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Comparing Canada's government with the
United States

The United Kingdom's Queen Elizabeth II greets Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau in a receiving line for the Queen's Dinner for the
Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM) at Buckingham Palace in London, England, April 19, 2018. The queen is head of
the Commonwealth, a federation of countries including Canada, and is the monarch of 12 countries that have become independent during
her reign. Photo by Matt Dunham for AP

The United States and Canada are North American neighbors with some obvious similarities.

However, the way in which the U.S. and Canada govern themselves is quite different.

Winning a majority of seats in the Canadian Parliament's House of Commons has different

consequences than winning a majority in the U.S. Senate or House of Representatives. Canada

also has a Senate, but the House of Commons is the dominant chamber of Parliament.

In our presidential system, the head of state and the head of government is the same person, the

president. He or she is elected independently of the members of the American legislature which is

the two houses of Congress: the Senate and the House of Representatives.

But in a parliamentary system, there's a head of state and a head of government. In Canada, the

head of state is the queen of England. The prime minister, currently Justin Trudeau, is the head of
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government. 

The prime minister derives his power from the ruling party. The ruling party determines who will

be prime minister. So how does a party become Canada's ruling party?

Majority Party Versus Minority Party In Canada

The political party that wins the most seats in a

general election becomes the government's ruling

party. If that party wins more than half of the seats in

the House of Commons or legislative assembly, then

the party forms a majority government. This may not

be ideal for voters, depending on how they voted.

However, this is the best-case scenario as far as a

political party is concerned. It ensures they will be

able to steer the direction of policy and legislation

without much input (or interference, depending on

your point of view) from other parties. The parliamentary system of government makes party

loyalty from Canadian politicians all but assured.

Here's why: A majority government can pass legislation and maintain the confidence of the House

of Commons or legislative assembly to stay in power much more easily than a minority

government. That's what happens when a party wins half or fewer than half of the seats in the

House of Commons or legislative assembly.

In order to retain the confidence of the House of Commons and remain in power, a minority

government has to work much harder. It will have to negotiate more frequently with other parties.

Additionally, it may possibly make compromises and adjustments in order to win enough votes to

pass legislation.

Choosing Canada's Prime Minister

The entire country of Canada is divided into districts, also known as ridings. Each one elects its

representative in Parliament. The leader of the party that wins the most ridings in a general

federal election becomes Canada's prime minister.

As head of the country's executive branch, Canada's prime minister chooses the Cabinet. He or she

decides who should oversee the various government departments, such as agriculture or foreign

affairs. Most of Canada's Cabinet ministers come from the House of Commons, and occasionally

one or two come from the Senate. The prime minister serves as chairman of the Cabinet.

Canadian federal elections are usually held every four years on the first Thursday in October. But if

the government loses the confidence of the House of Commons, a new election may be called.

The political party which wins the second-highest number of seats in the House of Commons

becomes the official opposition party.

The prime minister and Cabinet are the key decision-makers in Canadian government. Having a

majority party makes their jobs much easier.

Role Of Prime Minister In Parliament
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The prime minister and Cabinet members have seats in Parliament (with occasional exceptions).

They lead and direct Parliament's activities and its legislative agenda. The prime minister in

Canada must retain the confidence of the majority of the members in the House of Commons. If

they cannot, they must resign and seek a dissolution, or breakup, of Parliament. They do this in

order to have the conflict resolved by an election.

Due to lack of time, the prime minister participates in only the most important debates in the

House of Commons. Some examples would be the debate on the Speech from the Throne and

debates on contentious legislation. However, the prime minister does defend the government and

its policies in the daily Question Period in the House of Commons.

The Canadian prime minister must also fulfill his responsibilities as a member of Parliament in

representing the constituents, or citizens, in his riding.

What The Head Of State Does

The queen of the United Kingdom — Queen Elizabeth II — is the head of state in Canada. She has

this role because of Canada's former status as a colony of Great Britain.

In contrast to the head of state in a presidential system such as that of the United States, the queen

doesn't have an active political role in Canada. Rather, she is considered the personification of the

state. Technically speaking, the queen doesn't "do" as much as she "is." She serves a mostly

symbolic purpose, remaining neutral on political matters.

As the queen is in England, the governor general works on her behalf. The governor general has a

variety of important responsibilities. The governor general does everything from signing all bills

into law to calling elections to inaugurating the elected prime minister and his or her Cabinet. In

reality, the governor general performs these duties symbolically. The governor general essentially

gives royal assent to every law, appointment and proposal of the prime minister.

The Canadian head of state does, however, hold constitutional powers known as emergency

"reserve powers." These separate the head of state and the head of government to ensure the

proper functioning of Canada's parliamentary government. In practice, these powers are very

rarely exercised.

Powers Of The Head Of State

The queen has the power to:

Appoint and dismiss the prime minister 

Appoint and dismiss other ministers  

Summon and dissolve parliament 

Make war and peace 

Command the armed forces 

Regulate the civil service 

Ratify treaties 
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Issue passports 

Create peers (give out titles)

While ministers, legislators, police, public servants and members of the armed forces swear

allegiance to the queen, she doesn't directly govern them. Canadian passports are issued "in the

name of the queen," for example. The primary exception to the queen's symbolic, nonpolitical role

as head of state is her ability to grant immunity from prosecution and pardon offenses before or

after a trial.
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Quiz

1 The following sentence from the section "Majority Party Versus Minority Party In Canada" helps to prove the claim that the
majority party has an easier time in Canada's parliamentary system.

A majority government can pass legislation and maintain the confidence of the House of
Commons or legislative assembly to stay in power much more easily than a minority government.

Which sentence from the section provides further support for the claim?

(A) If that party wins more than half of the seats in the House of Commons or legislative assembly, then the
party forms a majority government.

(B) It ensures they will be able to steer the direction of policy and legislation without much input (or
interference, depending on your point of view) from other parties.

(C) That's what happens when a party wins half or fewer than half of the seats in the House of Commons or
legislative assembly.

(D) Additionally, it may possibly make compromises and adjustments in order to win enough votes to pass
legislation.

2 Read the section "What The Head Of State Does."

Which paragraph from the section explains when Queen Elizabeth II might shed her symbolic position and take a more active
role in Canada’s government?

(A) The queen of the United Kingdom — Queen Elizabeth II — is the head of state in Canada. She has this
role because of Canada's former status as a colony of Great Britain.

(B) In contrast to the head of state in a presidential system such as that of the United States, the queen of
Canada doesn't have an active political role. Rather, she is considered the personification of the state.
Technically speaking, the queen doesn't "do" as much as she "is." She serves a mostly symbolic
purpose, remaining neutral on political matters.

(C) As the queen is in England, the governor general works on behalf of the queen. The governor general
has a variety of important responsibilities. The governor general does everything from signing all bills
into law to calling elections to inaugurating the elected prime minister and his or her Cabinet. In reality,
the governor general performs these duties symbolically. The governor general essentially gives royal
assent to every law, appointment and proposal of the prime minister.

(D) The Canadian head of state does, however, hold constitutional powers known as emergency "reserve
powers." These separate the head of state and the head of government to ensure the proper functioning
of Canada's parliamentary government. In practice, these powers are very rarely exercised.

3 How are the sections organized to help to develop understanding?

(A) The introduction describes some of the similarities between Canada's government and the United
States' government. The following sections focus on comparing the powers of the head of government
with the powers of the head of state in Canada.

(B) The introduction describes some of the similarities between Canada's government and the United
States' government. The following sections focus on how Canada came to have a government system
that is more like Great Britain's system of government.

(C) The introduction explains what Canada’s parliamentary system looks like by comparing it with the
United States' presidential system. The following sections compare and contrast each of the specific
branches of Canada's government with the branches of the United States' government.

(D) The introduction explains what Canada’s parliamentary system looks like by comparing it with the
United States' presidential system. The following sections highlight the roles and responsibilities of the
different parts of the legislative and executive branches in Canada's government.
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4 What is one reason why the author includes the information about winning the most ridings in a general federal election?

(A) to show how the head of state is put into power in Canada

(B) to describe the process of voting in the cabinet members

(C) to explain how the Canadian prime minister is chosen

(D) to demonstrate a problem with Canada's election system


