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LIONS OR JELLYFISH

Newfoundland-Ottawa Relations since 1957

Asked in 2010 about his pugnacious approach to federal-provincial rela-
tions, Newfoundland premier Danny Williams declared, “I would rather
live one more day as a lion than ten years as a jellyfish.” He was only the
latest in a long line of Newfoundland premiers who have fought for that
province’s interests on the national stage. From Joey Smallwood and the
conflict over Term 29 of the Act of Union to Williams and his much-
publicized clashes with Paul Martin and Stephen Harper, Newfoundland
and Labrador’s politicians have often expressed a determination to
move beyond a legacy of colonialism and assert greater control over the
province’s own affairs.

Lions or Jellyfish examines the history of these federal-provincial clashes
with both clarity and wit. Written by a noted expert on Newfoundland
politics and intergovernmental affairs in Canada, this book studies a vital
but frequently overlooked aspect of modern Canadian federalism.

RAYMOND B. BLAKE is a professor in the Department of History at the
University of Regina and the author of Canadians at Last: The Integration
of Newfoundland as a Province.



For three scholars and friends — J.L. Granatstein, Peter Neary,

and John Whyte. They each have been influential in shaping my views
about how best to understand the historical process and have fostered
within me the hope that a nation and its peoples will forever have

the decency to search for accommodation and compromise that are

the basic political principles of any virtuous nation state.



“I would rather live one more day as a lion than 10 years as a jellyfish.”
Danny Williams, premier of Newfoundland and Labrador,
on standing up against those who would take advantage
of his province. November 5, 2010
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Introduction

Governing is often a messy and confrontational pursuit in federal states
such as Canada where jurisdiction is divided between two orders of gov-
ernment. Canada has had long periods of strong central authority at
the national level, but provincial governments have had an equally long
history of resisting the centralizing tendency of the Canadian federa-
tion. All legislators have at one time or another lost sight of the common
good and become fixated on issues of jurisdiction rather than what
might be the best policy choices for the citizens who elected them. For-
mer Newfoundland and Labrador Premier Danny Williams manifested
that tendency when he told his party faithful at an annual premier’s din-
ner in St. John’s, “I would rather live one more day as a lion than 10 years
a jellyfish,” while reflecting on his battles with Canadian prime ministers
Paul Martin and Stephen Harper. Not a single premier or prime minister
could ever allow him or herself to be the jellyfish in any of the federal-
provincial battles that have marked the often bitter and protracted history
of intergovernmental relations in Canada even though both premiers
and prime ministers actively tried to solve national and provincial prob-
lems to provide social and economic security to all Canadians. A success-
ful state must find within itself the capacity to find accommodation for
all its members. Federal states have the added responsibility of finding
accommodations among their constituent parts while managing suc-
cessfully the competing national interests to ensure political stability and
social and economic justice for all.

The province of Newfoundland and Labrador is a relatively new en-
trant into Canada, one of the world’s oldest and most stable federations,
and its first ministers have often been at the centre of the troubled rela-
tions between Ottawa and the provinces that began with Confederation
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itself and have been a common occurrence since then. When the British
North American colonies came together to create a nation state in 1867,
Newfoundland chose to remain outside the new union. Unlike two other
maritime colonies — British Columbia and Prince Edward Island, which
succumbed to imperial and Canadian pressures to join in 1871 and 1873,
respectively — Newfoundland voted only in 1948 to become part of
Canada and then only after a bitter and protracted internal debate. A
National Convention had been elected in 1946 to consider various con-
stitutional options that it would recommend that the British government
place before the people in a national referendum to decide the coun-
try’s constitutional future. This was a part of the process to re-establish
democracy and return to Newfoundland the self-government that had
been surrendered amidst the fiscal and economic crisis of the Great
Depression. Negotiations between Canada and Newfoundland began in
1947 when a delegation from the Convention travelled to Ottawa to in-
vestigate what Canada might offer if Newfoundland decided to join the
Confederation. The Canadian negotiators had decided long before they
sat down with the Newfoundlanders that the new province had to fit into
the existing political and constitutional model that had evolved since
1867. They could not offer terms that would create significant differ-
ences between Newfoundland and the existing provinces. Hence, the
negotiations became largely an attempt to reconcile the demands of
Newfoundland with what Ottawa provided to the other provinces. The
Canadians were prepared to offer to Newfoundland only what they be-
lieved would be acceptable to the other partners of the federation.

The Newfoundland negotiators in 1947 — and again after a narrow
vote in 1948 in favour of joining Canada — argued for the unique cir-
cumstances of Newfoundland, which had long remained outside of the
Canadian federation. They were acutely aware of the economic and so-
cial disparities that existed between their country and Canada, even if
the Second World War had restored to them some measure of prosperity,
and they looked forward to the post-war period with considerable uncer-
tainty and dread. Yet they insisted on the exceptionalism of their country
— the belief that it was extraordinary and deserved special consideration
because of its peculiar constitutional history and economic disadvantag-
es. It is important to recall that before Confederation, Newfoundland
had no experience with federalism, and it insisted that it should not
have to conform to all of the normative rules and general practices of
the Canadian experiment. The negotiators in particular hoped to win
special concessions in fiscal matters. Ottawa was willing to concede a



