
 Economic Consequences of Secession. 
Perceptions in Quebec 

Louis Massicotte 
Université Laval, Québec 

Institut d’Études Politiques de Grenoble 

Presented at Conference on 

 Economic Aspects of Constitutional Change 

Dalmahoy Hotel, Edinburgh 

20 September 2013 

1 



The Data 

About 970 polls measuring support for Quebec 
sovereignty have been published between 1962 
and 2008. 

This presentation focuses on questions and 
answers dealing with the economic 
consequences of secession as feared by Quebec 
respondents 

It also tries to ascertain to what extent such 
fears altered the discourse of supporters and 
opponents of secession 
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                             Get        Remain      Get 
                          Better   The same   Worse     NA     
1970 (1 poll)        14             7               63        15 
1977 (2 polls)      15           13               59        13      
1984 (1 poll)        14           24               55          8 
1990 (1 poll)        35           27               31          7 
1993 (1 poll)        35           18               37        11 
1994 (1 poll)        25           23               44          8 
1995 (3 polls)      23           28               43          5 
1996 (1 poll)        23           37               31          8 
1998 (2 polls)      21           27               45          8 
2001 (1 poll)        15           34               44          6 
2004 (1 poll)        20           37               38          5 
Pinard (1997)  p. 90 + private communication 

« Under independence, the Economic 
Conditions in Quebec would… » 
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Did perceptions change after 2004? 

CROP asked in August 2009 the following 
question: 

 

« In the present context of economic crisis, do 
you believe that  if Quebec were an 
independent country, it would fare better, 
worse, or much the same? » 

 

4 



 

5 

  

Q20. Dans le contexte actuel de crise économique croyez-vous que si le Québec était un pays indépendant il s'en tirerait mieux, moins 

bien ou s'en tirerait à peu près de la même façon que s'il demeurait au sein du Canada?  

 

13%

41% 41%

5%

Mieux Moins bien De la même 

façon 

NSP/refus 

Base totale : n = 1 000 

• Électeurs PCC : 71% 

• Non-francophones : 65% 

• Intention de vote référendaire 

- non : 62% 

• Électeurs PLC : 55% 

• Revenus élevés : 47% 

 
• Intention de vote 

référendaire - oui : 55%  

• Électeurs BQ : 54% 

• 35-54 ans : 46% 

• Francophones : 44% 

 

 
• Intention de vote référendaire 

- oui : 33% 

• Électeurs BQ : 29% 

• Faibles revenus : 24% 

• Primaire/secondaire : 18% 

• Francophones : 16% 

« In the present context of economic crisis, do you believe 
that  if Quebec were an independent country, it would fare 
better, worse, or much the same? » 



« What Effect do you think Total Economic and Political 
Independence would have on your Standard of Living… »  

 

                                                   Positive      No Effect         Negative 
Over the next 10 years?         30                 3                    64 
 
Over the next 20 years?         60                 3                    28 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
April-May 1991   Angus Reid  
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Summary 

• Only a minority expect their standard of living 
to improve if Quebec becomes independent 

• Motivations for secession not primarily 
economic 

• Short-term consequences to be the worst 

• However, fears that standard of living would 
deteriorate tended to decrease over the period 
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Why did economic fears decline? 

• Doomsday scenarios have diminishing returns 

 

• Francophone Quebeckers are more self-
confident than they were in the 1970s 

 

• Trade barriers are on the wane worldwide 
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Why do economic fears remain? 

• Loss of equalization payments 

 

• Fear that transition costs would be high 
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Quebeckers’  view of Canada based on 
standard of living, not just on emotions  

2 polls conducted by Angus Reid 1991 and 1992 (avg): 

                                                                     Qc      ROC 

Feel deep and emotional 

   attachment for Canada                         36        76 

Attachment for Canada only because 

   it guarantees good standard 

   of living                                                    32         16 

No attachment for Canada                      24           2 
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« In Quebec, francophones are dominated, 
economically, by anglophones » 

                              Agree        Disagree     NA 
May 1980:              54*           33             14 
April-May 1991:    53             45               2 
March 1995:          46             50               5 
June 1995:             47*           47               7 
August 1995:         48*           46               6 
Sept. 1995:            45*           50               5 
Francophone respondents only.  

* In both referendum years, YES supporters  far more likely 
than NO supporters to agree. 
 
Pinard, p. 328  
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Did Quebeckers’ economic fears have an 

impact  on the strategies of supporters and 
opponents of independence? 

 
• Words: Talk about « sovereignty » rather than 

independence; 

• Substance: Propose « sovereignty-
association » or « sovereignty-partnership » 
instead of independence or sovereignty; 

• The Clarity Act of 2000 precludes referendum 
questions like those asked in 1980 and 1995. 
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Why speaking of « sovereignty » 
instead of « independence »? 

There is a widespread perception among the 
electorate that a « sovereign » Quebec would 
not be separate from Canada. 

 

In opinion polls conducted, questions on 
sovereignty, sovereignty-association, 
sovereignty-partnership, elicit a higher 
proportion of YES votes than questions on 
independence, secession or separation 
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Impact of words chosen 1989-1995 
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Impact of words chosen 1995-2008 

15 



Confusion works 

« For you, does sovereignty mean that Quebec 
would become a country totally independent 
from Canada? » 

  

   Yes       57% 

   No       36% 

  
SOM July 1994. 
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« If Quebec becomes sovereign, in your opinion, 
will Quebec continue to: 
                                                                           Yes       No        DK        NA 
 
Elect MPs in the federal government? ...   27        51         21          1  
   
Pay taxes to Ottawa?................................   26        61         12          1 
  
Use the Canadian passport? …………………   41        44         14          1 
 
Be part of Canada?..................................    42        47          10         1 
             
Léger & Léger, July 1994 
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Sovereignty  Association 

When René Lévesque left the Quebec Liberal 
Party in 1967, he founded the « Mouvement 
Souveraineté Association », which became the 
Parti Québécois the next year.  

A sovereign Quebec would maintain some kind 
of economic association with Canada.  

The European Common Market was cited as a 
model for economic union between sovereign 
countries.                                                   
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A question of commas and hyphens 

The proposed association aimed at addressing 
the concerns of those who feared the economic 
consequences of secession. 

But one dilemma has bedevilled the Parti 
Québécois for a long time: Was the option: 

Sovereignty     COMMA    Association? 

OR Sovereignty   HYPHEN    Association? 
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More than a detail 

Sovereignty COMMA  Association meant that 

Quebec would first become a sovereign country, 
and then try to form an economic association 
with the rest of Canada.   

Problem: Sovereignty was certain, but 
association was hypothetical. Those who felt 
that association was vitally important were not 
reassured. 
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Sovereignty HYPHEN Association meant both 
concepts were unseverable and would be realized 
on a single shot (option put at 1980 referendum). 
Problems:  
• ROC and federalist Quebeckers just had to throw 

doubt on the likelihood that such an association 
would be concluded 

• Those who wanted sovereignty pure and simple 
felt being drawn in the business of « renewing 
federalism » 

• Some supporters of sovereignty thought an 
economic association was unlikely. 
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To what extent association would 
impinge on sovereignty? 

This is the basic issue on which Robert Bourassa 
(Premier 1970-76 and 1985-94) and René Lévesque 
(Premier 1976-1985) parted ways in 1967. 

Bourassa believed that once two sovereign 
countries shared the same currency, the weaker 
partner (Quebec) would have to align its economic 
and fiscal policies on those pursued by the stronger 
one. Hence a « sovereign » Quebec would not be so 
sovereign after all, and sovereignty was not worth 
achieving. 
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Referendum No 1, May 1980 

Two years after the PQ had won office in 1976, the 
popularity of sovereignty had not increased enough 
to reach majority territory. However, when coupled 
with association, the option fared better. 

Polls conducted by the government identified the 
referendum question that offered the best prospect 
fo a YES vote: 

A mandate to negotiate sovereignty - association 

40% of Quebeckers answered YES.  
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Many PQ activists remained uneasy 
with « association » 

 

In late 1981, angered by the patriation of the 
Canadian Constitution without Quebec’s 
consent, PQ members jettisoned the association 
from the party’s manifesto. 
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Without association, sovereignty was 
bound to lose (1994-95) 

In 1994, the PQ came back to office with a 
mandate to hold a referendum on sovereignty. 

In December 1994, the following question was 
proposed in a draft bill: 

«Are you in favour of the Act adopted by the 
National Assembly declaring the sovereignty of 
Quebec? Yes or No » 

Polls conducted in 1994-95 predicted on average 
a NO victory with 57%. 
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« Le virage », mid 1995 

Under pressure from other sovereigntist leaders, 
Premier Parizeau accepted to postpone the 
referendum scheduled for June 1995 and came 
up with a proposed partnership with the ROC 
that secured the support of the Bloc Québécois 
(Lucien Bouchard) and the ADQ party (Mario 
Dumont) 

An accord on this partnership was signed in June 
1995. 
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The referendum question was altered 
accordingly: 

Do you agree that Quebec should become 
sovereign after having made a formal offer to 
Canada for a new economic and political 
partnership within the scope of the bill 
respecting the future of Quebec and of the 
agreement signed on June 12, 1995?. 
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Referendum No. 2, 1995 
The conclusion of this accord increased YES 
support, but not enough to guarantee its victory. 
However, three weeks before referendum day 
(October 30, 1995), Lucien Bouchard became de 
facto the leader of the YES side and his personal 
charisma gave credibility to the partnership. 
On referendum night, the YES failed by only 53,000 
votes (49,4% to 50,6%). 
Bouchard succeeded Parizeau as premier of 
Quebec. 
It was later revealed that Parizeau intended to 
proclaim the sovereignty of Quebec immediately, if 
the YES had won. 

29 



Meanwhile, the Supreme Court ruling on secession 
(1998), followed by the federal Clarity Act (2000), made 
unlikely the holding of another referendum with 
partnership being coupled with secession.  

 

Ottawa would be obliged to negotiate if the YES won, but 
only if the referendum expressed a clear will to secede. 
Otherwise, Ottawa is legally prevented from negotiating. 

 

Following the Sponsorship Scandal in 2004-5, support for 
sovereignty increased for a while, and the Parti 
Québécois convention (June 2005) eliminated  the 
proposed partnership from the party’s platform. 
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Support for sovereignty 2008-2012 
CROP Data 

31 



Support for sovereignty 2008-2011 
Léger Marketing 
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Most recent polls on sovereignty 

                                                  Yes         No 
January 2012 (Léger)             43          57 
October 2012 (CROP)            34          66 
November 2012 (Léger)        39          61 
December 2012 (CROP)        38          62 
January 2013 (CROP)             36          64 
February 2013 (CROP)           34          66 
February 2013 (Léger)           37          63 
March 2013 (CROP)               38          62 
April 2013 (CROP)                  34          66 
May 2013 (CROP)                   36          64 
June 2013 (CROP)                  34          66 
August 2013 (CROP)              40          60 
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Conclusion 

• The drive for Quebec secession is based more 
on identity than on economic considerations 

• Concerns about standard of living decreased 
over time, but remain important 

• Best way to address such concerns was to 
speak of « sovereignty » and to couple it with 
an economic association with ROC 

• Many supporters of secession were uneasy 
with an hypothetical association with ROC 
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• Clarity Act of 2000 made unlikely that ROC 
would negotiate if sovereignty-association 
won at a referendum 

• Economic partnership disappeared from PQ 
platform in 2005. 

• Best prospect for secession would be a 
substantial  improvement in the relative 
performance of Quebec’s economy 
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