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Behind the Scenes at Queen's Park: Private Members Bills

What really goes on at Queen's Park behind the scenes ? 

Over the next few weeks, I will be giving you a glimpse into how things get done - or not - at Queen's Park. In this first Behind the Scenes column, I'll take you through the conception, development and legislative process of the Private Members Bill. 

" I meant what I said earlier today. Thanks for your initiative on street racing. You helped bring about positive change."

Those words were written on a yellow notepad, standard issue in MPPs' desks in the legislative chamber, and delivered to me by a Page. It was signed.... Dalton. 

I keep that note under the transparent overlay on my home office desk for reasons you will more fully understand after reading this column. 

Earlier that day, the Premier and his Attorney General had presided at a media event at the Safety Village in Whitchurch-Stouffville. The purpose of the event was to announce the passing of the government's new Street Racing Bill. It would empower officers to issue on-the-spot licence suspensions and roadside vehicle impoundment if they had reason to believe that the driver was engaged in street racing.  

A Rare Non-Partisan Moment

I made it a point to attend the announcement that morning, because I had tabled a Private Members Bill months before, that called for these very same measures. Although the government refused to pass my Bill, they had incorporated my legislation into the government Bill that was being announced. I was there to show my support for the legislation, but I had mixed feelings - knowing that for months, the government had scuttled my attempts to have these same measures implemented. 

Then came that rare moment. Following the Premier's summary of the new legislation to enthusiastic applause of representatives of police, fire and EMS services from across the GTA, the Premier said, " I want to acknowledge the contribution of my colleague Frank Klees for his initiative and for the leadership he has shown on this issue over the past number of months". 

Later that day, as we sat in Question Period, the Premier wrote that note which underscored his sincerity and reassured me that a measure of civility does exist in that place. 

The Conception

My constituents Rob and Lisa Manchester were on their way home to their seven year old daughter Katie when their car was hit by a Honda Civic at 140 km/hr. They were killed and their daughter was orphaned. 

I was motivated to do what I could to send a clear message that the deadly activity of  street racing would not be tolerated and that there would be serious consequences for those who chose to put innocent lives like the Manchesters at risk through their irresponsible actions. 

Development of the Bill...

Having made the decision to translate the Manchester tragedy into a positive outcome, I began the process of developing a Private Members Bill. I advised Legislative Counsel of what I wanted to achieve and provided a draft of the legislative amendments.  

I had consulted with our Chief of Police, a number of front line officers from both the York Regional Police and the OPP. They were unanimous: Give us the authority to issue on-the-spot licence suspensions and vehicle impoundments when we have reason to believe that street racing has taken place. 

Tabling, Debate and the Vote

First Reading of the Bill, as always, was a technicality. A Member is given the opportunity to give a short summary of the proposed legislation, then the Clerk calls for a vote and with rare exceptions, it passes on a voice vote. 

It is at the Second Reading however, that a full debate takes place.  If the Bill is passed at this stage, it is referred to Committee where the public have an opportunity to provide input and where further amendments can be made. The Committee then votes on whether to refer the Bill back to the full House for Third and final Reading. It is a fact that few Private Members Bills get to this stage, because the government of the day has full control of this process. As was the case with my Street Racing Bill, the government does not like to give credit to an Opposition MPP for meaningful legislative initiatives. This is a serious flaw in the legislative process, and one I would like to see reformed. 

Making A Difference.....

In the end, even a Private Members Bill that is not passed, can bring about positive legislative changes, as evidenced in the example I've shared with you. I have had similar experiences with Private Members Bills that I introduced in support of organ donation and reform of the OSPCA to name just two. The process itself can have significant impact on an issue by raising awareness of an issue and engaging the public in meaningful discussion.   I find this to be one of the most empowering aspects of my role as MPP and am honoured to be entrusted with the responsibility. 

I hope that you have found this Behind the Scenes perspective both informative and encouraging. As always, I invite your comments, questions and advice. You can contact me through my website at www.frankklees.com or by calling 905 750 0019. 

Frank Klees, MPP

