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This publication is produced by Procedural Services of the House of Commons.    
Please consult the online version on the Parliament of Canada Web site  
(www.parl.gc.ca) for recent updates. 

For further information, please contact the Committees Directorate  
at cmteweb@parl.gc.ca.

The House of Commons Stone ___________________

This sculpture, known as a “haut-relief ”, graces the House of Commons Chamber 
and was co-designed by Eleanor Milne and Maurice Joanisse and carved by 
Maurice Joanisse. The base stone – which portrays an election campaign – was 
designed and carved by Maurice Joanisse. The entire haut-relief was installed on 
the west wall of the Chamber in 1985. 

The artwork symbolizes the elected House of Commons. On top is a mythical 
figure – a Janus – who is addressing the present as well as looking back in 
time and forward to the future. The two figures in tilted oval frames represent 
the Leader of the Opposition on the right; and on the left, the leader of the 
governing party who is, of course, the Prime Minister. On the left and right hand 
sides of the image are twenty elected representatives composing a quorum – the 
minimum number of Members required to constitute a meeting of the House. 
In the centre towards the bottom of the image sits the Speaker, the spokesperson 
and presiding officer of the House; at the top stands the Sergeant-at-Arms with 
the Mace in hand prepared to maintain order. In the centre of the image stands 
the Clerk, the custodian of the records of the institution, and adviser to all 
Members, and in particular, the Speaker.

The House of Commons Stone is one of a series of twelve haut-reliefs depicting, 
in a symbolic and story form, the federal roles and responsibilities arising out of 
the British North America Act. They are all found in the Commons Chamber. 
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N ote       __________________________________________

� is guide off ers basic information regarding the operation of committees 
of the House of Commons and is for the use of Members of Parliament 
and the public. It is not intended to be a procedural authority.

Where applicable, the use of the masculine gender applies to men and 
women.
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A committee is a group of Members of Parliament (usually 12) 
chosen by the House of Commons to study a subject or legislation.  
� e membership of each committee refl ects the proportion of the 
seats held by each of the political parties in the House.  Tasks are 
usually delegated to committees in the interest of saving time in the 
House of Commons or because the House itself is too large a body to 
perform some kinds of tasks.  � e resulting division of labour allows 
members to become very knowledgeable in specifi c areas.

Although a committee is given various powers to accomplish its 
tasks, it remains a creation of the House and as such can neither 
expand nor increase its powers or its tasks.

� e committee is not a fi nal decision-making body.  When the 
committee has completed its consideration of a matter, or a part 
thereof, it may present its fi ndings, recommendations or decisions 
in the form of a report to the House.  Committees can have 
considerable infl uence on policy formulation and decision-making in 
the House of Commons.  � e report may include a request that the 
government provide a comprehensive response to the committee’s 
recommendations within 120 days after the presentation of the 
report.

When a committee studies a bill, it usually reports the bill, with 
or without amendments, to the House.  � e bill then proceeds to 
report stage and third reading.  � e bill must follow the same process 
in the Senate before becoming law.

An order of reference is the parliamentary term for a task delegated to a 
committee by the House.  A committee’s order of reference may be as 
all encompassing as the overview of the management and operations 
of one or more federal government departments and agencies, or 
as precise and specifi c as the examination of an Order-in-Council 
appointment.  Orders of reference may also include the performance 
report or the report on plans and priorities of a specifi c government 
department.  It may be a broad subject matter like human rights or 
a more specifi c matter of current interest.

� e House also delegates to committees the detailed clause-by-clause 
study of bills after agreement in principle at second reading.

1. THE ROLE OF A 
COMMITTEE

2. AN ORDER OF 
REFERENCE
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Sometimes, government bills are referred to a committee before 
second reading.  � is enables committee members to examine the 
principle of the bill before approval by the House, and to propose 
amendments to alter its scope.  � e same detailed clause-by-clause 
study of the bill is followed as for bills sent to committee after second 
reading.

When a committee receives one or more orders of reference, its fi rst 
task will be to decide what its priorities are and how much time it 
can devote to each.  Witnesses may be heard on almost every kind of 
order of reference.

� e clerk of the committee is the procedural and administrative 
adviser to both the Chair and members of the committee.  � e clerk 
carries out his duties and responsibilities in consultation with the 
Chair, and the Steering Committee (subcommittee on agenda and 
procedure), at the direction of the committee.

� e clerk, however, is a permanent employee of the House of 
Commons and as such is strictly non-partisan.  He is an expert in the 
procedural and administrative rules a committee must follow and is 
therefore the person to whom you should direct any questions.  � e 
clerk will also be able to advise you of any particular requirements 
the members of the committee may have.

Committees regularly invite private individuals, experts, 
representatives of groups and organizations, lobbyists, public servants 
and Ministers of the Crown to appear before them in order to elicit 
information relevant to the study currently under consideration.  
When an organization is called upon to give evidence, it may determine 
who will best represent it at the hearing, although a committee may 
also request that a specifi c individual attend.  Organizations should 
send to the hearing individuals who have an appropriate knowledge 
of the issue under study by the committee.

Committees select witnesses based largely on two criteria:  the type 
of study and the amount of time available.  When committees are 
not able to hear the testimony of all of those who wish to appear, 
they may ask potential witnesses to submit written briefs instead of 
testifying in person.

3. YOUR CONTACT PERSON 
– THE CLERK OF THE 
COMMITTEE

4. AN INVITATION TO 
APPEAR BEFORE A 
COMMITTEE

2. AN ORDER OF REFERENCE
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Once the committee decides which witnesses will be invited to 
appear, the clerk of the committee will contact them, giving the date, 
time and place of the meeting.  A  confi rmation usually follows.

Committees have also advertised in the printed media or on the 
committee’s Web site their intention to hold hearings on a specifi c 
subject, and have requested that those interested in either submitting 
a brief or appearing before it contact the clerk.  � e fi nal determination 
as to who will be invited to appear rests with the committee and the 
invitation always comes from the clerk.

Committees may make arrangements to hear selected witnesses either 
in person on Parliament Hill or through video-teleconferencing, or 
by travelling to regions where the witnesses reside.

In the vast majority of cases, committees are able to obtain the evidence 
they seek by inviting witnesses to appear before them.  However, if a 
witness has declined an invitation to appear, a committee may issue 
a summons to that witness by adopting a motion to that eff ect.  If 
a proposed witness fails to appear when summoned, the committee 
may report the fact to the House.  � e House then takes any action 
it deems appropriate.

Any witness appearing before a committee may be required to take 
an oath or make a solemn affi  rmation. While witnesses are not 
usually sworn in, the decision to swear in a witness is entirely at the 
discretion of the committee.  A witness who refuses to be sworn in 
might face a charge of contempt.  Similarly, the refusal to answer 
questions or failure to reply truthfully may give rise to a charge of 
contempt of the House, whether the witness has been sworn in or 
not.  In addition, witnesses who lie under oath may be charged with 
perjury.

A brief may be defi ned as a written submission to the committee 
while a presentation is, in broader terms, a short oral statement.

5. SUMMONING WITNESSES

6. SWEARING-IN OF 
WITNESSES

7. BRIEFS AND 
PRESENTATIONS

4. AN INVITATION TO APPEAR 
BEFORE A COMMITTEE
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� e committee clerk, when transmitting the committee’s invitation, 
will specify whether or not the witness is expected to prepare a 
brief;  committees usually require one.

� e clerk of the committee will be able to tell the witness what the 
specifi cations on the format and content of a brief are.  In general, it 
can be said that:

although individuals or organizations may submit briefs in  
either offi  cial language, briefs are not distributed to members 
of the committee until they are available in both offi  cial 
languages. � erefore, briefs presented in only one of the two 
offi  cial languages must be sent to the clerk of the committee 
well beforehand to allow suffi  cient time for translation; 
federal government departments and agencies must submit  
briefs in both offi  cial languages;
the brief should include factual information to substantiate the  
views expressed and the claims made;
recommendations to the committee should be as specifi c as  
possible, especially in terms of suggested amendments to bills;
the name and address of the association, organization or person  
submitting the brief should be clearly indicated on the title 
page;
all briefs should contain a summary; 
recommendations should be summarized at the end of the  
brief;
explanatory notes should be placed at the end of the brief;  
any reference materials used should be clearly indicated; 
any logos, line drawings, graphs, tables and charts should  
be done in black ink as other colours may not readily be 
photocopied;
any photographs submitted with the brief must be in black  
and white and have a glossy fi nish; and
the clerk must be consulted on the number of copies  
required.

If a witness wishes to make any kind of presentation other than 
a brief, the committee clerk must be informed to ensure that:

the committee is willing to hear, or receive, such a  
presentation;

7. BRIEFS AND PRESENTATIONS



Guide for Witnesses appearing before committees of the House of Commons • 5 

the proper equipment is available; and 
the room reserved for the meeting is suitable. 

All parliamentary buildings have entrances adapted for the disabled; 
parking spots are available as well.  Some washrooms can accommodate 
wheelchairs; these are usually located on the fi rst fl oor of the building.  
Should a witness require further information or additional facilities, 
the clerk of the committee should be consulted.

� e Chair of a committee is its presiding offi  cer.  During the meeting, 
it is his duty to maintain order and decorum, recognize members to 
speak, and rule on questions of procedure, such as whether or not 
motions proposed by members are procedurally correct.  � e Chair 
is also responsible for ensuring the progress of business, and may 
participate in the proceedings.

Most committee meetings proceed immediately to hearing the 
witnesses.

� e Chair, after indicating the order in which witnesses will be 
heard, introduces the witnesses to the committee.  Generally, the 
committee allots a certain amount of time for the presentation of 
each witness as well as for questioning by members.

� e committee may hold a brief discussion on how they wish to 
organize the witnesses’ presentations.  � e committee may decide 
to:

have the brief read into the record in its entirety; 
have the summary read into the record; 
hear a brief summary of the recommendation(s); 
append the brief to the electronic evidence contained on the  
Web site; or
proceed directly to questions. 

8. FACILITIES FOR THE 
DISABLED

9.  THE ROLE OF THE CHAIR

10. PRESENTATION OF YOUR 
BRIEF

7. BRIEFS AND PRESENTATIONS
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After the presentation of the brief or the opening statement of the 
witness in either offi  cial language, the members of the committee 
may ask questions.  Many committees have agreed to limitations 
on the amount of time available to each member.  � is time limit 
includes the witness’ response.  Many committees have also agreed to 
the order in which members will be recognized to ask questions.  In 
all cases, the Chair directs the questioning and recognizes members 
in sequence.

Witnesses appearing before committees enjoy the same freedom of 
speech and protection from arrest and molestation as do Members of 
Parliament.  � erefore, nothing said by a witness before a committee 
may be used in a court of law and for this reason a witness may not 
refuse to answer a question on the grounds of self-incrimination.  At 
the committee’s discretion, witnesses may be allowed to testify in 
camera when dealing with confi dential matters of state or sensitive 
commercial information.  Under special circumstances, witnesses have 
been permitted to appear anonymously.  Tampering with a witness 
or in any way attempting to deter a witness from giving evidence at a 
committee meeting may constitute a breach of privilege.  Similarly, 
any interference with or threats against witnesses who have already 
testifi ed may be treated as a breach of privilege by the House.

Witnesses giving testimony who wish to be assisted by counsel must 
ask leave of the committee, although permission is seldom sought.  
Counsel is restricted to an advisory role and may not ask questions 
or reply on the witness’ behalf.

In light of the protection aff orded witnesses by Parliament, they are 
expected to exercise judgment and restraint in presenting their views 
to committees.  Where witnesses persist in making comments that 
are deemed to be inappropriate by the committee, their testimony 
may be expunged from the record.

� ere are no specifi c rules governing the nature of questions that 
may be put to witnesses appearing before committees.  Witnesses 
must answer all questions the committee puts to them.  A witness 
may object to a question asked by an individual committee member.  
However, if the committee agrees that the question be put to the 

11.  ANSWERING QUESTIONS 
FROM MEMBERS OF THE 
COMMITTEE

12. PARLIAMENTARY 
PRIVILEGE – RIGHTS AND 
DUTIES OF WITNESSES
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witness, he is obliged to reply.  Members have been urged to display 
the appropriate courtesy and fairness when questioning witnesses.  
Nevertheless, a witness who refuses to answer questions may be 
reported to the House.

On those occasions when a witness has been requested by a 
committee to undertake travel to give testimony before it, either in 
person or through video-teleconferencing, the committee may agree, 
by motion, to reimburse reasonable travelling and living expenses 
incurred by the witness.  Usually up to a maximum of two witnesses 
per organization may be reimbursed.  Once the witness expense claim 
form, obtained from the clerk, has been completed and returned 
along with the necessary receipts, expenses incurred as a result of the 
appearance will be reimbursed.  Witnesses residing in the National 
Capital Region are not eligible to claim any such expenses.

� e Minutes of Proceedings, as well as the Evidence are available on 
the committee’s Web site following testimony and may be found 
through the Parliament of Canada Web site at www.parl.gc.ca, by 
following the prompts to “Committee Business”.

An unedited transcript, otherwise known as the “blues”, is available 
usually within 24 hours of the presentation and may be sent to the 
witness upon request.

13. EXPENSE CLAIMS

14. AVAILABILITY 
OF MINUTES OF 
PROCEEDINGS AND 
EVIDENCE

12. PARLIAMENTARY PRIVILEGE 
– RIGHTS AND DUTIES OF 
WITNESSES
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 COMMITTEE ROOM

Appendix
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