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HOUSE OF COMMONS

Tuesday, June 30, 1987

The House met at 10 a.m.

Prayers

[Translation]
POINT OF ORDER

REFUSAL TO ACCEPT PETITION—MR. SPEAKER’S RULING

Mr. Speaker: 1 am now prepared to rule on the point of
order raised on June 15 by the Hon. Member for Churchill
(Mr. Murphy) concerning a petition he had hoped to present
on child care.

The petitioners were calling upon Parliament to provide the
provinces and territories with the immediate short-term
funding to expand non-profit child care.

The Clerk of Petitions advised the Hon. Member that his
petition was out of order because it entailed public expendi-
tures.

[English]

Let me say at once that the advice given to the Hon.
Member by the Clerk of Petitions was totally supported by
long-standing precedents. Citation 685(3) of Beauchesne’s
Fifth Edition states:

The House will refuse to receive any petition that directly asks for a grant of

money out of the public revenues unless such grant has first been recommended
by the Crown.

This citation is substantiated by all previous editions of
Beauchesne in even greater detail, and also in all four editions
of Bourinot’s Parliamentary Procedure.

In addition, we have numerous precedents on the record in
the form of Speakers’ rulings, dating back to May 7, 1868.

There was one case, on May 19, 1947, where the Speaker
allowed a petition praying for an increase in old age pensions,
but this was because the Governor General’s recommendation
had already been signified to a Bill having the same objective.

An important ruling of June 7, 1972, emphasized that the
Chair was obliged to ensure that petitions conform to “the
historic practices and usages of the House”. The Speaker
added, and I quote:

At many times the House has shown itself willing to waive its rules, however

strict, to allow the introduction or the passage of a measure it desires, but it has
consistently refused to do the same with petitions.

Like so many of our practices, this is one we inherited from
the British Parliament. It has been governed by a Standing
Order of the British House of Commons since 1713, and the
financial initiative of the Crown was rooted in parliamentary
procedure long before then.

We must, however, remember that at one time all legislation
originated with a petition, and the practice of originating
expenditure by means of a petition accompanied by a Royal
Recommendation was not an unusual occurrence in the British
Parliament.

On page 794 of Erskine May’s Twentieth Edition, it is
indicated that “the regular use of petitions for initiating
expenditures has lapsed”, and the British House of Commons
now has a Standing Order which prevents the reception of
petitions proposing public expenditures in all circumstances.

It is interesting to note, however, that until 1963, a petition
from the British Museum for a grant in aid was presented
annually by the Home Secretary, who signified the Royal
Recommendation.

Faced with such a weight of precedent, the Chair feels
unable to reverse a long-standing practice, about which there is
no doubt whatsoever. However, I have great sympathy for the
argument made by the Hon. Member for Churchill (Mr.
Murphy), an argument which, as Hon. Members will recall,
was fully supported by the Hon. Parliamentary Secretary to
Deputy Prime Minister and President of the Privy Council
(Mr. Lewis).

The right to petition Parliament is fundamental to our
parliamentary system, and it is not unreasonable to assume
that the remedy, in many a situation, could only be found
through the expenditure of public funds. A petitioner is
entitled to petition for relief in a burdensome situation, so that
a mere change in wording could well render a petition in order
which might otherwise be out of order. A petition praying for
the enactment of a measure which would provide the relief
being sought might avoid the restriction imposed by our
practice.

[Translation]

Personally, I think that a petition does not fall into the same
category as Bills, and that if it seeks to change the current
practice, however deeply anchored in history it may be, the
House ought to consider this procedure. This is the kind of
question which the Standing Committee on Elections, Privi-
leges and Procedure might very well entertain, and I intend to
draw the attention of the committee chairman to my ruling.



