'PARLINFO: Electronic Access to
Canada’s Parliamentary Heritage

by Talia Chung and Claude Brind’Amour

Bringing a piece of Canada’s history into the electronic age, that is how some may
refer to the Library of Parliament’s PARLINFO project. The pairing of historical
content and electronic medium: Canadian history meets Internet technology.
Result: a new way of making parliamentary information available and a flexible new
tool for locating information about parliamentarians. And like many of today’s
electronic resources, it had its genesis in a book published decades before.

the Publications Section of the Public Archives (now

National Archives) of Canada. To commemorate
Canada’s centennial, a unique work was produced
which gathered together over 3165 biographies of
parliamentarians who had held office in Canada from
Confederation up to July 1st, 1967. Under the direction of
J. Keith Johnson, The Canadian Directory of Parliament:
1867-1967 was published. The biographical sketches
detailed the parliamentary careers of the men and
women who had held office in the Senate or House of
Commons. It included dates of parliamentary service,
offices held, and constituencies represented. This source
soonbecame an indispensable reference work for anyone
interested in Canada’s parliamentarians.

It took over four years to complete The Canadian Direc-
tory of Parliament. The Public Archives staff combed
through diverse sources to ensure that the entries were as
complete and as accurate as possible. Sources from
which this information was derived included historical

In 1964, a special project was initiated by the staff of
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editions of The Parliamentary Guide, family histories, bi-
ographies, newspapers, parliamentary journals and de-
bates, local and regional histories, official records, as well
as, private papers. In spite of an intention to revise and
update the data with supplements and new editions, this
did not happen.

At the Library of Parliament, The Canadian Directory of
Parliament had quickly become an invaluable source of
information. Since formal updates were not forthcom-
ing, William Stiles, assisted by Lucienne Eshelman, initi-
ated in 1981, an informal system of collecting and
updating biographical information on parliamentarians.
The Library used its wealth of information resources to
ensure that these biographical sketches remained accu-
rate and up-to-date. These resources included newspa-
per clippings, official publications as well as information
collected from the parliamentarians themselves, in-
house special compilations on parliamentarians, as well
as the History of the Federal Electoral Ridings, 1867-1992, a
reference work produced by the Library with the assis-
tance of the Office of the Chief Electoral Officer. Legisla-
tors from both chambers were extremely co-operative in
providing the Library with information on themselves
and their careers. Over time this wealth of data, not
available or consolidated in any published source, grew
into a casual collection of information that acted as a cor-
porate / parliamentary memory. The Library began to
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consider making this information available to a wider
audience.

The Birth of PARLINFO

In 1994, under the guidance of Michael Graham and Mar-
guerite Campbell, the update to The Canadian Directory of
Parliament began to take shape. The information con-
tained in the biographies from 1967 onwards, was
checked and then entered into a word processing pro-
gram using a layout similar to those found in the Cana-
dian Directory of Parliament. The original intent was to
publish a bilingual print publication, but in 1996, the in-
auguration of a new visitors’ reception area in the Center
Block of Parliament led to creation of a completely differ-
ent product.

Within the confines of the Visitors” Welcome Center,
new bronze plaques engraved with the names of every
Senator or Member of Parliament, that had represented
Canadians since the birth of Canada in 1867, are promi-
nently displayed. The Speaker of the House of Com-
mons, Gilbert Parent, wished that visitors to Parliament
Hill could access biographical information on any or all
of the parliamentarians listed on the plaques, and leave
with a printed document containing that biographical in-
formation. With the approval and co-operation of the

Speaker of the Senate, Gildas Molgat, as well as the
Speaker of the House of Commons, and the full support
and encouragement of the Parliamentary Librarian,
Richard Paré and the Director General of the Information
and Documentation Branch, Francois LeMay, the Li-
brary undertook the formidable task of transforming an
unilingual English print publication into a bilingual
(English/French) electronic tool available to the public.
The work was assigned to Michael Graham and
ClaudeBrind’Amour, and they immediately agreed with
the suggestion from the House of Commons Information
System that the publication must be available as a Web-
based interactive kiosk. A partnership was formed be-
tween the Library of Parliament, supported by the House
of Commons Information Systems Directorate, and a
private-sector company specialising in information tech-
nology by the name of Systemscope. Together they pro-
duced PARLINFO. The Library retains full control of the
content of PARLINFO, while having available to them
the expertise of Systemscope in the more technical as-
pects of the design of the system. This included the struc-
ture of the database, as well as, the search interface of the
system. ‘
Decisions on the database, such as the structure, the
fields tobe used, the relationships between fields, the or-
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der in which these fields should appear, the protocols to
be followed, and many other details, had to be made
promptly and judiciously. There was meticulous check-
ing and re-checking of the information in order to pro-
duce a reference tool as accurate as possible. Hélene Platt
and Denise Ledoux did much of the verification of the
data and of the links to the digitised photographs. On the
technical side, Denis Fournier provided suggestions to
Systemscope on several database issues that needed tobe
resolved. These were only a few of the many whomadea
contribution to the PARLINFO project.

What is PARLINFO?

PARLINFO is an interactive touch-screen kiosk, specifi-
cally designed for visitors to Parliament Hill who are in-
terested in obtaining information on Parliament and
Parliamentarians. It is primarily an electronic directory
of Canada’s parliamentarians as it contains biographical
data on members of the Senate and House of Commons
from 1966 to present. The Library originally coined the
name PARLINFO in 1981 to represent, in electronic for-
mat, the sum of the Library’s information products on
Parliamentarians and Parliament.
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Getting from a static, page-based
publication to a full interactive
Web-based electronic product in a
year and a half required a Herculean
effort on the part of all those
involved.

PARLINFO presently consists of a specifically config-
ured SQL database containing over 1500 biographies and
a custom designed Web front-end. The front-end, or
search interface, displays Web pages in a controlled fash-
ion and requires the user to interact with the system by
pressing buttons on a touch-screen. The system is pres-
ently a stand-alone kiosk, but it has been designed in an-
ticipation of making it available to the public via the
Internet and the Parliamentary precinct via the Intranet.
The kiosk, as well as the Web site, will be updated auto-
matically from the master database.

Focus group testing on the beta version of PARLINFO
was conducted to determine whether the front-end de-
sign was successful, and to collect comments and sugges-
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tions on the type of content users may wish to find on a
system such as this. Results from the tests allowed the Li-
brary and Systemscope to refine the front-end design.
Testing also revealed that visitors to Parliament Hill
were interested in general information about Parliament,
including information on the duties of the Prime Minis-
ter, the history of the Senate and the House of Commons,
and the role of the Governor General. These suggestions
were gathered and applied to a subsequent version of
PARLINFO. Heeding feedback from members of its tar-
getaudience required that the Library add twonew com-
ponents to PARLINFO: a section on the office of the
Governor General and a FAQs (Frequently Asked Ques-
tions) section about Parliament, containing general infor-
mation on the Senate and Senators, on the House of
Commons and MPs, and on the Library of Parliament.

PARLINFO consists of two types of data: staticand dy-
namic. The general information on the Governor Gen-
eral and Parliament are static, text-based Web pages that
cannot be queried, and the biographical sketches are dy-
namic, database elements that can be queried in a variety
of ways. The biographical sketches are composed of nu-
merous fields, which contain specific types of informa-
tion (e.g. name, date of birth, date of public service, party
affiliation, etc.). Because the information is organised in
adatabase, each of the main fields can be used as a key for
looking up information. For example, a typical visitor
from Ontario by the name of MacDougall can search the
database not only for parliamentarians who have repre-
sented Ontario in the past, but also for any MacDougall
who may have held office in the Senate or House of Com-
mons since 1966. The database has the flexibility to allow
users to search the list of MPs representing regions in all
provinces, therefore a visitor from New Brunswick, who
may not remember the name of his/her MP can browse
through a list of MPs representing the province to locate
the member .

The search interface is organised into three levels: The
first level asks users whether they are searching for infor-
mation on a Senator, a member of the House of Com-
mons, or both. The second level narrows the time focus
to the current parliament or to previous parliaments. The
last level allows users to further narrow the focus to a
specific individual by providing searches by name, by
province, or by party affiliation.

An additional feature has been designed to allow for
bulk printing of biographies on special Senate and House
of Commons parchment letterhead. These high quality
documents will soon be available for purchase at the Sou-
venir Boutique on Parliament Hill, and will provide visi-
tors with an attractive, official souvenir.

PARLINFO is currently available as a stand-alone ki-
osk for visitors to Parliament Hill, as well as, on the Li-

brary’s Intranet site. It currently provides over 1500 bio-
graphical sketches from 1966 to the present. Digitised
photos accompany most biographies (less than 200 are
missing, and work is in progress to obtain the rest). Cur-
rent plans for PARLINFO include making it available on
the desktops of parliamentarians via the Intranet on Par-
liament Hill, and modifying its appearance slightly in or-
der to make it available on the Internet. Long term plans
will focus on completing the database by including all
parliamentarians since Confederation.

PARLINFO’s development required the capabilities
and talents of many people. Its success is a monument to
the efforts and diverse skills of its many contributors. Itis
amodel for inter-organisational co-operation and exem-
plifies the productivity that can be fostered between pub-
lic and private sectors.

Contributors to PARLINFO:
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Additional research: Kate McGregor

Senate
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Systemscope (wWww.systemscope.com)

Development and programming: Larry Duff, Denis Barbeau
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Peszko (peszko@systemscope.com)

Leonard & Littlemore

Graphic Design: Tom Littlemore (toml@smt.net)
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