Frankly Speaking February 15, 2011

Behind the Scenes at Queen's Park: Question Period

What could and should be the most productive hour in the legislature's daily proceedings, too often devolves into an embarrassing  demonstration of incivility and disrespect among Members, for each other and for the institution of Parliament itself. I speak of that hour known as ..... Question Period. 

Questions but few Answers

Anyone who has watched this hour-long exchange between Members of the Legislature and Ministers of the Government, will know why it's called Question Period and not Answer Period. Rarely are answers given to even the most direct of questions. In fact, too often, responses are laced with the political or partisan message of the day  without even so much as a reference to the question that was asked. And although not justified, this is often the trigger for the babble of heckling that erupts from both sides of the House. 

Regular observers of the Parliamentary Channel will know that heckling is an art form that crosses all Party lines. They will also know that it's an activity in which I personally refuse to engage, although I must admit, that on occasion

I've been tempted to enter the fray. This column may help explain why. 

Getting the Question

Question Period is limited to 60 minutes and is held from 10:30 to 11:30 every morning from Monday to Thursday when the House is sitting. Those 60 minutes are divided between the Opposition Parties and Backbench Members of the Government. This makes getting a question quite a competitive process in itself. 

Requests to be scheduled for a question are submitted to the House Leader, who in turn weighs the merit of that question against those from other Members. Not an easy task for the House Leader, given the urgency of issues and the determination with which we advocate for the  opportunity to put our question. 

Putting the Question

The Speaker allows only 45 seconds for a question to be put and the same for the reply. A further 45 seconds is allowed as a follow-up question, and in that timeframe, one hopes to accomplish two things: 

First, to clearly  identify the issue and the action the Minister should take; and second, to get an undertaking from the Minister to take that action. 

When Questions Lead Nowhere

Why does one get tempted to lose composure in this setting ? Consider these examples of some of my questions over the past session and the Ministers' responses: 

Q - Will the Minister immediately intervene to stop the OSPCA's plans to euthanize the entire animal population at its Newmarket shelter ?

A- I have no authority to intervene and I have full confidence in the OSPCA

Q- More than 1,200 children are on a wait list for speech/language therapy in York Region and are falling behind academically and in the development of their social skills. Will the Minister immediately release the funds to ensure these children's needs are met ?

A- The government has invested millions more in speech/language therapy since 2003. 

Get the picture ? These are serious issues and the best the Ministers can do is to wash their hands of the matter or respond with an irrelevant reference to the past.  

Questions That Lead to Results

I also want to share with you what CAN happen when Question Period works the way it is intended. That's why I continue to do my utmost to get my questions on the roster. Here is one of those occasions:

Q-  Cody Hughes  has been told he will have to wait 3 years for a procedure to replace the joints in his jaw. His pain is excruciating and constant. His morphine dosage is that of a dying cancer patient. His parents are here in the gallery today. Will the Minister agree to meet with Mr. and Mrs. Hughes immediately following Question Period to hear first-hand how desperate their son's situation is ? 

A- Yes, I will be glad to meet with them. 

The meeting took place, the Minister intervened and Cody had his operation this past month. Not only that, but through this intervention, the ministry of health provided funding for more than 25 other patients who were on the wait list for the same procedure.  

It's Possible to Get Things Done

I hope this column has not only provided some insight into Question Period, but has also given a sense of optimism that we CAN get things done.  My hope is that we could get to the point where Question Period could become the legislature's finest hour, where meaningful exchanges would lead to the kind of results that were experienced by Cody Hughes and his family. It is possible and I'm privileged to work towards that on your behalf.  

As always, I invite you to contact me with your comments, questions or advice through my website at www.frankklees.com or by calling me at 905 750 0019. 

