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PAGES IN PARLIAMENT AND THE LEGISLATURES

By Gary Levy

Research Branch .
Library of Parliament

FEDERAL PARLIAMENT

For many years after Confederation it
was customary for the House of Commons to
choose boys, often as young as eleven
years old, from the Ottawa-Hull region to
perform the traditional page services of
carrying messages and running errands for
Members of Parliament. The boys were
often school drop-outs whose families
needed the money and their job as pages
prevented them from continuing their
education. Once they reached sixteen or
seventeen years old they were no longer
suitable as page boys and many had diffi-
culty finding other work although a large
number were hired in some other capacity
by the House of Commons.

From time to time this system was cri-
ticized by members who felt Parliament
had some obligation to assist these boys
with their education. In 1968 a minimum
age of 16 was established for pages but
they were still drawn from the local area
and they still were all male. In 1971
some members inquired about the possibil-
ity of hiring female pages but no change

Ottawa

in the recruitment system was made at
that time.

After the Hon. James Jerome became
Speaker in 1974 he asked the Clerk of the
House to prepare a report on the page
system used in the United States Con-
gress. The report was referred to the
Standing Committee on Members Services
which concluded that the Canadian system
was unsatisfactory for a number of rea-
sons. It said an adequate page system
should achieve the following objectives:

(1) symbolize the national
character of parlia-
ment ;

(2) increase the public's

knowledge of parliamen-

tary proceedings;

(3) ensure a high quality

of service in the

chamber to members;
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(4) provide opportunities
to young people with no
discrimination on the
basis of sex.

The Committee considered the United
States model, the essence of which 1s the
provision by Congress of a school in the
Library of Congress through which the
pages continue their regular education
during their months of page service, but
decided not to recommend a similar sys-
tem. With the smaller number of pages
needed in Canada and the necessity that
would arise of providing schooling in
both official languages and probably in
at least two provincial school systems
(Quebec and Ontario), the idea seemed
impracticable.

The Committee then considered holding
an annual national competition open to
students in their final year of high
school. Such a competition would have
been very costly and as a compromise it
was decided to 1limit the applicants to
undergraduate university students who
attend or were planning to attend one of
the post secondary institutions in the
national capital region. In this way it
was hoped to achieve as broad a represen-
tation as possible, assist students with
their education costs and attain the
other objectives outlined by the commit-
tee,

The first group of pages consisted of
22 girls and 14 boys chosen from the ten
provinces and two territories. They
began work in October 1978. Each page
works a 2% hour shift with a total of
11-13 hours a week. Their duties are
basically the same as the former pages,
delivering messages and running errands
within the confines of the Centre Block.
Pages receive $6,000 a year and they work
under the jurisdiction of the Sergeant-
at-Arms. The Chief Page, Mr. Robertson,
-1s himself a former page.

On the matter of hiring female pages
the Senate preceded the Commons by nearly
seven years. On June 2, 1971 Senator
Muriel Fergusson noted that the United
States Senate had broken with tradition
by appointing female pages and the
Ontario Legislature also had four girl
pages. She asked if consideration could
be given to hiring female pages in the
Upper House and on September 14 of that
year Speaker Deschdtelets announced the
appointment of two female pages in the
Senate. Both girls were wuniversity
students; one was studying geography at
Carleton University, the other was enrol-
led in psychology at Ottawa University.

At present the Senate employs eight
pages, four male and four female. Each
page 1is assigned to approximately thir-
teen Senators and 1s responsible for
making sure that Senators receive all the
documents of the Senate relating to each
day's debate. One Senate page operates
the electronic console which opens the
microphone of the Senator who has the
floor.

The basic requirement 1in selecting
Senate pages 1is that they must be at
university and require financial assis-
tance to continue their studies. The
salary of Senate pages ranges from
$5,402-$6,156. They sign yearly con-
tracts which are renewable and may be
terminated by either party.

Provincial Legislatures

In 1972 a survey on the use of pages in
provincial legislatures was published in
The Parliamentarian which summarized the

information as follows:

"Manitoba's Legislative
Assembly now hires two boys
and two girls, chosen from
among the most successful
students 1in metropolitan



Winnipeg. They serve for
one session only, receiving
a lump sum of $300 and
$2.06 an hour for evening
sittings. ...

Saskatchewan similarly em-
ploys two boys and two
girls as pages 1in the
Legislative Assembly. They
are in their late teens,
having finished school, and
are paid an hourly wage
with overtime. The pages
work from eight to twelve
hours daily during the ses-
sions which wusually last
eight weeks.

The  Alberta  Legislative
Assembly has six page boys,
aged between 15 and 19, who
arrange their school curri-
culum so as to leave them
free to work in the Assem-
bly between 2 p.m. and 5:30
p.m. They receive $1.75
hourly and a uniform.

Ontario employs four girls
and eighteen boys, of 12
and 13 years of age, as
pages in the Legislative
Assembly. When not working
in the Chamber they attend
special classes in order to
keep up with their educa-
tion. <.

Both New Brunswick and
Nova Scotia employ youths
in thelr late teens or
early 20s as legislature
pages. Some have completed
high school and are attend-
ing or expecting to enter
university. ...
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The Legislative Assembly of
Prince Edward 1Island ap-
points four high-school
boys as pages. They serve
in pairs on alternate days
so that their schooling
does not suffer during the
short legislature sessions.

The pages of the National
Assembly in Quebec attend
school within the legisla-
tive building, the curri-
culum being the same as
that followed by other
students aged 15 to 18,
They make up for time lost
by going to extra classes
during holiday periods.”
(L

In March 1979 the Clerks of each provin-
cial legislature were asked to update
this information and their replies are
shown in the following chart. It will be
seen that the only major change is in
Quebec where pages have been fully inte-
grated into the regular messenger
service.

PAGES IN THE PROVINCIAL LEGISLATURES...

(1) Anthony Wright, "Pages in the Canadian Parliament and Legislatures™, The Parliamen-
tarian, Vol. 53 (January 1972).
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