engaged in politics.

Politicians could now address the larger policy issues and constructively dialogue with the electorate in helping the formation of party policy.  “Such initiatives can serve the party or the candidate in other ways, even if they do not win, since the e-network can be activated to mobilize around a particular public policy issue at another time” (467).  At the same time, it leads to rapid discussion and has challenged leaders to adapt to a fluctuating political sphere.  “John Wright, senior vice-president of Ipsos Reid in Toronto said the effect [of technology] was like pressing the fast-forward button on the whole campaign and is likely to set the pace for elections to come,” reported Lisa Schmidt a week after the election.

While Alexander believes that the internet will impact the future of the Canadian political system, like Hackett, she seems to be skeptical of the magnitude to which new media has on the electorate.  In fact, the biggest technical anomaly of the 2000 election and challenge to electoral law may be that which happened directly after polls closed.

In the hours following the close of Atlantic polls, Vancouver-based software developer Paul Bryan published the results of those polls online- three hours before polls closed on the West Coast.  The Election Act prohibits the publication of election results prior to the closure of all polls.  Bryan’s computers were seized and he faced a fine of up to $25,000.  It was only in October 2003 however, that Bryan was found acquitted by the B.C. Supreme Court under the defence that publishing the results could have been accomplished outside of Canada (British Columbia Supreme Court).  In addition, the restriction of his ability to post the results was found as unconstitutional since knowledge of the results would not have affected the election outcome.  In effect, this ruling rendered sections of the Election Act obsolete, due to the changes in technology.

Although Justice Stephen Kelleher’s ruling seems to support Alexander’s claims that the internet’s power is limited as a political tool, it does not take into account its exponential growth.  The ruling is based on the events when the infraction took place, not where technology and society are currently at, nor where they are heading.
FlyOurFlag.ca and the Future of New Media

Even though voter turn-out the 2000 election was reasonably dismal- as most Canadians prepared for what they had already predicted as a third-consecutive term for the Liberals- the impact of the media had a profound impact on elections to come (CNEWS: Decision 2000”).  An example of this is the NDP’s launch of flyourflag.ca in October 2003.  As Paul Martin prepares to assume the position of Prime Minister of Canada, the NDP has publicly launched a website attacking the minister.  Its content contains the following:
“As a shipping magnate, Martin consistently refused to fly our flag - because flying another country's flag helped him avoid Canadian taxes, Canadian wages and Canadian environmental standards. How much fun was it for Paul? As Finance Minister, he helped the company he owned avoid paying taxes to himself” (FlyOurFlag.ca)

The website, unveiled in a public ceremony, was dismissed by Liberals as a mere NDP “media stunt.”  The problem for the Liberal Party lies in the fact that, as a media stunt, it caught the attention of voters who are disenfranchised with Liberal party politics.  Both websites, print media, and television were focused on NDP leader Jack Layton smiling at cameras, while explaining to the electorate the instructions and purpose for the website.  It is not unreasonable to correlate flyourflag.ca with Stockwell Day on a Jet Ski; the resulting effect of media publicity is not necessarily to convince aligned voters to change their party, but to influence “sway voters” to vote for an opposition party.  If political power is defined as the ability of Subject A to affect Subject B into performing a certain action, then new media, and the abundance at which society uses it, will become highly regarded.  Its power will be influential, but not absolute; democracy still rests in the hands of the individual voters.
Conclusion


As Canada prepares for an upcoming election in 2004 or 2005, the bid for Prime Minister Chretien’s successors will become of utmost importance.  Although Liberal MP Paul Martin is currently the prime minister-in-waiting, the potential for electronic media to shape public opinion in future elections is unquestionable.  With the number of technophiles rapidly increasing, looking back at the 2000 election serves to illuminate how politicians in Canada are taking advantage of mass media’s reach.  Since this reach has expanded access and the dissemination of information to the electorate, we can assume the role of electronic media will vastly grow in the next election.
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