












THE HILL TIMES, MONDAY, OCTOBER 5, 2009 55

When we, the Party Central 
team, are out and about on 

the Parliament Hill party circuit 
people often exclaim that we have 
“the best job ever,” since “all you 
do is go to parties.”  We almost 
always tactfully point out that 
our party-chronicling is on top 
of all our regular duties as hard-
hitting political reporters. It’s true 
we consume an above-average 
amount of complimentary wine, 
have mastered the art of maintain-
ing a balanced diet by knowing 
what hors d’oeuvre to go for, and 
generally have a helluva time. But 
while we make Party Central look 
glamorously effortless, it’s not as 
easy as it looks. For this, the 20th 
Anniversary Edition of  The Hill 
Times, we offer you, dear readers, 
a peak behind the scenes of what 
has become a weekly Parliament 
Hill institution.

When the House of Commons 
is sitting, Hillites’ BlackBerry 
calendars are often packed with 
nightly events. But when the 
House is on a break, and espe-
cially during the summer or in 
an election campaign when the 
MPs are back in their ridings, the 
social landscape is barren. Over 
the last year-and-a-half Party 
Central has built up a cache of 
contacts who tip us off to happen-
ings on and around the Hill. Even 
on a quiet week there’s usually 
a going-away party for a depart-
ing staffer, or a low-profile book 
launch to go to, but every once in 
a while there’s just nothing.

The week of July 7, 2008, 
which we have come to regard 
as our ultimate D-list moment, 
we covered a lunchtime farewell 
party at the rickety old Serbian 

Embassy for the outgoing chargé 
d’affaires (the ambassador 
had recently left in a huff over 
Canada recognizing Kosovo). 
We didn’t know a single person 
in attendance, and the food was 
confined to pretzels and pea-
nuts served on pie plates. That 
evening the indignity continued 
when, not having gotten enough 
material at the embassy, we 
attended the 19th birthday party 
of Steffi DiDomenicantonio, 
a.k.a. ‘Steffi D,’ a 2006 Cana-
dian Idol top five finalist. Ms. 
DiDomenicantonio was a per-
sonal friend of CTV anchor and 
O-town institution Max Keeping, 
who brought a TV-crew to cover 
the affair, which made Party 
Central feel slightly less ridicu-
lous about being there (slightly).

Readers might be surprised 
to learn that not everyone is keen 
on having Party Central attend 
their event (we’re as surprised as 
you are), so sometimes evading 
the powers-that-be takes some 
fancy manoeuvering. When some 
uptight House of Commons staff 
tried to give Party Central the 
heave-ho at the Speaker’s recep-
tion in the Hall of Honour (Nov. 
24, 2008) following the Throne 
Speech, we said we’d just go get 
rid of our empty wine glasses and 
be on our way. Instead, we swiftly 
weaved our way through the 
crowd in order to evade the buzz-
killing bureaucrats and found 
safety with Green Party Leader 
Elizabeth May, who was shocked 
at the treatment we received. 

More recently, at a reception 
for their Imperial Majesties the 
Emperor Akihito and Empress 
Michiko of Japan, held at the 
National Gallery (July 13, 2009), 
Party Central was confined to a 
playpen-like media area where 
we were forced to watch the 

invited guests mingling, and had 
to try and snatch glasses of wine 
off the trays of servers who ven-
tured too close to the cordon.

At a Conservative Party func-
tion last summer (Aug. 3, 2009) 
held in Room 200 West Block, 
CPC president Don Plett, before 
he was appointed to the Senate, 
spotted some unfamiliar faces 
amongst the sea of partying Tories. 
Mr. Plett, who admitted that sus-
picion of the “liberal media” is 
alive and well in the Conservative 
Party, told Party Central we could 
stay, take advantage of the open 
bar, and have ourselves a swell 
time providing (a) we didn’t write 
anything about the party, or (b) we 
did write about the party but we 
had to agree to submit it to him 
for inspection prior to publication. 
We told him we’d just leave, but 
ordered a drink on the way out 
anyway.

Members of Parliament love 
to talk about serving their con-
stituents, how they miss their 
friends and family back in the 
riding, and how early they get 
up in the morning (4 a.m. is the 
gold standard). But one of Otta-
wa’s best-kept secrets is that, 
while there may be a lot of acri-
mony, pressure, and hard work, 
we have a lot of fun up here.

There are the big annual 
events, such as the garden par-
ties at Stornoway, and 24 Sussex 
Dr., and the black-tie Press Gal-
lery Dinner that bring out all the 
A-listers. But then there’s also 
the almost nightly receptions put 
on by various lobbyist firms and 
industry groups that want to get a 
little attention from the lawmak-
ers and rightly assume that an 
open bar and expensive cheese 
will be enough to get them in the 
door. These receptions can be 
hazardous to the health of rookie 

MPs, and it’s sometimes said that 
the men go for the bar, and the 
women for the buffet (more sea-
soned MPs often give their newer 
colleagues lifestyle advice, such 
as directing them towards the 
House of Commons gym).

Loose lips on Parliament Hill 
come from all corners, including 
media, and while the concept is 
unpalatable to some, the reality 
of life in the bubble is that some-
times you’ve got to cut people 
some slack. Party Central once 
received an email from a former 
high-level Harper operative 
requesting we omit a comment 
about how each day he lives in 
fear that his wife will run off with 
another Conservative strategist 
(he was joking, but apparently 
his wife didn’t find it funny). Two 
Tory MPs who are close pals 
were leaving Hy’s one night after 
Finance Minister Jim Flaherty’s 
last budget (Feb. 2, 2009) when 
one quipped that the other only 
changes his underwear when a 
new budget is tabled; the friend 
was not amused. A former Lib-
eral MP who was a little tipsy 
after dinner one night told Party 
Central she’s sick of hearing 
about men referred to as having 
“big balls” and that she’s got “big 
ovaries.”

Sometimes Party Central 
can’t help but ruffle a few feath-
ers, such as when we reported 
that the wine being served at the 
Liberal Quebec assistants’ party 
(June 8, 2009), which was made 
by former MP Denis Paradis was 
“rancid” and “tasted more like 
vodka.” Apparently one of the 
organizers of the event was trying 
to hawk the leftover vino after-
wards and noted in her advert 
that Party Central’s critique 
shouldn’t be heeded because we 
don’t know anything about wine. 

An outsider might be sur-
prised to see two MPs, who only 
hours earlier were turning purple 
screaming at each other across 
the aisle in the House, greet each 
other warmly as they stand shoul-
der-to-shoulder at the bar at Hy’s. 
The old folk of Parliament Hill are 
fond of waxing nostalgic about a 
kinder gentler time, before the age 
of perpetual minority Parliaments, 
when there was more camara-
derie among MPs from different 
parties. But the truth is that often 
a politician’s persona in Question 
Period doesn’t match how they 
are when they’re off duty, and 
people can get along even under 
the tensest political circumstances. 
At CTV icon Craig Oliver’s star-
studded 70th birthday party at the 
Château Laurier (Nov. 24, 2008), 
Transport Minister John Baird, 
told Michael Ignatieff (before he 
was crowned Liberal leader) that 
he was “a fan.” And NDP MP Peter 
Stoffer’s annual All Party Party 
(March 9, 2009) brings out MPs 
of all stripes, and 3,000 House of 
Commons staff to celebrate the 
Parliamentary community.

The best parties are the ones 
that happen when the political cli-
mate is red hot. When the actions 
of the people in attendance could 
affect the lives of their fellow 
party guests, and the people they 
represent, for years to come. With 
another election probably not far 
off, the dynamic has changed and 
people interact differently. Not 
long from now the population 
of Parliament Hill will dwindle 
as MPs, staffers, and journalists 
head out on the campaign trail. 
When they return, even if the 
configuration of the House is the 
same, everything else will be dif-
ferent. And before long someone 
will throw a party.
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PARTY CIRCUIT

Best parties 
happen when the 
political climate 
is red hot

By HARRIS MACLEOD
AND CYNTHIA MÜNSTER

MPs, who only hours earlier were turning purple 
screaming at each other across the aisle in the 
House, will greet each other warmly as they 
stand shoulder-to-shoulder at the bar at Hy’s. 

Life is also a party: Pictured clockwise from top left, Susan Bonner and Susan Delacourt; Alikhan Velshi and Cabinet 
Minister Jason Kenney; NDP MP Peter Stoffer; Grit MP Scott Brison; Cabinet minister Rona Ambrose; and Stephen Taylor.
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Hard choices will need to be made to ensure Canada’s low-carbon and sustainable 
energy future.  One thing we know for sure is that natural gas will be a fundamental 
part of that future.

Why?

First, there are increased supplies of natural gas in North America with estimates now 
stating that we have more than 100 years of annual production.  A leading authority 
on U.S. natural gas supply – the Potential Gas Committee - recently reported that 
estimated natural gas supplies are up a record 35 percent in just two years. 

Second, the increase in supply has led to the lowest prices in a decade and this trend is 
expected to continue.  

Finally, natural gas is by far the cleanest-burning fuel and produces 30 percent less CO2 
than oil and 45 percent less than coal.  

The fact is that using natural gas instead of more carbon-intensive fuels in the 
residential, commercial, and industrial sectors as well as for power generation and 
transportation will reduce a number of environmental concerns like climate change and 
smog.  As well, with its abundance and reliability, natural gas is the best choice to 
support the increased use of intermittent renewable sources of energy like wind and 
solar.  

Burgeoning reserves of clean-burning, reliable, readily accessible natural gas will go a 
long way towards ensuring energy sustainability, progress on important environmental 
issues and economic recovery. 

Visit www.cga.ca for more information on the role of natural gas and the natural gas 
distribution industry in Canada’s energy future.

A Low Carbon, Sustainable Future with Natural Gas

V l

Natural Gas. As good as it gets.

VOX POPULI

Read all about it: 
in-depth policy

“The Hill Times is the 
paper of record for 

Parliament. From in-depth 
policy coverage, to gossip—
when you read The Hill 
Times you have the read on 
federal politics. It’s never 
been about the numbers of 
readers, but rather the kind 
of reader. In one place, The 

Hill Times brings together 
the people who shape and 
implement politics in Can-
ada. If you are involved in 
federal politics in anyway in 
this country you shouldn’t 
start your week without 
The Hill Times.”—Brad 
Lavigne, pictured right, 
NDP national director 

“Here I go making myself feel old, 
again, but I can remember The 

Hill Times when it made its debut. And 
back then, as now, we all looked for-
ward every week to its arrival (and, in 
those days, it was Thursdays, not Mon-
days). It chronicled life on the Hill in a 
way that nobody else could, or wanted 
to. It allowed us to catch up on com-
ings and goings, it allowed us to hear 
about people in the backrooms, it told 
us about the machinery of Hill politics. 
It was a must-read. Still is. I don’t know 
why anybody hasn’t tried to copy The 
Hill Times’ winning formula—but I do 
know I’m glad it’s still around, 20 years 
later, keeping us informed about our 
home away from home.”—Liberal 
strategist Warren Kinsella

“The Hill Times, hmmm, 
well let’s just say that it 

fills a huge void created by the 
24-hour news cycle which has 
precluded stand-back, blue-
sky-view, policy-orientated 
Parliamentary coverage while 
providing Ottawa watchers 
with more in-depth insider 
views than anyone else. It 
explores issues.”—National 
Post columnist Don Martin

“The Hill Times is a story 
of a vision and tenacity 

and has evolved into a credible 
participant in the dissemina-
tion of public affairs comment 
and news.”—Former 
Conservative MP John Reynolds

“I and many of my 
staff make a point of 

reading The Hill Times 
every week. Parliament 
is our client, so it gives 
us an interesting per-
spective on what is hap-
pening on the Hill. Cov-
erage of our reports and 
‘policy briefing’ features 
are also an additional 
source of information for 
Parliamentarians about 
our role and mandate. 
Thank you and congratu-
lations on your first 20 
years of success!”—AG 
Sheila Fraser
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The Canadian Real Estate Association 

congratulates The Hill Times 
on its 20th Anniversary

of bringing the House to the People
from REALTORS® who bring people to houses.

As part of a $132(1) billion business, 

96,000 REALTORS® play a key role in the economy. 

Real estate sales generate $22.3 billion  

in spin-off benefits and 202,750 jobs annually.

 

You’ve helped us understand the Hill  

 and you’ve helped the Hill understand us.

(1) Value of MLS® residential sales in Canada in 2008 

The trademarks REALTOR®, REALTORS®, and the REALTOR® logo are controlled by The Canadian Real Estate Association (CREA) 
and identify real estate professionals who are members of CREA. 


