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● (1105)

[English]
The Chair (Mr. John Brassard (Barrie—Innisfil, CPC)): I'm

going to call the meeting to order.

Good morning, everyone. Welcome to meeting number 116 of
the House of Commons Standing Committee on Access to Informa‐
tion, Privacy and Ethics.

Pursuant to Standing Order 108(3)(h), the committee is resuming
its study of the impact of information and of misinformation on the
work of parliamentarians.

I'm going to remind everybody about the audio issues. Make sure
that when you're not using your earpiece, it's placed on the sticker
that's on the desk. Please try to avoid hitting the microphones and
try to avoid any feedback, because it does cause damage to our in‐
terpreters.

I'm going to call on our witnesses today.

I would like to welcome first, as an individual, Mr. Ahmed Al-
Rawi, who is the director of the Disinformation Project at Simon
Fraser University.

We also have Richard Frank, who is a professor in the School of
Criminology at Simon Fraser University.

As well, we have Mr. Peter Loewen, who is the director of the
Munk School of Global Affairs and Public Policy.

I want to welcome all three of you to our committee today on
this important study.

We are going to start with Mr. Al-Rawi.

You have up to five minutes to address the committee, sir. Please
go ahead.

Dr. Ahmed Al-Rawi (Director, The Disinformation Project,
Simon Fraser University, As an Individual): Thank you very
much.

Dear honourable MPs and committee members, thank you for the
invitation to address the committee and talk about the impact of
disinformation on the work of parliamentarians. I will rely here on
my previous academic research on the topic.

I think there are different internal and external challenges.

First, in connection to internal challenges, there is no doubt that
Canadian politicians need to be continuously and factually in‐
formed about many national and international events and issues.

The belief and spread of disinformation could create a serious ob‐
stacle in understanding these events. The result could ultimately in‐
fluence democracy in a negative way.

It's important here to develop adequate verification skills and
methods that largely rely on scientific consensus and collective in‐
telligence about various issues. This is a fluid issue, because such
consensus could change with time, depending on the emerging em‐
pirical evidence. Parliamentarians have to feel more comfortable
navigating uncertainty.

Of course, there need to be thorough efforts to find factual pieces
of information by examining different and alternative credible
sources, assessing a variety of angles and reading beyond the news
reports themselves. This verification needs to be done even if the
information comes from Canada's allies, such as the Five Eyes.

The 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq is just one example of how disin‐
formation about Iraq's alleged link to al Qaeda or possession of
weapons of mass destruction led to disastrous outcomes, not only to
this country's infrastructure but also to millions of people.

More importantly, disinformation today has become a highly
politicized and weaponized issue. Media literacy is not the magic
key to counter it. This is because some very media-literate political
actors have themselves a vested interest in spreading disinformation
to serve their own political agenda.

In addition, there are external challenges when it comes to disin‐
formation targeting parliamentarians. In my research about foreign
actors targeting Canada on social media, for example, I found am‐
ple evidence of many foreign states' disinformation campaigns that
were especially directed at Canadian politicians.

For example, the Saudi actors were slightly more active and neg‐
ative, followed by Russian, Iranian and Chinese actors, when it
comes to targeting parliamentarians. As for the overall amount of
disinformation targeting Canadians in general, the Russian actors
were more interested in spreading disinformation, followed by Iran,
China and Saudi Arabia.

Ideologically, Russian-affiliated actors continuously attacked Mr.
Justin Trudeau and his Liberal Party, focusing specifically on MPs
from Muslim backgrounds. These actors mostly aligned themselves
with the far right in Canada in terms of attacking minorities, espe‐
cially Muslims and, to a lesser degree, LGBT communities.
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As for Iranian actors, they focused their attacks on the Conserva‐
tive Party, as well as Canadian MPs from Iranian origins who are
critical of the regime.

The Saudi and Chinese trolls also attacked Mr. Trudeau, mainly
due to the presence and activities of some critical human rights ac‐
tivists in Canada.

Other actors that are involved in spreading disinformation and
that often target Canadians in general include extremist groups and
wealthy elites, some of whom employ front groups and organiza‐
tions to cause confusion about how we perceive reality.

For example, the oil and gas industry and the vaping industry in
Canada are active in doing so.

The polarized public can also be part of these information activi‐
ties. In my research, I often saw that they target the intersectional
identities of racialized Canadian politicians, especially from minor‐
ity backgrounds.

To mitigate the problem with disinformation, I suggest creating a
non-partisan fact-checking initiative at the House of Commons,
consisting of a variety of experts. The initiative needs to exclusive‐
ly focus on fact-checking the evidence provided that is making dif‐
ferent claims, rather than assessing opinions.

Thank you very much.
● (1110)

The Chair: Thank you for that, Mr. Al-Rawi.

I understand that you shared with the clerk some examples of
what you deem misinformation and disinformation. I'm just letting
you know that the information has been sent to translation. I expect
that we could have it by the end of today's meeting. I'll certainly
share that information.

Go ahead, sir. I see your hand is up.
Dr. Ahmed Al-Rawi: These are just a few examples for the

committee to look at.
The Chair: Yes. I appreciate that. They're in translation.

Mr. Frank, we will go to you next. You have up to five minutes
to address the committee.

Go ahead, sir.
Dr. Richard Frank (Professor, School of Criminology, Simon

Fraser University, As an Individual): Thank you very much for
the chance to be involved in this. We've been doing lots of research
on this. I find it to be a very, very serious threat.

Over the years, information has been used as a weapon to target
whoever the opponent is, but we used to call it propaganda. Disin‐
formation I perceive as digital propaganda that reaches us digitally
through SMS, text, blog, Twitter and Facebook, etc., but very much
unlike propaganda, where counter-propaganda has been deployed,
right now I think we essentially don't have any defences or any
equivalent counter-disinformation to defend us.

Up until very recently, disinformation was seen as “just posts on
social media”, and as quite harmless. Any general user reading it
would not see the coordinated effort behind disinformation or the

specific intent behind it. This makes it really difficult and tricky to
identify. At least with propaganda, we saw the leaflets being
dropped from the sky or the messages being broadcast through
megaphones. We could recognize it as propaganda, or we would
have an idea of the source and the intent, whereas with online infor‐
mation, the source and the intent are quite often hidden and obfus‐
cated.

It does have real-world consequences. The Trump election was
shown to have Russian influence. Brexit also allegedly had foreign
influence. These are humongously big, drastic changes.

I'll pick on Russia for a bit. Russia did this through troll farms,
creating thousands of social media accounts that looked to be ordi‐
nary users. These accounts supported radical political groups with
specific political reasons. They fabricated articles, invented stories
and posted nonsense. Quite often they even posted the truth but
with a twist, aiming at vulnerable groups who then got riled up.
These fake users can have very many followers. They look estab‐
lished and real.

This was done in an organized fashion in a state-run campaign.
Internet Research Agency, as an example, had hundreds of employ‐
ees. They had 12-hour shifts, from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m. and from 9 p.m.
to 9 a.m. These shifts overlapped with U.S. holidays and working
hours, so they looked real. With a budget of about $600,000 Cana‐
dian a month, which might seem like a lot, they were able to
achieve real impact abroad. Compared with a military interven‐
tion, $600,000 a month is negligible.

Disinformation or any such content is designed to spread. A
study in 2016 showed that this content does spread six times faster
than real news. There's an old proverb that says a lie goes halfway
around the world before the truth gets its boots on. That's very
much true here as well.

Another study in 2019 showed that over 70 countries had such
disinformation campaigns. Facebook was the number one platform
for this. Canada is not immune to any of this. We've had election
interference. One MP in B.C. lost an election specifically because
of disinformation. We are under attack. Disinformation is promot‐
ing the superiority of foreign countries and undermining confidence
in our democracies, etc.
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It's now been six years since we started working on disinforma‐
tion detection, specifically looking at training computer models to
detect this type of content. We've done about four or five projects
specifically on this, funded by the Government of Canada. The end
goal is to detect this disinformation campaign with artificial intelli‐
gence. Our models show that with about 90% accuracy, we can de‐
tect this content, so we know that this is doable.

Back in January of 2022, we were asked by our project fun‐
ders—the Canadian Armed Forces, at that point—to study Russian
online activity to see what their stance was with respect to Ukraine.
● (1115)

We submitted our findings on February 13, 11 days before the
war started, essentially saying that Russia is painting itself as the
victim and that it's taking steps to defend itself, and that NATO, the
European Union, the U.S. and other western nations are aggressors
against Russia. Eleven days later they attacked Ukraine.

This plan to attack—not this specific plan, but the intent to at‐
tack—was seen online beforehand.

The Chair: Mr. Frank, I'm sorry, sir—
Dr. Richard Frank: All of this content is hidden in a lot of in‐

nocuous information—soccer scores, TV shows—so it is hard to
detect.

The solutions have to be community-specific. The exact same
message can be safe in one community but a trigger in another.

The Chair: Sir, I'm going to have to cut you off there. You're
over five minutes.

I'm sure members will have lots of questions to ask.

I really hate this part of my job. I really was enjoying what you
were saying, but we have to stay on time.

Mr. Loewen, you have up to five minutes to address the commit‐
tee. Go ahead, sir.

Mr. Peter Loewen (Director, Munk School of Global Affairs
& Public Policy, As an Individual): Thank you very much to the
committee for this invitation to appear, and thank you, each and ev‐
ery one of you, for the irreplaceable work you do as members of
Parliament.

It is a real pleasure, and it's an honour as well, to be with you to‐
day to talk about the role of misinformation and disinformation in
your work as members of Parliament.

I know you will hear from a large number of witnesses, so I hope
that I can make a few helpful observations in addition to what's
been said and what will be said.

I come at this question, I'll just say, with two relevant sets of
knowledge.

I'm first and foremost a professor. I have, for several Canadian
elections, been conducting large-scale surveys to enable academic
studies of how our democracy functions. Along with partners at
McGill University, my lab at the U of T has been a leading collec‐
tor of data on the media ecosystem or the information ecosystem in
Canada, which is that combination of what's being said and what's

being believed, and what exists in the media and in the minds of
Canadians. We've also recently conducted a global study on atti‐
tudes towards artificial intelligence, which is relevant for the man‐
agement of misinformation and for platform governance.

Second, in addition to my academic work, I have worked as an
expert witness for the Government of Canada in its unsuccessful at‐
tempts to defend changes to the Canada Elections Act that would
prohibit the spreading of falsehoods about candidates' biographies.
You may recall that this case was heard in 2020.

I'd like to draw from these two sets of experiences to make five
brief points about the relationship between misinformation and dis‐
information and your work as members of Parliament.

The first point is that misinformation and disinformation have al‐
ways been a part of our elections. For as long as we've been having
elections, individuals and groups have been spreading falsehoods
about candidates, about parties, about what they believe and about
what they'll do in office.

Second, we know very little about the actual effects of misinfor‐
mation and disinformation, so it becomes very hard to make con‐
crete, empirical claims about it, but even if misinformation and dis‐
information have little potential effect, they still matter normatively
to the quality of our elections.

Third—and this is to that point—we need to separate the effects
of disinformation on voters from its effect on the integrity of our
elections. Elections are largely about giving voters reasons for their
decisions. If voters are voting based on misinformation, it is dam‐
aging, even if it doesn't change the way they would have voted ab‐
sent that disinformation.

For example, if a voter comes to the view that they are going to
vote for the government for reasons that aren't true, that decision by
the voter is arguably of less democratic quality than if they're vot‐
ing for the government for reasons that are true, and likewise for a
vote for any other party.

Similarly, if MPs believe that they've won on the backs of misin‐
formation or if they believe that other MPs have won on the backs
of misinformation and disinformation, especially that which may
have come from foreign governments, then that can seriously erode
not only trust in our democracy but also trust between MPs. I pre‐
sume, though I've never been inside a caucus, that it can erode the
functioning of caucuses.
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Fourth, Canada is perhaps uniquely poorly positioned to address
the online spreading of misinformation and disinformation. It's
quite clear that our legal regime makes it very difficult to prohibit
the spreading of falsehoods during elections, absent an explicit
demonstration of intent and knowledge that the information is false.
Also, we don't have a sufficiently high amount of public trust to ad‐
dress platform regulation. Canadians, when you compare them with
other citizens globally, don't view technology companies as part‐
ners in addressing these problems, and they are at the same time
skeptical of government's capacity to regulate them, as well.

Fifth—and I say this with some sensitivity—members of Parlia‐
ment and candidates' offices can be sources of misinformation and
disinformation. It's important, then, to make sure we have norms,
practices and standards that make this unacceptable. Election candi‐
dates have incentives to spread misinformation and disinformation
about their opponents and about the electoral process. We have to
look inside to ask what we can do to stop that as well.

If there are two takeaways from all of this, it's that we first need
to understand the extent and the effects of misinformation and dis‐
information much more carefully, and that it is on Canadians, and
especially our political actors, to take seriously the maintenance of
the integrity of our elections.

Thank you very much.
● (1120)

The Chair: I want to thank all three of you for your opening
statements.

We're going to go to our six-minute rounds, starting with Mr.
Barrett.

Go ahead, sir.
Mr. Michael Barrett (Leeds—Grenville—Thousand Islands

and Rideau Lakes, CPC): My questions are for you, Mr. Loewen.

In what ways does the Communist dictatorship in Beijing use
misinformation to influence the Chinese diaspora community here
in Canada?

Mr. Peter Loewen: This is not an area in which I have precise
expertise, so I'm not going to take long to say it.

The most effective way that this can happen, as I've seen it, is by
inserting into the ecosystem ideas about what political candidates
would do or what parties would do. Then it allows individuals who
are interested in politics and like to talk about it to spread those
ideas. Think about it as an infection and a virus that spreads. That's
an effective mental model for understanding how the CCP wants to
influence voters' views during elections.

Mr. Michael Barrett: Based on that prescription, do you believe
that the dictatorship in Beijing has been successful in their misin‐
formation campaigns in Canada?

Mr. Peter Loewen: This is a very difficult question to answer, in
my view, Mr. Barrett,. I appreciate your asking it.

I'll just say it quickly on two levels.

Suppose that the Communist Party of China has spread misinfor‐
mation about the positions of parties or voters in ways that are un‐

true and that are damaging. Perhaps they are true about positions,
but they've spread those ideas and amplified them. That may have
had the effect of changing voters' views and changing the views of
Chinese-Canadian voters. It's very hard empirically to say so.

Even if it didn't, Mr. Barrett, the potentially equal effect is that
we've spent all of this time wondering if the integrity of our elec‐
tions has been disrupted. That is something that non-democratic
regimes want us to do. They want us to wonder whether the integri‐
ty of our elections has been corrupted. The only thing to do then is
take that possibility very seriously.

Mr. Michael Barrett: Along with misinformation, we heard in
testimony at this committee from the Chinese diaspora community
that Beijing's campaign of influence and interference goes beyond
disinformation. It extends to threats targeting the well-being of
members of that community, especially of family members who
might be in mainland China.

Is that tactic something that's typical of foreign state actors—
pairing their online campaigns with real-world threats and target‐
ing?

● (1125)

Mr. Peter Loewen: I don't have the expertise to comment on
that.

Mr. Michael Barrett: Are you familiar with Justice Hogue's re‐
port, the interim report that was published?

Mr. Peter Loewen: I am.

Mr. Michael Barrett: I have a couple of quick questions with
respect to that.

On April 11, the Prime Minister said that “It wasn't simply that
overall the election was free and fair”, but that in “every single con‐
stituency election...the election integrity held, and it was free and
fair.”

Justice Hogue's conclusions indicated otherwise. She concluded
that there was well-grounded suspicion about the PRC interference
in, for example, Don Valley North, and “It could...have impacted
who was elected to Parliament. This is significant.”

Justice Hogue further concluded that in Steveston—Richmond
East, “there are strong indicators of PRC involvement and there is a
reasonable possibility that these narratives could have impacted the
result in this riding.”

We have an independent justice who has issued an interim report
and pronounced on this issue, and we have the head of government,
the Prime Minister, saying something different. What are we to take
from that when we're looking at the upside for one individual, in
this case the Prime Minister, to take an interpretation that we would
say is far too generous? It could be perceived as being misinforma‐
tion.

Mr. Peter Loewen: Mr. Barrett, I read the Prime Minister's state‐
ment as definitive. I read the statement of Justice Hogue as being
one with uncertainty, one in which she's saying that we don't know,
but it's possible.
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As a person who's spent the better part of 15 years as a practising
academic studying elections very closely and trying to figure out
why some ridings are won and some ridings are lost, I'll tell you
that Justice Hogue has the correct position. We cannot be sure that
each and every riding in Canada in the 2021 election was not influ‐
enced by China. For the Prime Minister to say that he's absolutely
certain that Chinese influence had no effect is not a sustainable po‐
sition.

Mr. Michael Barrett: What does that say, then, to Canadians
who are members of certain diaspora communities, but also to
Canadians writ large, when the head of government is asserting
something that there is no certainty about, as you inferred from Jus‐
tice Hogue's interim report?

The Chair: You have a 30-second response, Mr. Loewen.
Mr. Peter Loewen: I think that's largely a political question. I

don't mean to dodge it, but what that says about the Prime Minister
and his judgment is for Canadians to decide.

Mr. Michael Barrett: I'd say, with the remaining 15 seconds,
that it's a political decision and not one that's in the best interest of
Canadians.

Thanks.
The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Barrett.

Ms. Damoff, I have you next. Go ahead, please, for six minutes.
Ms. Pam Damoff (Oakville North—Burlington, Lib.): Thank

you, Chair.

Thank you to all of the witnesses for being here today.

I want to talk a little bit about the way that online disinformation
gets turned into real-world experiences for politicians—in particu‐
lar, the role that politicians themselves play in that.

I've decided not to run in the next election largely because of the
atmosphere that has developed here in Canada. When we were
studying Bill C-21 at committee, I recall that the non-partisan offi‐
cials were receiving threats, and the chair repeatedly had to warn
Conservative Party members about the tone they were using with
the witnesses.

Back in March at this committee, I brought up that when Mr.
Barrett and Conservatives were bringing up words like “cover-up”
and “corruption”, it ended up leading to my inbox filling up with
just horrible messages, and I was called a “pearl clutcher”, yet last
week, when Mr. Chiu was here talking about his experience on so‐
cial media, I think Mr. Kurek called him a hero.

It speaks to the obvious views that politicians hold of, perhaps,
women in politics, but I can't count the number of times I've been
called a pearl clutcher. The new one is a “cry-bully” from the gun
lobby, which seems to have spread repeatedly.

I wonder what responsibility you think politicians have to ensure
they're not fanning the flames that lead to threats and real-world vi‐
olence against politicians. I'd like to hear from all three of you on
this.

Mr. Loewen, you can start.

● (1130)

Mr. Peter Loewen: I'm happy to say two things very quickly,
Madam Damoff.

The first is that, personally—if I could say this—I was sad to see
that you have decided not to re-offer; and the reasons you've given
are, I know, very real, genuine and serious.

I think we're arriving at a place where the disinhibition that so‐
cial media allows in turn allows people to come to views about
politicians that are unfair and incorrect. Our House of Commons is
not filled with people who are corrupt, looking for personal enrich‐
ment and set on selling out the country; and yet people in the public
often hold that belief.

This rising cynicism and a lack of trust in government is a very
serious problem, and it's a serious problem that's going to hurt any
party when it is in government.

How you fix it is a whole other matter, and one on which I'd love
to hear other people's views.

The Chair: I'll go to Mr. Frank and then Mr. Al-Rawi, if that's
okay.

Dr. Richard Frank: I'm very sorry that this circumstance has
occurred; and the reactions to it by others, including other MPs, is
not fair.

Given the situation and the ability for social media to spread in‐
formation and give rise to voices that are untrue and have malicious
intent, foreign or domestic, I don't know what the solution is.

I think this is going to become increasingly worse as our trust in
government and the MPs is undermined. It could be foreign or it
could be not; and that's one of the problems we won't know unless
we really dig into it and develop some defences against this.

The Chair: Go ahead, Mr. Al-Rawi.
Dr. Ahmed Al-Rawi: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

I am very sorry, MP, for your decision, and I understand that this
is a problem we are facing in Canada. In the research I have con‐
ducted with my team about the Canadian public's interactions with
Canadian politicians, we've seen a lot of these examples. Whatever
happens in Parliament will be directly echoed on social media and
other sites.

Unfortunately, some politicians use what we call “edutainment”.
They try to educate the public with entertainment. The result will
be a lot of memes directed at a lot of politicians, unfortunately. The
purpose, of course, is to belittle them with little respect, and maybe
make fun of them. However, at the same time, it creates more divi‐
sions, unfortunately.

I believe there is a need for a more civil discourse, especially for
you and the like, in representing all of Canada and the Parliament.
This is the case.

Thank you.
Ms. Pam Damoff: How much time do I have, Chair? I forgot to

set my timer.
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The Chair: You have 45 seconds.
Ms. Pam Damoff: Okay. I didn't ask the question to....

I appreciate the kind comments from all three witnesses. I wasn't
trying to make this about me. I'm one example of many, and I'm ac‐
tually saddened by how many of my colleagues have come up to
me since I did say this to share their own experiences in the public,
and I do worry that we're dehumanizing politicians in a way that
puts us all in danger.

Thank you, Chair.
The Chair: Okay. Thank you, Ms. Damoff.

Next we will go to Monsieur Villemure.

To the witnesses, please make sure that you are on the English in‐
terpretation channel if you don't understand French.
[Translation]

Mr. Villemure, you have the floor for six minutes.
Mr. René Villemure (Trois-Rivières, BQ): Thank you very

much, Mr. Chair.

Thank you to all the witnesses for being here today.

Mr. Frank, you said that disinformation is a sort of digital propa‐
ganda, which we completely agree with.

Since Mr. Bernays' time, a lot has happened.

You also mentioned that we do not know the purpose of propa‐
ganda.

When I look at the situation, it seems to me that the purpose of
propaganda is to create chaos.

Do you agree with that?
● (1135)

[English]
Dr. Richard Frank: It's not necessarily to create chaos, but to

undermine the trust of the recipient in their higher authority.

I'm reminded of the efforts by the U.S. government to drop
leaflets onto army soldiers in Germany to—what's the word I'm
looking for?—disenfranchise them of the war and make them give
up more easily. It's not necessarily to create chaos, but there's a spe‐
cific purpose to it.
[Translation]

Mr. René Villemure: Thank you very much.

You also said that propaganda has a purpose and that disinforma‐
tion does not seem to have a purpose. So it is difficult to defend
against it.

What would you suggest to us as a defence based on the informa‐
tion you have at the moment?
[English]

Dr. Richard Frank: That's an excellent question, and I think
that's the goal for the next couple of years: to figure this out in a lot
of detail. We need to recognize that this is happening and develop
counter-narratives against it.

This is an information-based war. We have an aggressor. We
need to defend ourselves against it. The attack is information-
based. The defence should be information-based.

When I say “we”, I mean that Canadians need to go into these
communities and identify this content and counter it. If there is an
effort to, say, attack an MP, we need people to come to their de‐
fence and say, “This is not true. This is not how it is”, and de-esca‐
late the situation.

[Translation]
Mr. René Villemure: It used to be that the propaganda would

come with a narrative. Then you could build a counter-narrative to
somewhat replace it.

In recent years, however, we have observed that the era has tend‐
ed to be one of violent disagreement. We see intemperate state‐
ments, often meaningless slogans as a substitute for policies, which
is not effective in regaining public trust.

What can we do in the face of that?

[English]
Dr. Richard Frank: I recognize that there are communities that

actively look for conspiracy theories and distrust government, and
those people are going to be really difficult to reach, but for most
people I would say that's not the case. They are reachable, and if we
develop similar, very simplistic slogans and campaigns, I think we
can reach them and counter that narrative that they are under attack
from.

[Translation]
Mr. René Villemure: Would you go so far as to say that disin‐

formation is a form of cognitive warfare?

[English]
Dr. Richard Frank: Yes, it's a war of ideas.

[Translation]
Mr. René Villemure: Okay.

Mr. Loewen, do you think it is possible for certain political par‐
ties to use disinformation for partisan purposes in Canada?

[English]
Mr. Peter Loewen: I think it's a story as old as time. Politicians,

even in Canada, have said things about what their opponents will
do in office and what the consequences of their being in office will
be that they either know to be untrue or could not know to be true.

[Translation]
Mr. René Villemure: I could not agree with you more.

However, do you think that, with modern means of communica‐
tion, it can get much worse and that the damage is greater than it
used to be?

[English]
Mr. Peter Loewen: That is possible.
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The other serious related threat is that we don't know what's be‐
ing said. With the way communication happens now, which is often
over apps and other ways that don't allow us to keep track of what's
being said, we have less of a window into what's being said. Relat‐
ed to this, there is less of an accountability mechanism, in that we
have less journalism than we had in the past. We particularly have
less local journalism, which follows what local candidates are say‐
ing.

Our capacity to see the whole conversation that's going on during
elections and to see how much mistruth is present is more limited
than it has been in the past. Even if politicians are no less dishonest
and even if the share of the spread of misinformation is the same,
our capacity to see it is arguably lower than it was before.
● (1140)

[Translation]
Mr. René Villemure: Commissioner Hogue said that there was

foreign interference in the last election. It would not have changed
the party that formed the government, but it might still have had an
impact on the results in some ridings.

Do you agree that this interference, which had some effect but
did not really work, is a major source of concern for parliamentari‐
ans?
[English]

Mr. Peter Loewen: It should be deeply so. No parliamentarian
should have to wonder whether one of their colleagues was elected
with the support of a foreign government.
[Translation]

Mr. René Villemure: Thank you very much.
The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Villemure.

[English]

Thank you, Mr. Loewen.

Mr. Green, I believe that's you at the end of the table, way back
there. You have six minutes. Go ahead.

Mr. Matthew Green (Hamilton Centre, NDP): Thank you very
much, Mr. Chair.

I'm going to spend the bulk of my time centring in on and trying
to get the best recommendations we can from the witnesses. I'm go‐
ing to be putting some questions to the witnesses.

I'll ask that you try to answer in a succinct way in order to allow
for other witnesses to opine as well. If I ask the questions in a
rapid-fire way, it's not me being curt; it's just me being judicious
with my time.

I want to begin with you, Mr. Al-Rawi. You proposed a non-par‐
tisan fact-checking commission or body that might be able to sepa‐
rate out facts from opinions when it comes to misinformation and
disinformation from MPs. Is that correct?

Dr. Ahmed Al-Rawi: That's correct.
Mr. Matthew Green: We heard in subsequent testimony that

there is the ability—through both Mr. Loewen's media ecosystem,

which collects data, and Mr. Frank's work around the dark crawler
and the dark web....

Could you see this being taken up in an effective way by AI
tools, or is this something that you would see simply as being pro‐
fessional people and subject matter experts in a human context, try‐
ing to keep up with the scale of all the misinformation and disinfor‐
mation?

Dr. Ahmed Al-Rawi: Thank you very much for the question.

From my somewhat limited experience working with AI tools—
even the new ones—I can be certain saying we haven't reached that
stage yet. We still need humans to qualitatively assess pieces of in‐
formation. There are cues that could be easily detected with AI
tools—for example, if an image is created by AI technology—we
call them deepfakes—or a video is being deepfaked. However,
there must be some kind of qualitative assessment done by humans.

Thank you.

Mr. Matthew Green: To round it up with you, sir, do you have
other recommendations for legislation?

If you were AI, I'd prompt you by saying, “Pretend you're an MP.
Give us the best recommendations you can to help counter some of
the gaps and some of the threats you've identified.”

Dr. Ahmed Al-Rawi: I think this is a collective effort. I don't
want to say that parliamentarians should do all the work alone. Ev‐
eryone should be involved. I know that some NGOs were invited to
this committee. I think they should also be involved in this work.

We need to fact-check each other, actually, including myself.

Mr. Matthew Green: I'll re-ask the question. I'll re-prompt you.

We're here as members of Parliament. At the end of this study,
we're going to be examining the testimony. The testimony will not
consist only of just what's wrong—we've spent a lot of time talking
about what's wrong, and we're probably still only scraping the sur‐
face—but what we have to get from the testimony are recommen‐
dations.

Understanding what our powers are, what our mandate is as a
committee, what would you recommend to us that we adopt in our
final report to help offset—certainly not to solve; I'm not talking
about a silver bullet—some of the challenges that you've outlined?

Then I'll put that question to the two other witnesses.

Dr. Ahmed Al-Rawi: I'm not sure what to say here, but I believe
the fact-checking initiative could be very useful because—

Mr. Matthew Green: Okay. I will take back my time and I will
go on to Mr. Frank. I do appreciate somebody who says they don't
have the answer. I have to say that all the time.

Mr. Frank, from your perspective, what is it you would recom‐
mend to us for consideration in a final report on this topic?

Dr. Richard Frank: I have lots to say, a lot more than the
amount of time here, but there are a couple of main points.
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This has to be done with the help of AI. What we're seeing right
now is just a preview. This is going to get significantly worse as the
disinformation is going to be AI-generated. The use of AI eventual‐
ly will have to be done to detect this content, to de-escalate it and to
intervene.

During our studies, we've always employed humans, domain ex‐
perts, people of specific communities in which we wanted to detect
disinformation. The approach we've used, I think successfully, was
to get members of the community to point out examples of disinfor‐
mation topics and then use that to start to train an AI model, which
then can pick up on this and continue detecting new sources.
● (1145)

Mr. Matthew Green: With that model, if I'm to understand—
and you can just say yes or no—is this the dark crawler model that
you put into the dark web?

Dr. Richard Frank: It's within that context, yes.
Mr. Matthew Green: Given the vastness of that, could an appli‐

cation not be set upon us, as the 343 seats that will happen in the
next election, including political parties? It seems like a much
smaller digital ecosystem than the dark web.

Dr. Richard Frank: It has to be done within each community. If
it is the members of Parliament, that would be one community. We
would need experts who know what's going on, who would be able
to start pointing to the initial disinformation.

Mr. Matthew Green: I have 30 seconds left.

Professor Loewen, could you pontificate on recommendations?
Mr. Peter Loewen: I would say, Mr. Green, we've decided in our

country, through a lot of legal wrangling, to allow the limiting of
speech during elections. We limit it to politicians largely and to par‐
ties, and we limit how much third parties can speak. That opens a
legislative door for you to decide on what the arena will look like
during elections.

The challenge is that generating speech through AI is virtually
costless, and it can be done by people who are not people. The leg‐
islative framework that tries to limit which people can speak and
limits how much they can speak through money is not fit for pur‐
pose for the world that Mr. Frank in particular is describing. You
need to find a way legislatively to try to maintain the equilibrium
that we have now in this new environment.

Mr. Matthew Green: Mr. Loewen, I will be coming back to you
in my second round. I look forward to more insight on that.

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Green.

That concludes our our first six-minute round.

We're going to move to five-minute interventions.

I have Mr. Brock, followed by Mr. Bains, and then two and a half
minutes for Mr. Villemure and two and a half minutes for Mr.
Green.

Mr. Brock, you have five minutes.

Go ahead, please.
Mr. Larry Brock (Brantford—Brant, CPC): Thank you,

Chair.

Thank you to the witnesses for their attendance today. This is in‐
teresting information.

Before I get into my questions, Mr. Frank, in particular, I noted
you ran out of time during your opening remarks. I'm willing to
give you as much time as necessary. Do you think you could wrap
things up in under a minute?

Dr. Richard Frank: Thank you.

I was going to suggest a couple of positives for what we should
be doing. Again, I do appreciate the time.

My first suggestion would be to establish trust in journalistic
sources, or somehow help establish trust. I think we're losing it. A
lot of people are getting their news on social media. We need to
pull them back into trusted sources. Once we do that, I think people
will be more robust in standing up against disinformation, but that
needs proper funding. At the same time, the government can't be
seen as the arbiter of truth, so this has to be positioned carefully.

I've developed courses on my own for educational campaigns.
We just need to make people question more what they're seeing to
make sure it is real.

The government pledged a lot of money for research. That's ex‐
cellent. We need that. I think we need to bring AI into the discus‐
sion.

Mr. Larry Brock: Thank you for that.

I'm going to stick with you, Mr. Frank, because my colleague Mr.
Barrett sought remarks from Mr. Loewen with respect to his per‐
ceptions of Justice Hogue's interim report on foreign interference.

I think all three of you will agree that the misinformation and
disinformation campaign, which has been happening for several
years now, and at least throughout the 2019 and 2021 elections and
currently in this country, has substantially impacted Canadians'
confidence in our democratic institutions. That is something that we
all, as parliamentarians, have to work on.

I will quote a couple of paragraphs from Justice Hogue's report
and, Mr. Frank, I'd like to get your commentary on it.

In your opening remarks, you spoke specifically about the candi‐
date Kenny Chiu and the impact of the disinformation and misin‐
formation campaign, not only from Communist China but as well
as the Liberal candidate who ultimately won the election and his
participation in the process. I believe you also made reference to
the fact that you are aware of Kenny Chiu's testimony at this com‐
mittee. Is that correct?

● (1150)

Dr. Richard Frank: I know some of it, yes.
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Mr. Larry Brock: I'm going to quote a couple of paragraphs
from an article. In the case of former Conservative MP Kenny
Chiu, the commissioner identifies that there were “strong indica‐
tors” of Beijing's interference campaign and that there was a “rea‐
sonable possibility” that this resulted in the defeat of Mr. Chiu and
the election of his Liberal opponent.

The article states:
It is also clear that as Canadians judge the actions of the Trudeau Government
and its failure to prevent this interference, that we must consider Commissioner
Hogue's conclusion that the interference that was allowed to occur undermined
public confidence in our elections. She notes that the risk of foreign interference
in our elections will increase as long as the Liberal Government fails to take
“sufficient protective measures to guard against it.”

What are your comments, Mr. Frank?
Dr. Richard Frank: I'm not a politician. I'm a Canadian. I'm

happy if any government is able to implement a solution to this, but
our trust is being attacked. Our trust in the election process is being
attacked. We need to somehow fix this.

Mr. Larry Brock: During the Prime Minister's appearance at the
inquiry on foreign interference, he voiced frustration over intelli‐
gence leaks to the media, which he felt were sensationalized and
taken out of context. He claimed that his government had imple‐
mented—his words—robust mechanisms to detect and combat in‐
terference, but that the government was “painted as negligent in the
media”.

Do you believe this critique is justified, and do you think the
government's efforts are sufficient? I put that to you, Mr. Frank, and
I put the same question to the other two participants.

The Chair: You have 30 seconds to do that.
Dr. Richard Frank: Given that there were leaks, whatever mea‐

sures were put in place obviously weren't enough. I'm not privy to
the details of what was implemented, but I trust that they did the
best they could.

Mr. Peter Loewen: I think there's an inherent challenge, Mr.
Brock, in that there's a mechanism set up for very good public ser‐
vants to have a finger on the alarm bell, so to speak, but the politi‐
cians to whom they report have conflicts of interest. In the heat of
an election it's very hard for a party leader to say, “I want to tell ev‐
eryone that my candidate has benefited from foreign interference.”
I think fixing that conflict of interest is of serious concern.

The Chair: Thank you. Perhaps you can get to Mr. Al-Rawi in
the next round, Mr. Brock.

Mr. Bains, you have five minutes. Go ahead, please.
Mr. Parm Bains (Steveston—Richmond East, Lib.): Thank

you, Mr. Chair.

Thank you to our guests for joining us today.

I go first to Mr. Frank.

On the defence piece, can you elaborate a bit more? You talked
about no defence. You talked about introducing AI. How would
that work? What kind of framework would be put in place? Can
you also talk about your tool and how that can help in some way?

Dr. Richard Frank: In the world I foresee in the next couple of
years, whatever disinformation content we've seen so far would be‐

come AI-generated and would escalate by a factor of 10 or 100, so
the solution I foresee is something similar, using humans: Domain
experts in whatever community would start to identify disinforma‐
tion attacks and from that, within that one specific community, AI
could be trained to detect such content. That's the research and
that's the model we've been working with, through different grants
and funding opportunities.

I think this solution will help us detect and model what is hap‐
pening. We were able to create charts saying, “This person is very
heavily linked to another. Disinformation is coming from this per‐
son, but these people are also linked.” That helps us figure out
where the disinformation is coming from, for example.

Mr. Parm Bains: Are you able to detect what region disinforma‐
tion is coming from? Can you get as far as that?

Dr. Richard Frank: We can infer the actor behind it, the gov‐
ernment, based on the messaging, but sometimes Canadians them‐
selves will be either tricked or paid to disseminate messages. An
idea takes place in a conspiracy community, and they start parroting
the same message, which is disinformation.

● (1155)

Mr. Parm Bains: As candidates, we're all subjected to misinfor‐
mation and disinformation, whether it's flyers or candidates going
door to door and trying to influence people in that manner.

What about domestically? How do you see misinformation and
disinformation? Is it on the rise domestically here?

Dr. Richard Frank: We know of some groups that do spread
disinformation domestically. They are very likely linked to foreign
actors, though.

Mr. Parm Bains: Who is that?

Dr. Richard Frank: I can look it up for you. I don't have names
handy.

Mr. Parm Bains: Maybe I will go to Mr. Loewen as well.

I know you talked a little bit about AI maybe not being the best
approach. What sort of alternative means do you think are appropri‐
ate?

Mr. Peter Loewen: It depends on what problem we're trying to
solve, Mr. Bains. AI and high-dimensional data tools are going to
be very useful for figuring out the ecosystem and understanding
how much misinformation and disinformation is spreading, but I
think we have to recognize that at the core of this are human beings
who want to spread disinformation. When people hear something
that is salacious and perhaps untrue, but also very damaging to their
political opponents or politicians they don't like, if they're citizens,
they have incentives to spread it.
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The problem here is we overweight the degree to which this
problem is foreign. This problem is as domestic as it is foreign, in
that the technologies we have allow people to spread lies in ways
that are hard to detect but are easy to spread, and that old analogy
that Mr. Frank alluded to is correct. Before we can catch up with
these lies, they have made their way halfway around the world.

Mr. Parm Bains: Yes. There's so much information out there.
We heard from an expert, Ben Nimmo. He's a threat investigator.
He talked about how certain Russian campaigns were extremely ef‐
fective, but there was another one that had put out hundreds of
thousands of messages but didn't really make an impact.

How can we detect how messages are being received and what
the impact is in terms of how they're being received?

Mr. Peter Loewen: I would say there are methods for doing this,
and academics have spent a long time thinking about how to mea‐
sure the effects of information. I wish I could tell you that it's easy
to say definitively whether a message has worked or not, but really,
to Justice Hogue's point in her report, it's hard to know precisely
what effect a message has had because we're not running large-
scale controlled experiments.

All of these campaigns and these instances of misinformation are
happening in the context of very noisy campaigns, so in some ways
I think the way to think about this is not to think about effects but
to think about how much you can inoculate your system from it, be‐
cause if you're concerned about foreign interference, then even if it
had no effect, it's still a bad thing if Beijing thinks it had an effect,
and it's a bad thing if MPs think that foreign actors had an effect.

In terms of what effect it actually had on Mr. Chiu, it's hard to
know precisely what happened, but there's reason to believe some‐
thing bad happened. That reason is enough to try to inoculate our‐
selves against foreign interference as much as possible. It's not that
if there was no effect, there's no problem.

The Chair: Thank you.

Thank you, Mr. Bains.
[Translation]

Mr. Villemure, you have the floor for two and a half minutes.
Mr. René Villemure: Thank you very much, Mr. Chair.

I am going to start with Mr. Loewen.

It is often said that the decline in local journalism promotes dis‐
information because people are seeking information elsewhere. A
number of witnesses regularly tell us that we need education to
counter the effects of disinformation, but when a large segment of
society finds their information on TikTok, what can we do as parlia‐
mentarians to provide that education?
[English]

Mr. Peter Loewen: Part of what you're identifying is a huge
credibility problem, which is that we don't know who's an expert
anymore. We don't know who's credible anymore. I would just say
very respectfully that members of Parliament don't help themselves
in this process, because voters have come largely to the conclusion
that they cannot believe what members of Parliament say.

I think that one way of starting to re-establish that credibility is
to be very clear about why you disagree with your opponents, but
to very explicitly shy away from the spreading of rumours or false‐
hoods, or the suggestion of falsehoods, and bad intentions of re‐
porters, and spend some time over the next couple of elections try‐
ing to elevate the way that politicians engage in discourse. That
might give politicians a bit more credibility against a plethora of
sources that are trying to claim that their credibility or authority
equals that of politicians and other experts.

● (1200)

[Translation]
Mr. René Villemure: Mr. Frank, go ahead.

[English]
Dr. Richard Frank: Aside from educating students in school,

some aspects of the disinformation campaigns that I've alluded to
would imply going into TikTok and other sources where people are
getting disinformation and specifically countering it somehow
through the same style of messaging, same style of videos, et
cetera.

[Translation]
Mr. René Villemure: Okay.

I lost my train of thought.

Mr. Chair, that will be enough for me.
The Chair: Thank you.

Mr. Green, you have two and a half minutes.

[English]
Mr. Matthew Green: Thank you very much, Mr. Chair.

Professor Loewen, I'm going back to you on recommendations to
this committee on the mandate of this topic. Do you have additional
recommendations that we should be considering?

Mr. Peter Loewen: I think you should consider whether you
want to vigorously restrict the spreading of known falsehoods dur‐
ing elections. I don't have an opinion on that per se, but I know that
there is some work.

Mr. Matthew Green: Why do you have no opinion, sir?
Mr. Peter Loewen: It's kind of a political question in some

sense, Mr. Green. That question does balance out the rights of free
speech against other considerations, and where you strike that bal‐
ance is a political question.

Mr. Matthew Green: I would put this back to you. Given your
subject matter expertise, do you believe that there is a reasonable
limitation of expression that would outweigh the potential harms
that you've identified in your work?

Mr. Peter Loewen: I think it's worth exploring whether political
candidates should be banned from spreading falsehoods about other
candidates' biographies, yes.

Mr. Matthew Green: Mr. Frank, do you share that assertion, or
do you have a different one?
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Dr. Richard Frank: I'm still collecting my thoughts. I apolo‐
gize.

Mr. Matthew Green: Mr. Al-Rawi, do you think that there
should be a prohibition of propagating falsehoods during elections
by politicians and political parties?

Dr. Ahmed Al-Rawi: I don't think that's possible. I agree with
Professor Loewen on this. It might infringe on freedom of expres‐
sion. You are free to say whatever you want, but of course, there
should be some kind of repercussions if you are telling lies.

To address your question, what I suggest is that there needs to be
more transparency from the MPs about what they are claiming to
say and also—

Mr. Matthew Green: I'm going to end there.

I would say for your consideration, with my 30 seconds left, that
for the good and welfare of the committee, we're calling on you as
subject matter experts to help us contemplate these issues. You will
have a week, likely, when this is done, to reflect on what's just been
said and the testimony that you've provided.

I will share with you that we have codes of conduct. I will share
with you that if a minister came to this committee and lied, we
would have the ability to provide accountability in that regard to
safeguard the information that we have in order to make informed
decisions.

I'm going to put this on the table to you in a very clear and can‐
did way. I need you to consider this question with seriousness, and
I'm going to request that you consider submitting back to this com‐
mittee in writing recommendations explicitly stating what you
would do in this situation. Otherwise, we're just identifying what
we already know to be true.

Thank you.
The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Green.

We'll take that as a formal request of Mr. Green to our witnesses
to submit some solutions. I like putting timelines on it. If you do
feel the need and want to respond to Mr. Green's request, I will ask
you to submit your recommendations in writing to the clerk by a
week from today at five o'clock, if you don't mind, gentlemen. I
would appreciate that.

We're going to go to two five-minute rounds. I have a question
for Mr. Frank that I am going to ask at the end of these interven‐
tions.

Mr. Kurek, go ahead for five minutes, please.
Mr. Damien Kurek (Battle River—Crowfoot, CPC): Thanks

very much, Chair. I appreciate the conversation that we've been
able to have here today, dealing with big issues. I'll offer a reflec‐
tion before I jump into a few specific questions.

I find it a shame sometimes that we don't have newspapers any‐
more, because at least when somebody would open a newspaper,
they'd be confronted with columns they might agree with and
columns they might disagree with and everything in between. I
think that sometimes that need for critical thought and evaluation is
lost in political discourse. I offer that as an observation from some‐

body who's passionate about not just politics but the political pro‐
cess and what that means to our democracy.

Mr. Loewen, you said that there are challenges. Your wording, I
believe, was “poorly positioned” to respond to some of these
things. Quite often, when we are talking about dealing with misin‐
formation, disinformation and balancing the need to protect free‐
dom of expression, especially because I don't think anybody around
this committee would want to limit a free and open political dis‐
course.... You used the term “poorly positioned”. Can you expand
on that to explain exactly what you meant, and how we strike that
right balance to ensure that we're not limiting political discourse
but at the same time encouraging honest and thoughtful debates?

● (1205)

Mr. Peter Loewen: Thank you for the question. I appreciate the
chance to clarify.

I would say three things very rapidly.

One is that when I look at the opinions of Canadians versus peo‐
ple in other countries, there's just less political room in terms of
support from Canadians for government to regulate or try to regu‐
late the online space. There is also less trust that Canadians have in
other actors to regulate, whether it's the tech companies or whether
it's civil society groups that take part in that regulation.

It's like we're in a little bit of muck here, trying to figure out, if
we want to regulate online platforms, how we're going to do it, Mr.
Kurek. That's the first point.

The second one is that it took us a long time to get to the place
where we are in terms of campaign finance, where we limit dona‐
tions pretty severely, we limit the spending and we try to constrain
debates and elections largely to parties and candidates. I think most
MPs would agree that this works, in that it allows for a focused
conversation during elections, if you will.

We have legal precedent to do that, but that model is not going to
work in a world in which a lot of speech can be generated by non-
humans and be generated very cheaply. The two mechanisms you
use, via money—who can speak and how much they can speak—
don't apply in the online space. I think that's a difficult position.

I think, just candidly.... This is a political comment, which I'm a
bit reluctant to make, but why not? I'll make it.

I think it's difficult to deal with these issues when the.... It's not
the legitimacy of an election, because our election was legitimate,
but the question about why the last one or two elections turned out
the way they did is itself contested by the subject matter. It makes it
hard for all of you as parliamentarians to sort through this.

Mr. Damien Kurek: I appreciate that.
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I have one final question, if I could, for Mr. Loewen and Mr.
Frank. Hopefully, there's time here.

We saw two examples and, of course, everything is political
around here. One is Justice Hogue's report, and we've talked a lot
about that.

Also, the Deputy Prime Minister posted a video that end up be‐
ing flagged on Twitter as being edited. It was a montage, basically,
of former Conservative leader Erin O'Toole and a few different
things he had said over the course of a more extensive conversation
about health care. It was posted as if it was saying something that
certainly was not what was intended and certainly not what was
said in the context of the larger sentence.

Just quickly, how do we make this balance? Often when some‐
body disagrees with you, they say that it's misinformation, disinfor‐
mation or hatred, yet when it comes to their opinion, if you oppose
that, the whole conversation gets über-torqued and emphasized to
the 10th degree.

How do we make sure that we bring it down to say, “How do we
deal with the facts?”

Could both of you take maybe 15 seconds?
Mr. Peter Loewen: Very quickly, Mr. Kurek, I think that exam‐

ple is a good one about the system working in some sense.

Politicians frequently torque what their opponents have said.
They'll take little turns of phrase. In that case, the Deputy Prime
Minister was sort of caught out, in a sense, for having put out a
video that I think probably unfairly pieced those words together.
She had to spend some time explaining that.

In some sense, I think that's how you want the system to work. If
you're going to not truly represent what your opponent said or
stands for, you get caught out for it and then you have to explain
why you did it.

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Loewen.

I'm sorry, Mr. Kurek, but we have to move on.

I'm allowing a little extra time here because this is an interesting
conversation.

Mr. Fisher and Ms. Khalid, I understand you're going to be split‐
ting your time. I'll give you a two-and-a-half minute warning.
● (1210)

Mr. Darren Fisher (Dartmouth—Cole Harbour, Lib.): Thank
you very much, Mr. Chair. I appreciate it.

I appreciate all our witnesses and our subject matter experts be‐
ing here.

I probably only have time for one question.

I just want to say, Mr. Frank, that you commented that misinfor‐
mation is designed to spread, and very quickly. We're seeing that
every single day.

Mr. Al-Rawi, I love the idea of this non-partisan initiative you
have. I seem to recall, back in the day—in 2017 maybe—we had a
thing called the “baloney meter”. As unscientific as that might have

been, it was a really great, non-partisan explanation of what politi‐
cians said and whether it was partially full of baloney or completely
full of baloney. I tell you, I miss the baloney meter

You had the word of the day, Mr. Al-Rawi—“edutainment”.
There are all of these little things going off in my head when you
use that term.

My question is going to be for Mr. Loewen. You are a subject
matter expert on partisanship. I wonder if you could comment on
the current climate of partisanship in Canada.

In Canada, it seems to be mostly focused through social media,
but maybe compare it to.... I was in Washington in the United
States a couple of years ago during mid-term elections and I had a
chance to see what they have on their TV as advertisements during
mid-terms. I will tell you that I hope and pray that we never, ever
get there, but I see us sliding very quickly towards that example.

Could you talk a little bit about partisanship in Canada and
maybe compare it with what we see in the U.S.?

Could you be somewhat brief, so that we can share time with MP
Khalid?

Mr. Peter Loewen: Yes, I would refer you to work by my col‐
league Eric Merkley at the University of Toronto, who studies af‐
fective polarization, which is how people feel about each other.
While we don't have issue polarization in Canada—we still largely
agree on most stuff, actually, when you get down to it—we are see‐
ing increasing degrees of affective polarization, which means that
people have bad feelings for other people because of what their po‐
litical views are.

To me, that's not a very good outcome for a society.

The Chair: You have three minutes, Ms. Khalid.

Ms. Iqra Khalid (Mississauga—Erin Mills, Lib.): Thank you
very much.

I really appreciate the testimony today. We heard today that dis‐
information propaganda has always existed, and we realize that so‐
cial media have given actors the ability to spread their messages at
lightning speed, and it gets harder and harder to bring those mes‐
sages back.

I'll share with you what the implications of that have been for
me.

In 2017, I became the victim of a disinformation campaign
among the Conservatives during their leadership campaign. They
were sending out fundraising emails asking people to give them
five dollars to stop MP Iqra Khalid from bringing sharia law into
Canada. That spiralled into a massive social media campaign
against me, to the point where I had police patrolling my residence,
because somebody had released my address and people were being
encouraged to kill me. I had right-wing extremists hanging out at
my constituency office, terrorizing my community staff, and 90,000
emails in my inbox, etc.
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It took a very long time, and I still to this day deal with lots of
the consequences of that fundraising campaign that the Conserva‐
tive leadership in 2017 had led to.

I really am curious to know where the responsibility lies here.
Was it the Conservative candidates raising money off my personal
safety and security by spreading disinformation? Was it social me‐
dia platforms that allowed this to happen without removing it, with‐
out fact-checking, or is it media, in general, that are not playing the
role of the watchdog that they perhaps used to in the past?

I'll start with Professor Loewen and then go on to Mr. Al-Rawi.
The Chair: You have a minute.
Mr. Peter Loewen: I'll say that's a very hard question to answer,

Madam Khalid, about who is responsible for spreading a lie and for
the downstream effects of it. That doesn't mean it's not serious, but
I think it's probably a responsibility that's shared among people all
the way down that chain.

However, if politicians are spreading active falsehoods about
other people, they have some responsibility for what people do with
that information politically.

Ms. Iqra Khalid: Mr. Al-Rawi, would you comment?
Dr. Ahmed Al-Rawi: Thank you.

I'm very sorry to hear about this. I actually wrote two peer-re‐
viewed research studies mentioning you.

I believe that social media is to blame partly, but also people's
ideological beliefs that would prompt them to do so. Unfortunately,
this is the case. There is a lot of polarization happening, and some
political parties use what I call disruptive identity politics, so they
work on that issue in order to mobilize some segments of the com‐
munities to probably win votes or create tighter communities, un‐
fortunately.
● (1215)

Ms. Iqra Khalid: Thank you very much.
The Chair: Thank you, Ms. Khalid.

Gentlemen, thank you for being here today.

Before I let you go, I do have a question. I'm going to pose this
question to all three of you, but I'm going to direct it first at Mr.
Frank. It dealt with your comment earlier in your testimony about
trusted, credible sources of news being lost.

There was a time, Mr. Frank—and all of you know—that trusted
news sources, whether it was anchor people or news people, were
the go-to places for trusted sources. Now with social media, the dif‐
ficulty is in finding those trusted sources.

It's even more difficult now, because there's a standoff going on
right now—I'm sure you're all aware—between Facebook and the
government as it relates to Bill C-18. Facebook, for many Canadi‐
ans, is a source of information, but they have made the decision that
they're not going to allow the sharing of links on their platform
from dailies like The Globe and Mail and others. Paywall notwith‐
standing, I'm interested in hearing from each of you how this situa‐
tion is playing out to allow further disinformation or misinforma‐
tion—I call it lies—to be propagated on social media without ac‐

cess to these credible sources for all this information that is clearly
fact-checked, that is clearly vetted through legal departments. If
that information is not available on Facebook, how much impact
does that have on people's abilities to get the right information?

I'll start with you, Mr. Frank, and then I will work around to Mr.
Loewen and Mr. Al-Rawi.

Dr. Richard Frank: This is a serious question. A lot of people
think that anything they see on social media is true and trustworthy.
I think that educating them and saying that this is not a vetted, inde‐
pendent, neutral source is one of the solutions to this.

Newspapers are edited. They are fact-checked. We need to high‐
light other sources that are also neutral, fact-checked and edited,
and we need to know that people understand the difference between
the two.

The Chair: Thank you.

Again, I'm talking specifically as it relates to Facebook's decision
to not allow links to these sources of information on their platform,
so maybe think about that.

I'm going to go to Mr. Loewen next and ask if he can answer the
question for me.

Mr. Peter Loewen: Yes, Mr. Brassard. Our research group has a
little paper on this, which I'll send to the committee, on what hap‐
pened after the Facebook link ban.

The one consequence to this is that people still feel like they're
getting their news on Facebook when you ask them about this.
They're not accessing news stories, but they are learning about poli‐
tics from Facebook. Some news stories do creep through, but
they're really learning about politics from there, so they're learning
about it, then, logically, in a more content-free way.

If I could say one more thing, Mr. Brassard, it is that the biggest
and most important loss in journalism in our country has been the
loss of local newspapers. I think all of you who are members of
long standing would know that what was reported on you in your
local paper really mattered, because people in the constituency
would read about what you did. In the Toronto Star, nobody writes
about what you do back in your constituency. That loss of local
journalism is the thing that in the long term will be devastating to
our democracy.

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Loewen.

Go ahead, Mr. Al-Rawi.

Dr. Ahmed Al-Rawi: Thank you, MP Brassard, for the question.

I think that if we look at the previous surveys and studies, we see
a very clear decline in trust in mainstream media. There are many
reasons for that, including the failings of some reporting about
events around the world.
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Of course, we had social media emerging about a decade ago and
prompting people to consume more news from there, and people
got used to that. It's a big challenge that we have today following
Facebook's decision to ban news outlets on this platform, because
people got used to the news from Facebook, but now suddenly they
are exposed to other sources. That's the main challenge that we
have today.

If I may just mention one thing, exposure doesn't mean impact or
effect, and it doesn't mean that if I am exposed to misinformation I
will be directly impacted by it. It's really important to make that
distinction. We are not like sponges, just observing everything we
get and immediately being influenced by it. We have different
backgrounds, different ideologies, and of course different thoughts,
so it's really useful to be more nuanced when we talk about this.

Finally, I don't think TikTok is the problem. I think we have oth‐
er major problems that we face today when it comes to the informa‐
tion ecosystem.

Thank you.
● (1220)

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Al-Rawi.

Lastly, Mr. Frank, do you have anything you'd like to add, or did
you say what you needed to say?

Dr. Richard Frank: I did, more or less, but I completely agree
with others that trusting social media as a viable news source is
what is causing the problem.

The Chair: Thank you, gentlemen.

On behalf of the committee and on behalf of Canadians, I want
to thank you for your testimony before the committee in this very
important study. Thank you for taking the time out of your day to
share your expertise and your information with the committee
members.

I'm going to dismiss the witnesses.

We are going to move into some committee business. There are a
few items that I need to discuss, and I apologize.

First of all, some of the witnesses we had scheduled for today
had to cancel. That's the reason we had only one hour with witness‐
es today. Invitations to reschedule the other witnesses' appearances
have been sent for May 21. We're working on that. Unless members
have a desire to extend this study on disinformation and misinfor‐
mation, we can do that, but I know we have our final hour set up on
Thursday afternoon. We have a witness list, and the notice of the
meeting will be sent out after this meeting.

Ms. Damoff, I saw your hand. Go ahead, but I have some other
things that I have to discuss as well.

Ms. Pam Damoff: It is on the comment about extending the
study, because I was actually going to make that suggestion today,
Chair. You have mentioned a number of the witnesses who have
come forward with with information for us and how interesting it is
and that we just don't have enough time. I do think we should spend
more time on this. I think it's an important study that we're doing.

If you need a motion for it, I would do that, however you would
like to proceed, but I do think it makes sense to extend it.

The Chair: Can I get you to hold off on that thought for a sec‐
ond?

The scheduling of our committee meetings is really tight right
now. Let me explain why.

As I mentioned last week, we received a letter from the RCMP
with respect to SNC-Lavalin. The information that was supplied by
Mr. Wernick has now been received. It was left was for the commit‐
tee to determine whether we were going to have an additional meet‐
ing based on the information we received from the RCMP or Mr.
Wernick, as well as perhaps asking the Privy Council Office for
more information if there wasn't satisfaction with the information
provided by Mr. Wernick.

We decided in the motion that we were going to deal with that
within 14 days of receiving that information, and we're in that peri‐
od right now. We don't have to think about it and we don't have to
determine it right now, because I realize the information was just
recently passed on to committee members, but I want you to think
about where we'll go with this, if anywhere. We have to have that
discussion at some point within 14 days.

The other thing that's happening is that because of the 23rd and
the plan to visit the RCMP, we're not going to have a meeting. That
takes away one meeting for us.

Those are some of the challenges we're having with scheduling.

The other thing we have to deal with is the study on the use of
technological tools and data. It's been indicated by the analysts that
you will receive the draft a week from Friday, so we are going to
have to make time for that. The report, as it stands in draft right
now, is about 50 pages long, and there are roughly 14 recommenda‐
tions. That may take some time to deal with.

I have asked the clerk to look at some deviation opportunities for
us to have additional meetings. In order for us to conclude our work
before the session ends, we may have to do that.

I just want you to keep that in mind, because after Thursday,
we're starting our study on the Winnipeg lab and Mr. Villemure's
motion that was passed by the committee. I want you to keep that in
mind, Ms. Damoff.

We're going to have to find time for more meetings. We can cer‐
tainly hold off until the fall if we need to, or we can do that now.
That's up to the committee.

Mr. Barrett, go ahead, sir.

● (1225)

Mr. Michael Barrett: Chair, I'll give notice of a motion that I'd
like to move.
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It reads, “That pursuant to Standing Order 108(3)(h) and in light
of new media reports, the committee undertake an immediate study
into Minister Randy Boissonnault’s allegations of fraud and contra‐
vention of ethics and lobbying laws; that the committee invite Min‐
ister Randy Boissonnault for three hours; Kirsten Poon, Stephen
Anderson of Global Health Imports, and the Ethics Commissioner
to testify individually, in addition to any other relevant witnesses;
and that the committee report its findings to the House.”

If I may, Chair, I'll speak to it.
The Chair: You have the floor. You moved the motion, and the

motion's in order. Go ahead, Mr. Barrett.

I have Mr. Fisher right after you.
Mr. Matthew Green: I have a point of order. I'm only saying

this out of procedural fairness.

Ms. Damoff moved a motion that you asked to set aside. We then
went into a roundabout discussion about the schedule, and now
we're sitting here with a motion that you've considered to be duly
put by the Conservative side.

I don't have a horse in this game, but I'm just saying that from the
outside looking in, it looks a bit suspect, Mr. Chair.

The Chair: Well, it wasn't suspect.
Mr. Matthew Green: I'm just saying what it looks like.
The Chair: I saw Mr. Barrett's hand up.
Mr. Matthew Green: You know it could come off—
The Chair: Yes, we were discussing it. You're quite right. I

thought I'd explain, but I didn't see any indication that Ms. Damoff
wanted to go again.

You know what? You're quite right, Mr. Green, so I am going to
go back.

I'm going to come back to you right afterward, Mr. Barrett, but
I'm going to go to Ms. Damoff right now.

Go ahead.
Ms. Pam Damoff: I appreciate the context you gave. I was hop‐

ing committee members might want to have some discussion.

As I said to you, I'll put a motion on the floor, if we want to offi‐
cially do it that way. I thought it would be more of a casual conver‐
sation, but I'll put a motion on the floor: I move that we extend the
current misinformation and disinformation study by three meetings.

I will say, Chair, I appreciate your laying out what we have be‐
fore us, but having said that, I think the Canada-China committee
finished a study on the Winnipeg lab, so I don't know if that's a
high priority for us to get to before the end of June. I don't see any
reason, when we've started this study on misinformation and disin‐
formation, that we can't add those extra meetings to our schedule
before we move on to something else.

I will formally put that motion on the floor, Chair.
The Chair: The motion is to extend by three meetings. Is that

correct?
Ms. Pam Damoff: That's correct.

The Chair: Okay. That's fine.

I will go to Ms. Damoff's motion to extend it to three meetings.

Go ahead—

Mr. Michael Barrett: I have a point of order, Chair.

The Chair: Go ahead, Mr. Barrett.

Mr. Michael Barrett: There's a motion on the floor. Are you re‐
ceiving additional motions while the committee is considering a
motion?

The Chair: Mr. Barrett, I did go back to Ms. Damoff on this. I
will come back to you.

Mr. Michael Barrett: No, Chair, there's a motion on the floor.
It's been put. You ruled it in order and notice was given. Notice was
not given for the motion that you're now going to accept.

Further, I had the floor, and you gave Mr. Green the floor on a
point of order. Unless we're—

Mr. Matthew Green: He gave me the floor when he accepted
the point of order.

Mr. Michael Barrett: Is it your ruling, then, that my motion is
out of order?

I'll await your ruling.

The Chair: Just hang on a sec, Mr. Barrett.

After clarifying with the clerk, Mr. Barrett, here's what hap‐
pened. We were discussing, under committee business, the misin‐
formation and disinformation study. You moved your motion, and I
agreed with that.

Mr. Green raised a point of order. I accepted his point of order,
because we were still discussing what Ms. Damoff had brought up.

Unfortunately, the decision I made dealt with Mr. Green's valid
point of order, so the motion we'll be dealing with right now—I will
come back to you on this other one—will be Ms. Damoff's motion
on extending the meeting study.

Unfortunately, that's what occurred, Mr. Barrett.

● (1230)

Mr. Michael Barrett: What is the...? She didn't move a motion.

The Chair: We were still in discussion. She effectively still had
the floor on what Mr. Green had brought up, so—

Mr. Michael Barrett: But she actually did not have the floor.

Mr. Matthew Green: Just challenge him, do the vote, and you
can go back to your whip's office and [Inaudible—Editor] do the
work.

The Chair: I made the decision, Mr. Barrett. If you don't agree
with it, I will have to ask that you challenge it, because unfortunate‐
ly for you, the decision was made.

Mr. Michael Barrett: That's brutal.
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The Chair: Okay. Thank you.

Ms. Damoff, go ahead, please.
Ms. Pam Damoff: Chair, it's unfortunate that Mr. Barrett is so

opposed to even having a discussion about continuing this study.
Mr. Michael Barrett: I have a point of order, Mr. Chair.
The Chair: Hang on, Ms. Damoff. There's a point of order.

I think what Mr. Barrett was talking about was the procedural as‐
pect of what had occurred. I've explained that already.

Mr. Michael Barrett: Correct, but if we're just accepting inter‐
ventions when other people have the floor, let me make one.

Chair, it's not the substance of what Ms. Damoff is offering—
Mr. Matthew Green: That's debate, Michael. That's not a point

of order.
Mr. Michael Barrett: But we're doing that now.

Mr. Matthew Green: No, we're not. Mine was a legitimate point
of order, bro.

Mr. Michael Barrett: Chair, I will have to challenge your rul‐
ing. There's no standing order that you're using to dismiss the mo‐
tion that was duly moved and ruled in order. It's not an acceptable
precedent to set once a member is given the floor. There were no
other speakers ahead of me. I was given the floor. I moved a motion
for which notice had been given. If someone might maybe move a
motion sometime in the future—well, they can't move that motion.
It's dismissed. We're going to deal with someone else.

Therefore yes, I challenge your ruling.
The Chair: I'm going to accept the challenge, Mr. Barrett.

We will call the vote on my decision.

Go ahead, Madam Clerk.
Ms. Pam Damoff: Just before we go to the vote, could the clerk

explain exactly what the motion is?

I know when it's challenging the chair, the yes-and-no voting
can.... What exactly is the wording we're voting on?

The Chair: The point we're voting on is Mr. Barrett challenging
my decision as chair and my ruling on Mr. Green's point of order,
which allowed the discussion to continue so that you could move
your motion, Ms. Damoff.

That's what we're doing. If you don't agree with my ruling, you
vote no. If you agree with my ruling, you vote yes.

The Clerk of the Committee (Ms. Nancy Vohl): As Mr. Chair
explained, it's a vote on the ruling by the chair.

The question is, shall the decision of the chair be sustained?

(Ruling of the chair sustained: yeas 7; nays 3)
The Chair: Thank you, Madam Clerk. The decision of the chair

has been sustained.

We are now on the motion that Ms. Damoff has moved.

Monsieur Villemure, go ahead, please.

[Translation]

Mr. René Villemure: While I may agree that we are studying a
very important subject, perhaps even more important than we origi‐
nally thought, there are two issues I would like to raise.

One is that we seem to have a bit of a problem getting witnesses,
at least at the right time. The second thing is on the Winnipeg study.
Having previously participated in the proceedings of the Special
Committee on the Canada–People's Republic of China Relation‐
ship, I can attest that the motion passed here does not aim for the
same objective as that other committee. I do not think we need to
go further because of the study by that other committee, but rather
because there are grounds for investigation.

That said, I am concerned about the availability of witnesses.

● (1235)

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Villemure.

Mr. Barrett.

[English]

Mr. Barrett, go ahead, please.

Mr. Michael Barrett: I move to adjourn debate.

The Chair: We have a motion to adjourn debate. It's non-debat‐
able.

Do we have consensus to adjourn debate?

Some hon. members: No.

The Chair: Go ahead, Madam Clerk. Take the roll.

(Motion negatived: nays 7; yeas 3)

The Chair: The motion to adjourn the debate has been defeated,
so I have Mr. Green and then Monsieur Villemure.

Mr. Matthew Green: Thank you very much, Mr. Chair.

As I, with good intentions, mangled the analogy about not having
a horse in the race, I think that as a committee we have to get to the
completion of some of our studies. I'm very aware of the timelines
until the end of the session. I am not interested in going down every
rabbit hole that comes before this committee. I'm also not of the
mind that there's such an urgency on this particular study that it
must be completed in sequence right now. I say that to say that I do
think that this is a study that requires greater depth and longer anal‐
ysis.
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I will share with you—and it's not to the detriment or to the char‐
acter of the witnesses who were present—that we need to get to a
place where subject matter experts are willing to provide us with
recommendations. We need to start to find the types of people who
will take political positions on providing recommendations,
whether it's using global comparators or academic research or
whether it's using subject matter expertise from the industry, be‐
cause I think that as a committee, in light of an election, we need to
get this right.

I'm even willing—and I share this with my Conservative coun‐
terparts so that they understand where I'm coming from—to say
that this needs to be extended. I don't necessarily agree that it has to
be next week. I don't agree that it has to take the order of prece‐
dence, but I think that we do have to get to better results, better rec‐
ommendations and better clarity.

Mr. Chair, I'm not a huge fan of chasing a new thing and a new
headline every week and doing the same thing in three or four com‐
mittees. I say, only partially in jest, that having the same people at
the same committees saying the same thing is not a great use of our
time. Taxpayer resources are our mandate within the course of this
committee.

With that said, vote by vote on all the issues that are brought be‐
fore this committee, I will determine my vote based on that, know‐
ing that regardless of whatever decision I make, some folks are go‐
ing to say I'm complicit here, I'm there or I'm going to end up on
somebody's fundraiser. I don't care. I just know that what we're try‐
ing to do in this committee is the right thing for the good and wel‐
fare of people.

I will say that yes, I support an extended version. I would also
say that if that happened in September, I would be okay with that. If
that meant we went out and got the world's best subject matter ex‐
perts on this issue who could come in, educate us, inform the gener‐
al public and provide strong recommendations that we could report,
that's where I would go. I'm not doing this so that we're bumping
off other things that could be dealt with at this committee between
now and the summer.

That's the context in which I'll be making all my decisions on a
move-forward basis, vote by vote.
● (1240)

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Green.

Just to remind you, there have been some motions that have been
adopted by this committee that need to be dealt with.

Mr. Matthew Green: Yes, there have been lots.

[Translation]
The Chair: Mr. Villemure, you have the floor.
Mr. René Villemure: I agree with my honourable colleague. I

think we need to move forward, but I do not think there is any ur‐
gency.

I have a suggestion. Given the limited availability of witnesses,
we could set aside two or three hours and choose the best time so
that we can hear from those experts. We cannot have an unlimited

number of witnesses, but we must work very hard to have the best
possible witnesses, given the importance of the topic.

Last week, Mr. Joel Finkelstein's testimony was compelling.
Having been the one who proposed the study, I knew that the situa‐
tion was serious, but I realized that it was even more serious than I
thought. So it is certainly very interesting to hear from this type of
witness.

We cannot start 12 projects at a time, but we have to give our‐
selves a deadline to hear from quality witnesses and perhaps also
give ourselves a time limit.

If we put all that together, I think we can do a good job in the
public interest.

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Villemure.

We have a bit of a problem with expanding the current witness
list, because there are only a few witnesses who are able to appear
before us for the study we are doing.

[English]

Go ahead, Ms. Damoff. Then we'll go to Mr. Green.
Ms. Pam Damoff: Thank you.

I have no problem with what Mr. Green and Mr. Villemure are
proposing, in the sense that it doesn't necessarily have to be consec‐
utive.

I might even suggest that our analysts in their spare time—
which I know they have none of—might be able to do some dig‐
ging to see if there are some witnesses. I know we submitted quite a
few. I don't remember exactly how many. I have no issue whatsoev‐
er with it, even if it goes into the fall if that's what's required.

In fairness, I think what we're saying is that this is a study that
has actually sparked more interest than we initially determined, so
giving it the proper time and attention, and with so much focus on
what's going on in society in particular, what's going on with us as
politicians and the impact that it's having on our lives and on our
work as politicians, I do think it merits a proper study.

The Chair: Thank you, Ms. Damoff.

Mr. Green, go ahead.
Mr. Matthew Green: You'll note that in my recent interventions

I always go right to the point. What are your recommendations?

I'm wondering if in your communication and invitation to this
committee, we could preempt that and ask them to come with open‐
ing remarks and any recommendations in advance. It would be so
much more helpful for me and, I'm sure, for others—I'm seeing
nodding of heads—if we had witness testimony that included their
recommendations, which we could then engage with, question,
challenge, support and explore. I think it would be better for the an‐
alysts.

I'm just wondering, through you, Mr. Chair, if you can answer
that. Is there a mechanism by which, in your invitations, you could
request that from them?
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The Chair: Just looking over at the clerk now and discussing it,
there's no question that it's the kind of thing that we can do in the
invitation, Mr. Green. We can advise the guests that the committee
will be looking for solutions to the challenges that exist right now.
We can certainly do that, sir.

Mr. Matthew Green: I think we should do that for all commit‐
tees, by the way. I mean all studies moving forward.

The Chair: Okay. Good. All right.

I don't see any further discussion.

We are on Ms. Damoff's motion to extend.... I've heard the com‐
mittee about timelines.

Madam Clerk, what did we discuss this morning?

We have upwards of seven or eight meetings that are left on the
schedule to deal with everything. As I've mentioned to committee, I
have asked for divergence to find available slots, just so that we can
complete our work before the summer break.

Ms. Damoff's motion is to expand it by three, and then we'll fig‐
ure out the scheduling on that. The only thing I'm going to ask is
for more witnesses from committee members as well.

Do we have consensus on that?

Some hon. member: Agreed:

The Chair: Okay, perfect. Thank you. That's noted.

Mr. Barrett, please go ahead.
● (1245)

Mr. Michael Barrett: Are you sure?
The Chair: I am sure, sir. Go ahead.
Mr. Michael Barrett: I gave proper notice of motion, Chair, and

I'd like to move a motion now.

The motion is:
That pursuant to standing order 108(3)(h) and in light of new media reports, the

committee undertake an immediate study into Minister Randy Boissonnault’s alle‐
gations of fraud and contravention of ethics and lobbying laws; that the committee
invite Minister Randy Boissonnault for three hours, Kirsten Poon, Stephen Ander‐
son of Global Health Imports, and the Ethics Commissioner to testify individually
in addition to any other relevant witnesses; and that the committee report its find‐
ings to the House.

Chair, the motion is incredibly important. We heard from the
minister yesterday when he testified at the Standing Committee on
Human Resources. He first said he wasn't paid and then he said that
he was paid. We know that the minister is having a real tough time
keeping his story straight. This speaks to of course questions of the
Lobbying Act. It speaks to the Conflict of Interest Act. It speaks to
the Conflict of Interest Code for members.

When we're talking about a minister of the Crown, it's incredibly
important that Canadians know that they've arranged their private
affairs in such a way that they're not furthering their own private in‐
terests. We see that in Minister Boissonnault's case there are a
whole lot of question marks on whether he did that. In registering
one name with the Ethics Commissioner that was not the trading
name of the company, it looks like there's some subterfuge happen‐
ing. It looks like he's trying to hide what he's doing. A company

that is paying a minister while they're in cabinet, and that company
is simultaneously lobbying that minister's own department and lob‐
bying the government, and his efforts, his company's efforts, did get
more than $100 million for his client, in one case a $10-million
project. The minister even announced the project while he was col‐
lecting cheques from the company that did the lobbying work.

In another case, with Global Health Imports, his other business
interest, we of course have the questions raised in Global News
about the fact that the minister was listed as a director. This compa‐
ny is getting contracts with municipal and provincial governments,
and big players in that space are wondering how it is that this two-
man shop that's reselling personal protective equipment is able to
land contracts that they're not able to.

Having a federal cabinet minister listed as a director for your
company seems to get results. For that company, of course, there
have now been allegations of fraud and wire fraud made against the
minister's partner there. These are incredibly troubling allegations
that have come forward, and it behooves us, based on the mandate
of this committee, to of course address that.

This witness list could be addressed over a couple of short meet‐
ings and would give us the opportunity to provide transparency to
Canadians where that seems to have failed, both in the minister's
most recent appearance at committee and also in his disclosures to
officers of Parliament.

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Barrett.

Mr. Fisher, go ahead on the motion.

Mr. Darren Fisher: Thank you very much, Mr. Chair.

Yes, on the motion, it's been about a week now that Mr. Barrett
has been fishing. Yesterday, the Conservatives disrupted the HU‐
MA committee while they were doing main estimates arguably to
get their glorious social media clips and attack the reputation of the
minister, but they got the facts wrong about this news story. They
were corrected numerous times during the meeting yesterday.

First they claimed that he was in violation of section 4 of the
Conflict of Interest Act. As the minister pointed out, in the Global
News story itself the Ethics Commissioner's office confirmed that
he met all of the requirements of the code. They claimed that the
minister inappropriately awarded funds to a company, but as he
pointed out, these grants went to the Edmonton International Air‐
port. These grants were awarded by departments that didn't report
to the Minister of Transportation and Prairies Canada. They incor‐
rectly stated that the company, Navis Group, received millions in
contracts when, in fact, those funds went to the Edmonton Interna‐
tional Airport, which is, by the way, the fifth-largest airport in the
country.



May 7, 2024 ETHI-116 19

Mr. Barrett incorrectly stated that the minister was the owner of a
company when that wasn't the case. That was pointed out to him.
He scrambled and incorrectly said that the minister had an interest
in that company. Again, Mr. Chair, I believe this is a fishing expe‐
dition by the opposition and by Mr. Barrett specifically. I can only
assume that they've read the articles and they know that the Con‐
flict of Interest and Ethics Commissioner cleared the minister in
this.

I find it a little bit ironic and kind of appropriate that during the
study of misinformation and disinformation, we're having a conver‐
sation about things that are clearly misinformation and disinforma‐
tion. Again, it's all for the glorious social media clip.
● (1250)

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Fisher.
[Translation]

Mr. Villemure, you have the floor on the motion.
Mr. René Villemure: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

We regularly have before us the Conflict of Interest and Ethics
Commissioner, whom we trust. I find that the motion as proposed
somewhat disapproves in advance the future work of the Conflict of
Interest and Ethics Commissioner, which has not yet been done.

I would like to move an amendment further to Mr. Barrett's mo‐
tion. The amendment, as proposed, reads as follows: “Pursuant to
Standing Order 108(3)(h) and in light of recent media reports, the
committee…”. That is what is already there. I move that we delete
everything else and replace it with this: “call Minister Randy Bois‐
sonnault to attend a one-hour meeting, as well as the Conflict of In‐
terest and Ethics Commissioner, Konrad von Finckenstein, for one
hour as well”.

I believe that such meeting will be enough to get answers to
Mr. Barrett's questions. That way, it will not obstruct the commit‐
tee's work, and we will avoid involving the Minister for no reason
in our discussion on disinformation. In a way, the Commissioner
will be able to tell us whether he has already started an investiga‐
tion or he will eventually do so. I do not want the committee to do
the Commissioner's work for him and undermine his authority.
Nevertheless, it is important that we get satisfactory answers to the
question asked.

The Chair: In terms of your amendment, Mr. Villemure, I just
want to make sure that you are proposing that we call the Minister
and the Conflict of Interest and Ethics Commissioner to appear be‐
fore the committee for one hour each. Is that correct?

Mr. René Villemure: That is correct. I move that we call each to
testify for one hour before the committee.

The Chair: Okay. The amendment is in order.

Do you want to speak to your amendment?
Mr. René Villemure: I will summarize it by saying that I do not

want the committee to undermine the Commissioner's authority.

This case deserves to be studied, but we must not exaggerate its
importance. It is in the public's interest that we clarify this, since it
was reported in newspapers.

On the other hand, I do not think that it is the end of the world. I
therefore propose a one-hour meeting with Mr. Boissonnault and
one hour with the Commissioner. I think that should be enough.

The Chair: Okay. Thank you, Mr. Villemure.

[English]

Mr. Green, you have the floor on the amendment, sir.

Mr. Matthew Green: Thank you.

I've had the opportunity to interact with the commissioner
enough to know probably what his answers are going to be. I don't
think we're going to get much if there's an ongoing investigation.
What I would propose—not to muddy this—is that I would like to
see the spirit of the original motion reflected with the witness list.

I would like to open this up for discussion prior to moving a sub‐
amendment. I do believe that having Kirsten Poon and Stephen An‐
derson present would be helpful.

Mr. Chair, I would just ask you this question: What is the likeli‐
hood of our having the resources for a three-hour meeting? I don't
think they should be with the commissioner. I think the commis‐
sioner should be stand-alone for a lot of reasons. I do think that
they should be included, and I don't want them excluded. Having a
professional politician and minister, Mr. Boissonnault, here for an
hour and then having a professional bureaucrat and commissioner,
Mr. von Finckenstein, here for an hour.... I'm not sure we're going
to get much light.

I'm wondering what the resources are and what the possibility is
of our having a third hour added to that. I'll just say this now: Given
the choice between the commissioner and the new witnesses, I
would take the new witnesses if we only have two hours. If we
have three, then sure, we can invite the commissioner. I can already
assure you of what he's going to say.

● (1255)

The Chair: Mr. Green, as I mentioned at the outset, I have asked
for some deviation requests. We could.... Preferably in the after‐
noons is when that could happen. If that's the direction, then I could
ask the clerk to possibly extend by another hour the normal two-
hour session. We can do that.

I see the clerk is trying to get my attention, so just hang on a sec‐
ond here.

Mr. Matthew Green: I think we might have a resolution.

The Chair: Go ahead, Mr. Green.

Mr. Matthew Green: I would propose a subamendment that
eliminates the commissioner and puts the witnesses on. I would say
that would leave us space, should we have additional questions for
the commissioner, so that we can invite the commissioner at a later
date. We've had him here numerous times on various topics, and he
is very consistent with his answers.

I would propose a subamendment. I put on the floor that we de‐
fer the commissioner and in the first opportunity have the minister
and the two witnesses.
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Now, what I would say to the committee—and open it up for dis‐
cussion—is that some people might think it's better to have the
minister first and the other people second. I actually think it would
be better to have the other witnesses first and the minister second,
but I'll leave that up to the committee. That would be my suba‐
mendment: to defer the commissioner and to include the witnesses
as listed in the original motion.

The Chair: The problem with the subamendment is that it's kind
of counter to what Mr. Villemure's amendment was. Just so we're
all clear on this, what you're saying is eliminate the commissioner
but have the other witnesses as proposed by Mr. Barrett and then, as
a matter of organization for the clerk and I, have the minister ap‐
pear after the witnesses who have been proposed by Mr. Barrett. Is
that correct?

Mr. Matthew Green: That's correct.
The Chair: Okay, we're all clear on what Mr. Green is propos‐

ing. I see some hands, so I just wanted to clarify that with Mr.
Green.

I think I had Ms. Damoff first, Mr. Housefather and then Ms.
Khalid, and then I have Mr. Villemure. Mr. Villemure was before
Ms. Khalid, so go ahead, Ms. Damoff.

Ms. Pam Damoff: Thank you, Chair.

I worry that on this committee, we do the work that the Ethics
Commissioner is supposed to do.

I understand what Mr. Green is saying about knowing what the
Ethics Commissioner is going to say, because they don't answer
questions about an investigation that's going on. They can provide
context on the act itself, but I still worry that there's an assumption
from Mr. Barrett of guilt here when the report, even in the news
media, said that the the minister met the requirements of the code.

It concerns me when we're superseding anything that the Ethics
Commissioner does and saying, “Well, we know better than the
Ethics Commissioner does, so we need to do our own investiga‐
tion.” I'm not saying that we shouldn't do meetings on this, but I
don't think it's helpful to get these additional witnesses here.

I'm also concerned about the presumption of guilt here without
the Ethics Commissioner being able to do an investigation. An op‐
tion would be for this committee to refer it to the Ethics Commis‐
sioner and ask them to do it.

I'll leave it there, Chair.
The Chair: Thank you.

Next we have Mr. Housefather on the subamendment.
Mr. Anthony Housefather (Mount Royal, Lib.): Thank you,

Mr. Chair.

I don't like to get into procedural stuff, but just procedurally on
this subamendment, I think that Mr. Villemure would have to with‐
draw his amendment and let Mr. Green put an amendment, because
the subamendment counters the purpose of the amendment, and it's
certainly not receivable in that way. I don't want to be overly picky,
but I think you have to do it the other way.

The Chair: I recognized that point earlier, Mr. Housefather. I'm
going to continue with the discussion on the basis of what I stated
earlier.

Mr. Villemure, go ahead, please.

[Translation]

Mr. René Villemure: I have nothing to add, Mr. Chair.

[English]

The Chair: Ms. Khalid, you have the floor.

Ms. Iqra Khalid: Thanks, Chair.

I want to seek a little bit of clarity. I don't have the text of the
subamendment in front of me, and I'm wondering if we can—

● (1300)

The Chair: The text of the subamendment is to have the minis‐
ter appear and have the witnesses who Mr. Barrett had proposed for
one meeting. That's one hour for the minister and one hour for the
witnesses.

Ms. Iqra Khalid: Are we still talking about the witnesses who
are listed here, these two witnesses, along with the minister and
then the Ethics Commissioner?

The Chair: The Ethics Commissioner has been removed by Mr.
Green.

Ms. Iqra Khalid: Okay.

Do you agree with that, René?

The Chair: We're on the subamendment, so we can deal with
that, and then we can deal with Mr. Villemure afterwards. That's
where we're at on the subamendment.

Ms. Iqra Khalid: Thank you for clarifying that, Chair; I appreci‐
ate it.

The Chair: Okay, thank you.

Go ahead, Mr. Green.

Mr. Matthew Green: I would just say that from my experience
with the commissioner, and I'm sure you can refer to Hansard—I
was trying to find it—he makes it very clear that it is not his job to
propose any legislative remedies and that he operates only within
existing legislation.

I would put to you that three-quarters of the work that we do here
is because of the grey areas, and I think it's our committee's oppor‐
tunity in this to not ambulance chase Mr. Boissonnault. On the face
value of it, I accept what's been reported.

I don't think, though, that because it's legislatively compliant it's
necessarily ethical, and I think that is the mandate of this commit‐
tee—to study and examine where we can make progress on our leg‐
islation to close loopholes, to have greater clarity and to ensure that
there isn't this continued cynicism and erosion in our institutions in
this very nefarious world of lobbyists, corporate power and pro‐
curement. That's my intention.
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My intention is that we have testimony that provides us, hopeful‐
ly, with some insight that allows us to have recommendations that
say, “Here's what the legislation says. This is what happened as a
case study, and here's what we propose to eliminate the future op‐
portunity for this.” I'm not presuming any guilt, because I take at
face value what has been reported, but I still don't think it was right,
and those are two very different things.

Thank you.
The Chair: Go ahead, Ms. Damoff.
Ms. Pam Damoff: I'm a little bit confused procedurally here,

Chair, but if required, I would move a subamendment that the
Ethics Commissioner be added back in, because I do think that we
need to hear from the Ethics Commissioner.

The Chair: Yes. Procedurally, we cannot move anything further.
We have a subamendment. We cannot move another subamend‐
ment.

I hope it's clear among the committee what Mr. Green has pro‐
posed in his subamendment, and that is to remove the Ethics Com‐
missioner—or defer—and allow for the other witnesses, including
the minister, to appear.

I have Mr. Fisher. Go ahead, Mr. Fisher.
Mr. Darren Fisher: Yes, I don't think I would support Mr.

Green's subamendment, but I would support where René was going
with this.

The Chair: Here's what we're going to do. We're going to vote
on Mr. Villemure's amendment. Then, if Mr. Green wants to rein‐
troduce an amendment after that, we can do that. I want to clear up
the confusion here.

I'm going to call the vote on Mr. Villemure's amendment.
Ms. Iqra Khalid: I'm sorry, Mr. Chair. That's exactly what I was

trying to seek clarity on. Are you able to just disregard a subamend‐
ment and then go to the amendment? Technically, what Mr. Green
has done is subamend Mr. Villemure's amendment.

The Chair: The clean thing to do right now is to not deal with
the subamendment but to deal with Mr. Villemure's amendment.
● (1305)

Ms. Iqra Khalid: Don't you think Mr. Green should withdraw
his amendment?

The Chair: I'll go to you next, Mr. Green. You can withdraw
your subamendment.

Mr. Matthew Green: I'll withdraw.
The Chair: Okay.

Now we're dealing with Mr. Villemure's amendment. I'm going
to call the vote on—

Go ahead.
Mr. Darren Fisher: I'm sorry, Mr. Chair. My apologies.

Can we get Mr. Barrett's motion, amended by Mr. Villemure,
read into the record so that we know exactly what we're voting on?

Thank you.
The Chair: I can ask the clerk to do that, Mr. Fisher.

Go ahead, Madam Clerk.

The Clerk: Just give me a second. Sorry about that.

The amendment from Mr. Villemure would be.... Okay, this is
different from the other version I got.

The amendment from Mr. Villemure would be to keep the begin‐
ning that says, “Pursuant to Standing Order 108(3)(h), and in light
of new media reports”. Then it would delete everything after, and
replace it with “that, in the first place, the committee invite the min‐
ister, Randy Boissonnault, for a one-hour meeting and, after, the
Conflict of Interest and Ethics Commissioner Konrad von Fincken‐
stein, for one hour also”.

The Chair: That was Mr. Villemure's amendment.

Go ahead, Ms. Khalid.

Ms. Iqra Khalid: Thanks, Chair.

I'm just a little confused, because I think what Mr. Villemure had
said is a bit different from what I just heard. I'm trying to make
notes here. What is being proposed here is that it will be two meet‐
ings or it will be one meeting where the first hour—

The Chair: It's one meeting and one hour for each witness.

Ms. Iqra Khalid: Okay. It's not the two witnesses together at the
same table.

The Chair: No. They're separate.

Ms. Iqra Khalid: Does that also then remove the civilians,
Chair?

The Chair: This was Mr. Villemure's amendment—to not have
those other witnesses—but Mr. Green had talked about, in his suba‐
mendment, to not have the commissioner but also have those wit‐
nesses and the minister appear. On Mr. Villemure's amendment, it's
the minister and the commissioner, period.

Ms. Iqra Khalid: I will add some of my thoughts on this, Chair,
if that's okay.

I do find it a little bit strange. I'm not sure if there is a review or
an investigation by the Ethics Commissioner going on right now on
this specific issue. I know that the minister has appeared at other
committees to talk about this exact same issue, so I'm really not un‐
derstanding what the objective is here in this committee.

If we're trying to explore, as Mr. Green had said, where the grey
areas are within the Lobbying Act and the Conflict of Interest
Code, etc., how would these two witnesses help us in identifying
that at all?

Mr. Green has also indicated that the Ethics Commissioner, as
we all know, may not be as forthcoming in a direct kind of scenario
in terms of the questions that would be posed to him, so I am ques‐
tioning....
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Also, Chair, we have had the conversation many times about a
lot of things on the docket and a lot of things on the go. Effectively
triaging the importance would be helpful for the work that we're
doing, and I would like to see us come up with some report or some
positive impact on how we lobby or are lobbied and how we con‐
duct ourselves as parliamentarians under the code. I'm really not
sure how this furthers the objectives of the committee in and of it‐
self.

I will leave that there, Chair.
The Chair: Ms. Damoff, did you have your hand up, or was it

Mr. Fisher?
Ms. Pam Damoff: I did quickly just want to ask until what time

we have resources. I have a meeting waiting in my office.
The Chair: We're getting close to the end of resources, but I will

see how this goes before I make that determination.

Go ahead, Mr. Fisher.
Mr. Larry Brock: I have a point of order, Chair.

There are a few of us on the Conservative team who have very
significant commitments at this hour, and I'm wondering what that
means in terms of whether we're running out of time.
● (1310)

Mr. Matthew Green: Just call for the adjournment of debate,
then. Whatever.

The Chair: The options are either to move to adjourn, or I can
probably move it in the next five minutes or so. We have about five
minutes' worth of resources left, just to be clear.

I'm going to go to Mr. Fisher.

Go ahead.
Mr. Darren Fisher: Thank you very much, Mr. Chair.

I was looking across the room at Mr. Villemure. That's not exact‐
ly what I got when the clerk read that off compared with what you
said. Can you just chime in as to whether what you heard the clerk
read back was indeed what your amendment stated? With our back-
and-forth there, you looked like it wasn't, but you might be okay
with that.

I'm seeking some clarity, if that's fair, through you, Chair, be‐
cause I don't think that's exactly what he said.
[Translation]

Mr. René Villemure: Thank you, Mr. Fisher.

In a few words, the purpose of the amendment is to hear from
Mr. Boissonnault and the Conflict of Interest and Ethics Commis‐
sioner, for one hour each, instead of the people who were men‐
tioned in the original motion.
[English]

The Chair: I think I was clear on what Mr. Villemure was
proposing.

We're on the amendment. I don't see any further discussion. Do
we have consensus on the amendment? No. Okay.

We'll have a recorded vote on the amendment, please, Madam
Clerk.

(Amendment agreed to: yeas 6; nays 4)

The Chair: The amendment carries.

We're now on the main motion, as amended.

Ms. Khalid, go ahead.

Ms. Iqra Khalid: Thank you, Chair.

I really do appreciate that the minister and the Ethics Commis‐
sioner would both come to one meeting, but I'm wondering—and
I'm sure I'll have conversations with my colleagues about this as
well—what the objective is here. Are we going for a gotcha mo‐
ment? Are we looking for objectives for specific areas of the Lob‐
bying Act or the Conflict of Interest Code to see where those gaps
are? Are we trying to figure out if there have been violations?

I'm sure the movers of the motion can help us understand, and if
Mr. Villemure, through you, Chair, can help us understand that a lit‐
tle bit too, I'd really appreciate it.

The Chair: Mr. Villemure, go ahead.

[Translation]

Mr. René Villemure: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

I will gladly answer my colleague.

Since I have been on this committee, I have never tried to catch
anyone off guard. I think that the public interest should prevail.

There is a question, and I do not assume that anyone is guilty.
However, I think the people who are at the heart of this are
Mr. Boissonnault and the Ethics Commissioner.

I know that if the Commissioner has launched an investigation,
he will let us know. However, I believe that if we do not want our
study to be aimed at catching someone with their hand in the cookie
jar, we must shorten our list of witnesses to include only essential
ones so as not to assume anyone's guilt. That is why I put forward
my amendment.

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Villemure.

[English]

Ms. Damoff, you have your hand up.

Ms. Pam Damoff: Thank you, Chair.

I did watch part of Minister Boissonnault's testimony yesterday. I
know he's going to come here and provide us with the facts in the
case, which I think is sorely lacking in the social media clips that
have been generated. I just want to reiterate that I do think the
Ethics Commissioner should be able to do their work on this, if
that's the case. I'm concerned that we're constantly going down
these rabbit holes of “gotcha” moments to try to derail studies, like
the one that we've been doing on misinformation and disinforma‐
tion.
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I know my colleague from the Bloc is an honourable person, and
I appreciate where he's going with this, but I do have concerns that
we're constantly going down the lobbying.... I have the utmost re‐
spect for my NDP colleague, but rather than doing it with different
news stories, why don't we just do a study on the act itself instead
of trying to tie it to individual situations? I believe his concern is
genuine about the grey areas in the act—then that's what we should
be looking at, not individual cases.
● (1315)

The Chair: Thank you, Ms. Damoff.

I don't see any further discussion on this.

Do we have—
Ms. Iqra Khalid: I'm sorry, Chair, but I just want to pick up on

something that Ms. Damoff said about creating a study on this top‐
ic. I think that would be a really good idea if we are able to take it
back with us to see if we can—

The Chair: I invite you to put a notice of motion, then. If you do
want to do a study on this, you can certainly do that.

Ms. Iqra Khalid: Okay. Thank you, Chair.
The Chair: Thank you.

I don't see any other discussion on this, so do we have consensus
on the motion as amended?

An hon. member: No.

The Chair: Then we'll call for a vote.

Go ahead, Madam Clerk.
[Translation]

Mr. René Villemure: Can you read the motion, please?
The Chair: Okay.

Can you read the motion, Madam Clerk?
[English]

The Clerk: Yes, but just give me a second.
The Chair: Okay. We'll wait and then get it read into the record.

[Translation]
The Clerk: The motion would read as follows:

That, pursuant to standing order 108(3)(h) and in light of new media reports, the
committee invite, in the first place, the Minister Randy Boissonault for a one-

hour meeting, and after, the Conflict of Interest and Ethics Commissioner, Kon‐
rad Winrich von Finckenstein, for an hour.

[English]
The Chair: Is that understood? Yes.

Let's call the vote, Madam Clerk.

We have a tie vote.

I vote yes.

(Motion as amended agreed to: yeas 6, nays 5 [See Minutes of
Proceedings])

The Chair: I have Ms. Khalid. She had her hand up.
Mr. Larry Brock: I thought we had no resources.
The Chair: I'm giving her a quick second.

I have to adjourn the meeting, but go ahead, Ms. Khalid.
Ms. Iqra Khalid: Thank you, Chair.

Thank you for giving me the floor really quickly.

I'll just put a motion on notice.

It is that, “Given the comments of the Leader of the Opposition
last week, in which he suggested that he would use the notwith‐
standing clause if given the chance, and previous statements that
the Conservative Party of Canada would require a digital ID to ac‐
cess content on the Internet, that the committee report to the House
that the committee, (a) recognizes the importance of the Canadian
Charter of Rights and Freedoms to protect the rights of all Canadi‐
ans, including the right to privacy; and (b), opposes the federal Par‐
liament's use of the notwithstanding clause in all instances.”

The Chair: The motion is on notice. I appreciate that.

Mr. Brock, you had your hand up.
Mr. Larry Brock: I move to adjourn.
The Chair: All those in favour?

Some hon. members: Agreed.

The Chair: Thank you.

The meeting is adjourned.
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