
H
ansard is the name given to the verbatim transcript of
proceedings of Parliament and the Legislatures in the
UK, Canada, and most countries that follow the British

parliamentary tradition. The publication is named after Luke
Hansard, who first started printing the proceedings in Britain
in 1774, and his son Thomas, who first received authorization to
do so in 1811. The first Hansard of the BC legislature was in
1970.

Hansard, however, is not a verbatim transcript. The first
draft, known in BC as the ‘blues’ after the colour of its cover, is
given to members of the governing body very quickly in order
that they may correct any errors (thus the famous Pierre
Trudeau remark, which, in its final Hansard translation,
emerged as ‘fuddle-duddle’). And the scribes of Hansard have
traditionally laundered the more raucous and undignified
behaviour of legislators, thus avoiding possibly painful
descriptions of what actually occurred.

And if the members go too far on the floor, the Speaker of
the House is always there to remind them that they must not
use ‘unparliamentary’ language.

With the advent of television coverage of the House of
Commons and the legislatures, Hansard, revealed another
shortcoming—it has no sound effects. Without sound effects we
are even more misled as to the level of interaction of our
representatives. However we can compare the two.

Federal Hansard
Nowadays, rather than witty circumlocutions as in the great
days of parliamentary debate, questions are over-lengthy,
wordy, and the point often obscured by the time the member
arrives at it—an excuse for speechifying really. Unfortunately
this means the real point can be ignored.

Let’s take a recent example from the House of Commons.
The occasion is question period, and Leader of the Opposition
Stéphane Dion is trying, with his second supplementary (third)
question, to pin down the Prime Minister on the subject of
judicial appointments. He refers to a recent statement by the
Judicial Council:

‘Mr Speaker, I explained the problem further to the Prime
Minister. He need only read what the council wrote: ‘there are
seven members who are ... entitled to vote, with four chosen by
the Minister of Justice. Because the majority of voting
members are now appointed by the Minister, the advisory
committees may neither be, nor seen to be, fully independent of
the government. This puts in peril the concept of an
independent body. Will the Prime Minister stop attacking the
independence of Canadian judges?’

The Prime Minister deliberately misses the point…
Right Hon Stephen Harper (Prime Minister, CPC):
‘Mr. Speaker, obviously the Liberal Party opposes the change
we have made, which is to give the police a voice in this
process.’

… and goes on to introduce a totally unrelated subject . . .
‘I am not surprised, given what I am reading in the

Vancouver Sun today, when I read this [is] how the Liberal
Party makes decisions: ‘The Vancouver Sun has learned that
the father-in-law of the member of Parliament for Mississauga-
Brampton South….’

… and bedlam erupts, catcalls and banging on desks drown
out the Prime Minister, and he comes to a grinding halt. Of this
Hansard reports: 
Some Hon members: ‘Oh, oh!’ 

(With no sound effects, unparliamentary language being
used throughout the chamber, and a generally indescribable
racket, what is poor Thomas Hansard to do? The scene clearly
exceeds his somewhat circumscribed literary powers.) 

The speaker attempts to calm the cacophony: 
The Speaker: ‘Order, please. We are wasting a lot of time.
The Right Hon Prime Minister has the floor.
Right Hon Stephen Harper: ‘Mr. Speaker, I am simply
reading what the Vancouver Sun reported.’

Not ‘simply.’ With this clearly premeditated accusation, the
Prime Minister attempts to make the point that the reason the
Liberals are opposing the government’s proposed renewal of
anti-terrorism provisions that would permit investigative
hearings and preventive detention (without the procedural
safeguards recommended by a parliamentary committee), is
that they are trying to protect one of their members. Besides
having no relationship to Mr Dion’s question, his point is, to
put it kindly, rather far-fetched. 
Some Hon members: Oh, oh!
The Speaker: ‘Order, please. We can go straight to the Bloc
question if that is the preference. We are wasting time.’
Some Hon members: Oh, oh!

That rumbling sound you hear is Thomas Hansard
revolving in his grave. And ‘Oh, oh!’ does seem a little
inadequate for the occasion. 

So whenever you see ‘Oh, oh!’ in Hansard, you may give free
rein to your imagination. 

Hansard in the BC Legislature
Let’s take another example of the level of debate from the BC
Legislature. You recall that the government cancelled last fall’s
sitting? John Horgan, the NDP member, is speaking on a
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motion introduced by the BC Liberal government to
eliminate evening sittings of the legislature, apparently over
concerns about members’ health. 
J. Horgan (NDP Member for Malahat-Juan de Fuca):
‘These are pretty simple things, Hon Speaker. Talk to
someone in your constituency. I know that the people in
Kelowna expect you to be here doing their business, and you
do that very capably. Why is it that the government now
wants to just change that? Because they’re concerned about
my health, and the time that I spend with my family. What a
crock. What a crock.’

Horgan has, unfortunately, stumbled into the slough of
unparliamentary language.
Deputy Speaker: ‘Member, please use language that is
with the decorum of this chamber.’ 
J. Horgan: ‘Well, if I can’t say ‘crock,’ Hon Speaker, then I
had better go through Hansard and …’ 
Deputy Speaker: ‘Member, that is not appropriate
language for this chamber.’ 
J. Horgan: ‘Crock is not appropriate language. Well, I
certainly withdraw crock if it has offended you, Hon
Speaker, or anyone else in this place.            
H. Lali (NDP Member for Yale - Lilloet): ‘Fiction.’ 
J. Horgan: ‘Fiction?’ 
H. Lali: ‘Fiction. You’re allowed to use fiction.’

Mr. Lali is just trying to be helpful. 

Later That Afternoon…
J. Horgan: ‘Point of order, Hon Speaker.’
Deputy Speaker: ‘Continue.’
J. Horgan: ‘With the modern technology available to us,
I’ve had a constituent contact the member for Esquimalt-
Metchosin with a Webster’s definition of ‘crock,’ and I just
wanted to…’
Deputy Speaker: ‘Member, the Chair has made the
ruling, and the ruling is final.’ 
J. Horgan: ‘The ruling is that ‘crock’ is unparliamentary.’
Deputy Speaker: ‘Member, the Chair’s ruling is final.
Thank you.’ 
J. Horgan: ‘Thank you, Hon Speaker.’
Give up hope? Wait—things did get a bit better.

Even Later… On Night Sitting And Some
Home Truths
Later in the debate, we hear from Corky Evans, the NDP
member for Nelson-Creston.
C. Evans: ‘You know what? I’m going to finish talking now,

and this thing will get done in an hour. We’ll pass the bill on
Monday, and my life will improve because I can go to a
movie. But, folks, your democracy—what separates you
from those places where people decide by… What do you
call that? Ministerial…? Fiat? What do they call it in Third
World countries, where they just have a…? A decree.
Government by decree—right? What separates us from
places in South America where they have government by
decree is that here we have a parliament. We have a debate.
Nobody gets to sit in the big chamber over there and just
give orders. 

‘You know, folks, we’re going to do this thing. My team
has not got enough votes to stop it. It will happen, and you
will lose night sittings. My life will improve, and your
democracy will get worse. I know there are folks who don’t
believe that any of this matters. It’s nickel and dime; it’s
irrelevant.

‘I offer you the TILMA, Hon Speaker. I offer people at
home … You are about to make an agreement, or perhaps
you have made an agreement, with the people of Alberta
that says all the rules in the two provinces will be the same.
That would be fine, if I understood it. But I don’t understand
it, and the folks over there don’t understand it because we’re
not going to debate it, because we’ve moved to government
by decree. Two Premiers can sign a piece of paper and
change how we work. 

‘Now, let’s see. If we can govern by decree to say what the
regulatory regime will be in the provinces, and then we
decide that we’re not actually going to have parliament in
the evenings or in the summer or in the fall, exactly how is it
that you’re going to know whether we’re crooks? And how is
it that you’re going to have input into what we decide?
That’s what’s being decided here.

‘Everybody at home: I get to go home early, and your
democracy is shortened by a tiny bit. You won’t notice, but if
it keeps going in this direction, the day will come when this
process is irrelevant, and the democracy you thought you
had is not passed on to your children.

‘No backbench BC Liberal members took part in the
debate, but this was a ‘whipped’ motion. In other words,
they were all required to vote for it, so it will pass anyway.’

Ed’s Note: If you don’t believe us, both these Hansards are
available on the internet. Isn’t it time we took a little reality
check on how our government is conducted. 0
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