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functions: general documentation, institutional

memory and, more recently, a function as an
association of ideas.! The general documentation
function was the first to appear. It can be found in the
earliest lists and in the first catalogues published in the
nineteenth century. The libraries took over the memory
function when the publications and documents
produced as a result of legislative and other
parliamentary activity became substantial and, at the
same time, something that desperately needed to be
arranged and processed. The association of ideas
function, which includes the work generally done by the
so-called research services, entered the scene in the
1960s. Of course, the three functions of parliamentary
libraries presuppose the existence of classification,
cataloguing, indexing and, more generally, processing in
the library.

The Library of the National Assembly was founded in
1802. It grew slowly and its role and functions were par-
ticularly repetitive and stable during its first 150 years.
An information service, the forerunner of the existing
readers services, was created in 1936; a bindery was es-
tablished some thirty years later. However, the greatest
innovations occurred during the 1970s. The Research
Service was set up in 1971" and it was followed a few
months later by a press clipping service, a service to rec-
reate the debates of the Assembly (a retrospective Han-
sard) and, between 1979 and 1984, the assignment to the
Library of the team responsible for indexing the Journal
des débats, the archives of the Assembly and administra-
tive documents.’

The Research Service of the National Assembly was
modelled on the service created in the Library of Parlia-

Parliamentary libraries usually perform three
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ment in Ottawa.” It was part of the process of moderniz-
ing Quebec’s parliamentary institutions during the Quiet
Revolution. The Upper Chamber was abolished in 1968
and the number of electoral districts increased from 95 in
1962 t0 110 in 1973. Consideration was given to creating
specialized parliamentary committees and a full printed
record was created in 1963. It should perhaps also be
noted that over a period of eleven years, from 1960 to
1971, the Assembly had three new majority governments
following four elections and thus there was substantial
turnover in the membership of the Assembly. It was in
this context that an opposition member, Yves Michaud,
suggested that researchers be appointed to work in the
Library or, at the very least, in the Assembly, a need to
which the Librarian of the time, Jean-Charles Bonefant,
had also anticipated.

The establishment of the Research Service seems to
have been an ambiguous and risky undertaking. The
choice of where the unit would fit into the organization
was difficult. From the outset, the focus was on the docu-
mentary and bibliographic needs of the Assembly’s
members. Consideration was also given to producing a
"political yearbook in Quebec” along the lines of the Ca-
nadian Annual Review or I’ Année politique, économique, soci-
ale et diplomatique en France. Selective indexing of a daily
newspaper in the provincial capital was also provided.
Analyses and studies, however, were produced only on
an exceptional basis. In addition, parliamentary groups
were being formed at about the same time and they all
created their own “research” group along parallel lines.’
They received their first appropriations® during fiscal
1970-71 and, five years later, the amounts in question had
increased fivefold.” Furthermore, when the leaders at
that time found that a large number of requests were
made to the “research” units of the parties, they bluntly
asked in April 1975 whether the service should not be-
come part of the Reference Service. It would appear that
this solution had already been contemplated since an or-
ganization chart dated January 1971 contained a “spe-
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cialized reference” division near the “general reference”
division, both forming part of a unit called “Services au
public”. Despite the difficulty in defining its mandate in
the early years, the growth in the work of the committees
and the increased activity in international parliamentary
relations were the reason for regular and on-going activ-
ity by the team. In short, while the fate of the Service
hung by only a thread in its early years, it seems to have
made its mark later and defined its role and functions
more effectively.

The Library’s Research Service had to compete from
the outset with a new service which had a clear and un-
ambiguous mandate to recreate the debates of the legisla-
ture. The Assembly had adopted the project to create a
retrospective record of its debates in 1973, when the so-
called research services was doing on-site work. For a
few years the recreation of the debates demanded and
consumed some of the resources that were initially allo-
cated to research activities. In1976-77, only three officers
worked in “research” whereas eight professionals and
technicians were reconstituting the debates of the nine-
teenth century.

The existence of two services at the same level, recruit-
ing the same kind of specialists and sharing resources
that were always rather limited delayed the develop-
ment of the “research” section. Inevitably, the managers
of the Library and the Assembly had to share the re-
sources between the two services. However, they also
had to take into account the restructuring of other admin-
istrative services, especially the Legislative Committees
Secretariat, the Interparliamentary Relations Directorate
and the Parliamentary Procedure Research Directorate.
In the early 1980s, the work of the committees and their
secretariat was reorganized, young professionals were
recruited and, for a few years, it was thought that they
could perform the “research” function as well as the sec-
retarial duties in the area for which their committee was
responsible. A similar reflex was noted later when the in-
terparliamentary relations sector was expanded. At the
present time the pendulum appears to be swinging back
and the Secretariat and the Directorates now submit
many requests, which are varied and often important, to
officials in the Library. Moreover, the presence of a Bu-
reau of Advisers in Parliamentary Law has further de-
fined the area in which service is provided and the
Service, which was deeply involved in the past in parlia-
mentary reform projects and activities, has been increas-
ingly removed from the area of research or intervention.

The relative weight of the Service within the Library
and the Assembly has varied over its first quarter-
century of existence. In terms of absolute numbers of
staff there were five professionals in 1971-72; twenty-five
years later there were seven. In the meantime, a mini-

mum threshold of three was reached in 1976-77 and a
peak of 9.6in 1991-92. If we compare the staff of the Serv-
ice with that of the Library as a whole, we find for the
years in question that the figures were 9%, 3%, 5.6%, 10%,
12.6%, 11.1% in 1996-97 and almost 14% in 1999-2000.
This means that if we ignore the exceptional data for
1976-77 and 1991-92, the Service has accounted for more
or less 9% of the person-years allocated to the Library.’

Since the employees of the Service are first and fore-
most at the disposal of the members of the National As-
sembly, it is possible to estimate the number of members
who can call upon an employee of the Service. From a
general point of view, the ideal situation was achieved in
1991-92, when every 12 or 13 members could count on
one research officer in the Library. The worst-case sce-
nario occurred in 1976-77, when, in principle, 36 or 37
members had to share the services of a single employee.
At other times, the ratio has swung between the two ex-
tremes: one employee for 17 or 18 members of the Assem-
bly in 1996-97; one to approximately 14 in 1999-2000, one
to 15 or 16 ten years earlier and one to 21 or 22 when the
Service was established

Since the recruitment or loss of immediate collabora-
tors of the elected representatives has an impact on legis-
lative activity,” changes in the group responsible for
studies and “research” can be compared with changes in
total numbers of administrative employees and secretar-
iat staff in the broad sense.

Having determined the size of the Service, we should
now assess its services at least quantitatively and then
take a look at who benefits from these services, again
from a historical point of view.

The data on the Service’s output show two quite dis-
tinct periods separated by two years of rapid growth: an
implementation period extending from 1971 to 1981, a
year during which production almost quadrupled and,
since that time, a plateau of stability. Statistically, the
number of projects completed from the year in which the
Service was created to 1981 increased in saw-toothed
fashion to reach 85 in that year. During the eleven-year
period, the annual average was 44. The production of the
Service if not its productivity recorded two major in-
creases in succession in 1982 and 1983" so that output for
1982 was four times as great as that for 1981. Later, from
1984 to 1997, the annual number of projects ranged from
305 (1992-93) to 440 (1986-87), a peak often being fol-
lowed by a trough and vice versa.

It may be asked what explains such an increase in pro-
ductivity. First, we must consider a cumulative effort
made to record requests and prepare statistics. How-
ever, this factor cannot hide the success and influence of
the team, regardless of the supposedly less busy periods
surrounding general elections or the lengthy sessional
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breaks." It can be assumed that the accumulation of ex-
perience,” the increase in work tools and the acquisition
of modern information technology and communications
have helped increase the service provided while staff
numbers remained steady.

Inevitably, we progress from the number of tasks done
and changes in this figure over the years to identifying
the recipients. The Research Service is available exclu-
sively to the members of the Assembly and senior offi-
cials and collective organizations such as committees
and interparliamentary missions. On the basis of the as-
sessment made each year for 25 years, the Service de-
votes most of its budget to the elected representatives
(76% in 1996-97; 88% in the following year) and senior
management of the Assembly (10% and 4% for the same
years). These cumulative figures were lower in the past:
84% in 1991-92 and 72 in 1990-91. The figures for the first
few years are less clear and the distinctions currently
made were not used at the time. However, it is known
where the requests came from. In 1976, one-half of them
were sent to the Service by Assembly members; the fig-
ure for 1978 was 30 out of 38. Before 1982 the Service’s
contribution to the work of committees of the National
Assembly was minimal. The silence of the annual re-
ports on this subject justifies this conclusion. Through-
out this period, however, the officers were convinced, as
were the Library managers,” that this was a possible field
for intervention. One source of requests has dried up
over the years, specifically following the reorganization
and refocusing of the Bureau of Advisors in Parliamen-
tary Law.

There is one group of achievements of the Research
Service that was especially important after 1980 and in a
particular manner in the first two years of this decade:
the preparation of many reference or consultation works
concerning parliamentarianism on the St. Lawrence.
Year after year it can be estimated that the employees
spent between 5% and 10% of their work time on this
task. A biographical dictionary was prepared of all the
members of the National Assembly and the Legislative
Council between 1792 and 1992, a parliamentary guide
(four editions to date), a record of election results, com-
pletion of an inventory of government archives relating
to the parliament buildings, and a second recording the
location of the archival depositions of politicians, publi-
cation of a glossary of parliamentary expressions,
ephemera and a selective bibliography of legislative in-
stitutions, to name only some of them. The Bulletin, of the
Legislative Library has been published since 1970 and
the Research Service was the main contributor.

This is a whole body of work designed to increase the
Assembly’s reputation and national representation, al-
though, above all, it makes the work of people consulting

the materials easier and of all those parliamentary offi-
cials who are likely to receive questions from the public
or even an elected representative, journalists in the Press
Gallery or government officials.

Conclusion

For now, it is possible to make a few observations on the
Quebec experience. The Service appeared as part of a re-
juvenation and modernization of the representative in-
stitutions and at a time of economic growth. Its existence
and position in the bureaucracy have been subject to
questioning both by the managers of the Library and by
the creation or reorganization of similar services. The
task of identifying the type of service to be provided took
up much of its first ten years. In recent years requests
from legislative committees and parliamentary missions
have required greater effort. In short, the Service seems
to have made its mark, earned its place and convinced
the administrative and political authorities of its useful-
ness.

It is tempting to make projections but past prognosti-
cations were so wide of the mark that we may reasonably
have doubts about current forecasts. The parliamentary
environment which consists of many decentralized
decision-making centres, makes any attempt at forecast-
ing dubious. One could predict that the Service will have
a given number of officers in 2003 or in 2008 or that re-
quests will increase by 10% per year and that in future re-
ports will contain 75 pages on average rather than 100 (or
vice versa). However, it seems more appropriate to pre-
serve present services and ensure that they can be flexi-
ble and sensitive to the surrounding communities,
without ignoring their skills and their information and
communications resources.
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