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Saskatoon -- Maurice Vellacott, M.P. for Saskatoon-Wanuskewin just returned from France on Wednesday, July 16. He departed for France on July 9.  He was selected by the Canadian Alliance to be his party's representative on a House of Commons all-party delegation on a working trip to Paris and western France.  There were also 3 Liberal Members of Parliament, one from the N.D.P. and one from the BQ, as well as 3 Senators. Vellacott felt that he developed rapport with these Members on the trip and believes that he had mutually beneficial discussions with these other parliamentary colleagues.    

Vellacott along with other members of the Canadian delegation personally met the President of France, Jacques Chirac, in addition to Ministers, Members and Presidents of the National Assembly and Senate as well as other elected regional and local officials.  The Canadian delegates watched debate in the National Assembly and the Senate.  The Canadian delegation was also hosted at a reception in Paris by the Canadian Ambassador Raymond Chretien, nephew of Prime Minister Jean Chretien. 

Vellacott was impressed that France has fixed election dates, Senators elected for 6 years, electronic voting and a set time each year for the budget process and tabling of same.  These are all reforms Vellacott would like to see in the Canadian system. 

During his time in France, Vellacott noticed greater respect for older people and the significant continuing contribution they make in politics and the civil service. 

Vellacott observed that although France's society is generally more liberal, the government resisted redefining marriage for the sake of same-sex couples.  Instead within the last few years, France's government enacted legislation recognizing "pacts of solidarity" not based on sex, but where two people could commit to each other and thereby have legal protection in respect to pensions, health benefits, and estate settlements.  Adoption of children was not included. 

The Canadian parliamentarians engaged with their French counterparts in working sessions on "European Enlargement and Integration."  This issue is of interest to Canada because among other reasons Europe is Canada's second largest trading partner, next to the U.S.  "Bioethics and New Reproductive Technology," "France-Canada Cooperation on Space Projects," and "Justice and Public Safety" were the topics of other working sessions.  Vellacott also spoke favorably of France's separate divisions in the courts for such sectors as business, industry and labor.  Thus allowing judges to develop special expertise in the particular area that they rule on. 

The Canadian delegation traveled on the 300 kilometer per hour high-speed train to western France to have a French General tour them through a military engineering school that trains personnel for the de-mining program in war-ravaged countries.  Vellacott says, "The dozens of types of left-over land mines that need to be detonated are a savage testimony to the violence inflicted upon innocent civilians in conflict zones around the world."  Vellacott and the delegation had the opportunity to tour a large ship-building facility on the west coast of France before returning to Paris to join in celebrating France's 14th of July national holiday, Bastille Day. 
                                                                                                                       



In commemorating the 14th of July, the nation's air force, army, navy, police, as well as Paris's fire brigade is put on display.  The Canadian delegates were official platform guests to view this impressive parade down the Champs-Elysees in the center of Paris.  Vellacott remarked, "It was a convincing show of France's commitment to its national defence.  It was a stark reminder of the crisis in Canada's national defence.  The Canadian Forces must protect Canadian sovereignty, respond to internal emergencies and defend Canada's interests internationally. Under Liberal and PC mismanagement and chronic underfunding, the Canadian Forces have deteriorated to the point they are now unable to carry out any of these functions satisfactorily." 

Vellacott also engaged in discussions with individuals about France's current struggle to launch reforms to its social programs which are becoming unsustainable.  In his Bastille Day media interviews, President Jacques Chirac affirmed the need to continue down the path of making some significant adjustments to social programs. 

Vellacott also discerned from his visit to France that the government there is slowly coming to realize that they will have to reduce their substantial subsidies to farmers in view of the enlargement of the European Union from 15 to 25 countries.  There is a growing recognition that France's treasury cannot bear the burden of their overly generous agricultural subsidies. Vellacott believes that this inevitable shift in France's agricultural policy bodes well for Canadian grain farmers. 

While in France, Vellacott welcomed the opportunity to work on his basic French language skills.  Vellacott believes that, particularly for young people, it is important to acquire a second language in view of the additional doors it will open for them.  Vellacott has his two younger boys in a Catholic French immersion school in Saskatoon.  Vellacott has constituents with a French background throughout the Duck Lake area.  Many of these constituents of Metis descent have French as their mother tongue. 

Vellacott comes back exhausted from this whirlwind expedition, but he feels it was worth it because he is better equipped for serving in the Parliament of Canada.  He believes he is better informed in his current role as a Member of Parliament for the Official Opposition, and in due time as a Member on the government side.  Vellacott has served on a Foreign Affairs sub-committee.  Vellacott will be reporting on this working trip to his Canadian Alliance caucus colleagues and anticipates making a greater contribution to his Canadian Alliance caucus on European foreign affairs matters.
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