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How can parliaments support Members of Parliament who become
parents, in particular what are the rules for parliamentarians who
wish to take maternity and paternity leave?

Introduction (Greetings)

| wish to extend my thanks to our distinguished president, M. El Khadi. | would
like to express my gratitude to Joint Secretaries Ms. Elektra Garvie-Adams of the
United Kingdom and Ms. Capucine Capon of France, as well as to their teams, for
their ongoing support.

When we were informed of this year’s themes, particularly that of supporting
Members of Parliament as parents, | felt motivated to speak to this theme today.

One House, One Team

The Administration of the House of Commons of Canada, across all its service
areas, has long been committed to ensuring that parliamentarians with young
children can participate fully in proceedings and carry out duties.

A number of groups are involved in ensuring their needs can be met. Among
these:

1. The Board of Internal Economy, the governing body for the House that is
chaired by the Speaker, that has brought forth changes to policies and
facilities.

2. The House, its committees and its Members, bringing about changes to
practice or the Standing Orders.

3. And the Government, who has initiated legislative changes to Parliament of
Canada Act.

The House Administration works within these parameters. Providing support
options and making recommendations, without governing the framework or
determining which options are feasible or unfeasible. Our political clients make
those decisions, the House Administration implements them.



Standing Committee on Procedure and House Affairs

In recent years, Members have sought to define a more family-friendly parliament
through formal studies in committee.

In 2016 and 2017, the Standing Committee on Procedure and House Affairs more
commonly known as PROC, studied initiatives toward family-friendliness. The
committee met with senior administrative leaders from the House of Commons
and from legislatures from other Canadian jurisdictions, as well as the
Commonwealth to consider multiple viewpoints.

During these studies, it was raised that Parliamentarians who become parents
while in office face challenges when it comes to attending sittings of the House.
Historically, the Parliament of Canada Act provided that Members may miss up to
21 sittings of the House without financial penalty. After 21 sitting days, however,
the Act prescribed a deduction of $120 per day to the salary of Members for
every day that they did not attend a sitting of the House for reasons other than
illness, public or official business, service in the Canadian Armed Forces. As you
can imagine, this limitation meant that, in theory, new parents could face
financial penalties as a result of having a child.

In 2018, following recommendations made in committee, the Law was amended
to empower the House of Commons to regulate provisions for Members’
attendance related to maternity and parental arrangements. Since this legislative
amendment, the House has changed its policy, removing financial penalties for
Members who are absent for parental reasons.

It is interesting to note here that this legal change provided Parliament with some
autonomy in setting the rules for parliamentarians who wish to take parental
leave. The wording of the law ensures that the House of Commons may make
regulatory amendments without the need for further legislative amendment.

Another set of changes were made because of the PROC reports, this time with
respect to travel. The House of Commons Administration uses a Travel Points
System for members commuting between Parliament and Canada’s 338 electoral
districts. Since the costs of travel vary greatly depending on how far one is from
the capital, instead of a fixed travel budget, Members are afforded a certain
number of points, where each trip counts as a point. Members may use their



points to defray travel costs for themselves and immediate family who are
accompanying or reuniting with them.

Historically, travel costs have been higher for members with families, leaving
fewer travel points for the members themselves. Since 2018, dependants with
disabilities have been able to travel at no cost to the Member’s travel points.
Similarly, no points are deducted for dependants under the age of six. Members
may draw from their travel points to provide travel for dependants from ages of 6
to 20, or from the ages of 21 to 25 if they are full-time students. Also, Members
with dependants between the ages of 6 and 20 receive 8 additional travel points
per dependent.

These new rules ensure Members can travel more easily with children, ensuring
better work-life balance.

Hybrid Proceedings

Starting in 2020, because of the COVID-19 pandemic, the House moved to remote
participation in parliamentary proceedings. In 2021, the House adopted a special
order permitting electronic voting and approved a new remote voting application
allowing Members to cast their votes from anywhere in Canada with an internet
connection.

Then, in 2022, PROC was mandated by the House to undertake a study on the
future of hybrid proceedings in the House. Recalling its prior work in 2016, the
committee reiterated its recommendations to make proceedings more
predictable and, thus, more friendly to parliamentarians with family
responsibilities.

Following the study, the House adopted permanent changes to the Standing
Orders which enshrined the ability of members to participate in debate,
committee work and vote remotely, as long as they were participating from
somewhere in Canada. Also, most votes are now deferred until after Question
Period in the middle of the afternoon, rather than in the evenings as was
previously the case, allowing for a more predictable schedule.

During the study, one Member who testified before the committee indicated that
hybrid proceedings benefitted work-life balance by facilitating “her work in the



House and in committee into her ninth month of pregnancy.” In addition, as a
parent of a young infant, the Member was able to work remotely when needed,
even when childcare issues arose.

It is perhaps important and interesting to note that there was not unanimous
agreement on making hybrid parliament a permanent feature. Two of the four
parties were against so it will be interesting to see how things evolve going
forward, especially if there is a change in government.

Family Amenities and Services

A wide range of family-friendly services and facilities are available to members
and their employees. Since 2016, cafeterias have been redesigned to
accommodate families with child-friendly food options and highchairs. Members
may bring their children onto the shuttle buses which are used to travel within
the Parliamentary Precinct. Parking spaces for new and expecting parents are
situated closer to Members’ offices and the Chamber. In addition, home, health,
and childcare services are also available.

Members of Parliament, as well as their spouses with young children may use a
family room located near the Chamber, equipped with amenities for work and for
attending to children. The family room has a workstation and a notification light
in case of voting in the Chamber. Infant change stations are also located in all
buildings of the Parliamentary Precinct.

The House offers an Employee and Family Assistance Program which provides
services to Members and their families for family-related issues, as well as

solutions to a wide range of life challenges, and managing life transitions and
changes. The Program also gives Members access to several useful resources.

In addition, the House provides access to a Short-Term Child Care Program, as
well as a daycare for children on the Parliamentary Precinct, though the costs of
such childcare are paid by the Members themselves. Members may also apply for
appropriate levels of security clearance whenever necessary so that caregivers
may access the workplace.

Infants in the Chamber



Over the years, Speakers of the House have repeatedly ruled that infants are
permitted in the House.

Our practice is not formally codified but is inspired by a study undertaken by the
Australian House of Representatives, which proposed clarifying the definition of
“stranger” in the Standing Orders to not apply to infants. Speakers’ rulings on the
matter have upheld Members’ right to bring infants into the Chamber so that they
may act as caregivers while working, provided that there are no disruptions or
disturbances, and the work of the House can proceed uninterrupted.

Discussion and Conclusion

We see the effects of changes in the parliamentary environment regarding
maternity and parental arrangements. On January 8 of this year, the Leader of the
Government in the House of Commons Ms. Karina Gould, announced that she
would be taking parental leave.

This announcement sets the tone for integrating family responsibilities into the
parliamentary working context and asserts that parenthood is compatible with
senior parliamentary roles. In the House Leader’s absence, another Member of
Parliament will act as a temporary successor.

Parenthood at Parliament is being further normalized: the culture of the
organization on a political level is proclaiming that parental responsibilities will
not detract from a lifetime of professional achievement. And, where the political
will exists, the Administration is enabled to make services and facilities available
to parliamentarians. Where parenthood is normalized, parental facilities and
services are more easily integrated into the workplace and into the rules that
govern parliamentary business.

| will be interested to take note of the experiences and frameworks of others, and
the House of Commons does not shy away from borrowing the good examples set
in other legislatures.
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