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This article was published more than 9 years ago. Some information may no longer be current.

The Conservative government has introduced multiple pieces of legislation in
recent months that affect security, privacy and the power of policy agencies (read
our earlier explanations of bills C-13 and S-4, and C-44). The latest, Bill C-51, would
beef up the powers of Canada's spy agency (the Canadian Security Intelligence
Service), criminalize the promotion of terrorism and provide the RCMP with new
powers of preventative arrest.

The Conservatives say the bill is necessary to combat the threat of terrorism, while
critics say it constrains too many freedoms in the process.

Here's what you need to know about the legislation.

Last updated May 6: The bill passed its final vote in the House of Commons,
setting the stage for it to become law before the summer break.
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Police secure the scene of a shooting on Parliament Hill in Ottawa on Oct. 22, 2014. (The Canadian Press)

Why introduce Bill C-51?

Two deadly incidents targeting soldiers raised concerns of terrorism last fall. On Oct. 20,
Martin Couture-Rouleau ran over and killed Warrant Officer Patrice Vincent in a parking lot
in St-Jean-sur-Richelieu, Que. Two days later, Michael Zehaf-Bibeau shot and killed
Corporal Nathan Cirillo at the War Memorial in Ottawa, before storming Parliament, where
he was shot by guards and police.

Prime Minister Stephen Harper specifically raised the two cases when he unveiled Bill C-51
three months later, on Jan. 30, while making it clear the goal is to deal with a larger threat
posed by supporters of the Islamic State and other anti-western groups.

“Jlihadist terrorism is not a future possibility, it is a present reality,” he said. “Violent
jihadism is not just a danger somewhere else. It seeks to harm us here in Canada, in our
cities, and in our neighbourhoods through horrific acts like deliberately driving a car at a
defenceless man, or shooting a soldier in the back as he stands on guard at a War Memorial.
Canadians are targeted by these terrorists for no other reason than that we are Canadians.
They want to harm us because they hate our society and the values it represents.”

While other changes were in the works (see our explanation of Bill C-44) at the time of the

attacks last year, the government said it was necessary to oversee a full upgrade to the
legislation that had last been overhauled after the attacks of Sept. 11, 2001.
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Public Safety Minister Steven Blaney. (The Canadian Press)

What’s in the bill?

Here is what C-51 would change, according to the federal government:

1. Easing the transfer of information between federal agencies, including confidential
data in the hands of Passport Canada and the Canada Revenue Agency, to “better
detect and act upon threats.” The measure applies to activities that “undermine the
security of Canada,” while granting a specific exemption for lawful advocacy, protest
and dissent.

2. Amending the Secure Air Travel Act to make it easier for authorities to deny boarding
on a plane, for example, to a would-be traveller heading to Syria to join Islamic State
militants.

3. Amending the Criminal Code, by making it easier for police to make preventative
arrests and criminalizing the promotion of terrorism.

4. Giving new powers to the Canadian Security Intelligence Service to “disrupt” threats,
such as providing more information to a would-be terrorist’s family and friends,
interfering with a would-be terrorist’s travel plans or intercepting weapons intended
for terrorist use. The new powers would be subject to a judicial warrant, along with
ministerial approval, in the more extreme cases.

5. Amending the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act by making it easier to protect
classified information in immigration proceedings, including attempts to remove non-
citizens on security grounds.

The Conservatives said on March 27 that they would make some amendments to clarify

certain parts of the bill. One amendment would limit the scope of what can be considered a
terror-related activity to explicitly leave out lawful protests. Another change would make
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clear that CSIS agents would not have the power to arrest people.

NDP Leader Thomas Mulcair. (The Canadian Press)

The Conservatives proposed this. What are the other federal parties
saying?

NDP Leader Thomas Mulcair has taken the lead role in opposing Bill C-51 in Parliament,
raising questions about the need for new policing powers, decrying the possibility that
environmentalists and native groups will be ensnared in the fight against terrorism, and
lamenting the lack of new oversight powers. As he announced his party’s position, Mr.
Mulcair pointed out that the NDP also opposed the use of the War Measures Act during the
1970 October Crisis.

“Terrorism is a real threat, and public safety must be the priority for any government. But
we cannot protect our freedoms by sacrificing them,” Mr. Mulcair said.

Liberal Leader Justin Trudeau said his party will vote in favour of the legislation, while
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promising to amend 1t 1f his party torms the next government. 1'he Liberals are arguing that

law-enforcement agencies need new powers to catch terrorists, but that more oversight is
necessary to avoid any abuse of power. In particular, the Liberals are calling for
parliamentary oversight, by which a small group of MPs would supervise the activities of
Canada’s spy agencies.

The government has responded that the Security Intelligence Review Committee is a “made
in Canada” success and that there is no need for political interference in counter-terrorism
operations. SIRC is an independent watchdog whose members are appointed by the
government. The current chair is Deborah Grey, a former Reform Party MP.

Privacy Commissioner Daniel Therrien. (The Canadian Press)

What has reaction been?

e Two law professors, Craig Forcese and Kent Roach, have compiled a critique of the

legislation. Among other things, they say that one implication of the bill is that it gives
border guards another reason to comb through travellers’ computers and smartphones.

e Four former prime ministers, as well as retired judges and other experts, say there isn’t

enough oversight in the bill to assess the efficacy and legality of what national security

agencies are doing along with their new powers.
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e Privacy Commissioner Daniel Therrien says the new powers of 17 federal agencies to

exchange personal and confidential information in the name of the war on terror are

“excessive” and could affect ordinary Canadians.
e The Globe editorial board had many questions about the bill.

Angus Reid poll

Question: All things considered, do you yourself support or oppose the proposed new anti-terrorism legislation?

loading Loading Chart...

SOURCE: Angus Reid

What do Canadians say?

Mr. Harper likes to say at every opportunity that Canadians are behind the legislation,
which explains why he is refusing to this point any amendment to the legislation. An
Angus-Reid poll in February found 82 per cent of respondents supported the bill, and 36 per

cent said it didn’t go far enough.

Has the legislation passed yet?
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Bill C-51 passed its final vote in the House of Commons 183-96, with Conservative and
Liberal MPs all voting in favour, and NDP MPs all opposing it. The bill is has been sent to the

Conservative-dominated Senate, where it is expected to pass.
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