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Canada's Political System

Canada works under a Parliamentary democracy. This means that there is no President, but 
a Prime Minister. Citizens do not elect the Primer Minister, the party (or a coalition of parties) 
with the greatest representation in the parliament (legislature) forms the government, its 
leader becomes prime minister or chancellor.

Unpacking the Canadian Political System

Parliamentary vs. Presidential Democracy

Canada’s Levels of Government 

Canada has three levels of government to help run our country – federal, provincial and local 
governments. Three branches work together to govern Canada: the executive, legislative and 
judicial branches. At the federal level, the executive branch (also called the Government) is 
the decision-making branch, made up of the Prime Minister, and the Cabinet. 

The legislative branch is the law-making branch, made up of two parts of parliament: the 
appointed Senate and the elected House of Commons. The judicial branch is a series of 
independent courts that interpret the laws passed by the other two branches.

The constitution gives the federal and provincial government’s total control over their areas of 
policy. The federal government can’t tell the provinces how to manage education or welfare, 
and the provinces can’t tell the federal government how to run the military.
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Structure of the Federal Government
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Responsibilities of the Federal Government

• Employment Insurance 
• Direct/Indirect Taxation
• Postal Services
• Immigration, Citizenship & Refugee
• National Defence
• Navigation/Shipping 
• Aboriginal Affairs (Nations)
• Criminal Law, Including Criminal Procedure
• Currency/Coinage
• Banking/Incorporation of Banks/ Paper Money
• Census/Statistics
• Bankruptcy
• Patents/Copyrights
• Sea Cost, Ferries and Inland Fisheries
• Quarantine
• Marriage/Divorce
• Weights and Measures
• Penitentiaries
• Foreign Affairs

Structure of Canadian Government

11
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How does a Bill become Law?

To create a new law, also called an act or a statute, the government first introduces a bill 
which must pass through various stages in both the House of Commons and the Senate in 
order to become law.

What is a Bill?

A bill is a proposed law that is introduced in either the House of Commons or the Senate. 
Most bills are introduced in the House of Commons. Bills can amend or repeal existing law or 
can contain completely new law.

There are two kinds of bills: public and private. Public bills relate to public policy and may be 
sponsored by a Minister (Government bill) or by a private Member (Members' bill). Private bills 
benefit a particular individual or group.

Pre-Legislative Process

DID YOU KNOW?

Canadian House 
of Commons has 
338 Members of 
Parliament (MPs)

IN 
2015

54 women out of 88 
MPs were elected for the 

very 1st time
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In the First House:

The first House can be either the House of Commons or the Senate and it is 
always the House in which the bill is introduced. If the first House is the House 
of Commons then the second House is the Senate and vice versa. A bill must 
pass through all the following stages, regardless of the House in which it is 
introduced, in order to become law.

1st Reading: This is a formality whereby the bill is introduced to the House. 
The bill is then printed in its 1st reading form, often with explanatory notes.

2nd Reading: The main principle and purpose of the bill is debated. If passed, 
the bill is then referred to a committee for further study. In some instances, a 
bill may be referred to committee prior to receiving second reading. Bills are 
not re-printed at 2nd reading.

Committee: Committee members study the bill clause by clause. The 
committee may make amendments.

Report Stage: The committee presents its report, which may recommend that 
the bill be accepted in its 1st reading state, or with amendments, or that it  
should not proceed further. During report stage debate, members can propose 
further amendments to the bill.

3rd Reading: The House reviews the bill in its final form and then orders 
the printing of the 3rd reading bill. The 3rd reading copy includes any 
amendments made to the bill thus far.

In the Second House:

Once a bill has passed the 3rd reading stage in the first House, the bill goes 
to the second House where it must pass through the same stages. The Senate 
may amend, delay or refuse to pass the bill, although traditionally the Senate 
passes most bills. Any amendments made by the second House however, 
must be agreed to by the first House or the bill does not become law.

Royal Assent: Royal Assent completes the enactment process. Bills may be 
given Royal Assent in two ways: by the Governor General or their deputy in a 
formal ceremony that takes place in the Senate before an assembly of both 
houses, or by written declaration. When a bill receives Royal Assent it is given 
a chapter number for the Statutes of Canada.
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Local Governments

Local governments were established by 
provinces to manage local affairs. They 
are not in the constitution, they are created 
by provincial laws and overseen by the 
appropriate ministries.

Local governments are often referred to as 
municipal government, though school boards 
are technically not municipal governments 
because they are governed by the Ministry 
of Education, not the Ministry of Municipal 
Affairs.

Responsibilities of the Provincial 
Government

• Direct Taxation with Province
• Prisons
• Health Care
• Municipalities
• Formalization of Marriage
• Property and Civil Rights
• Administration of Civil and Criminal 

Justice 
• Policing (Ontario, Quebec)
• Ontario Works (OW), Ontario Disability 

Support Program (ODSP)
• Natural Resources
• Highways
• Management / Sale of Public Land 

Belonging to the Province
• Incorporation of Companies
• Education

Structure of the Provincial Government
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DID YOU KNOW?

Out of  44 members  in City Council only 14 were women. 

and only 1 of those 14 a woman of colour. 

Women make up 

50% of the 
population in the City 

of Toronto

Source - Toronto Women’s Alliance

Responsibilities of the Municipal Government

• Public Health
• Waste, Recycling Services, Snow Removal
• Public Libraries 
• Building Licenses 
• Arts and Culture Facilities/Events
• Property Taxes
• Water
• Policing 
• Fire Protection
• Emergency Preparedness, Emergency 

Medical Services
• Public Transit (TTC)
• Parks and Recreation
• Parking

Structure of the Municipal Government
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REMEMBER:
 Municipal governments are not in 

Canada’s constitution, which means they 
govern under provincial regulations.

IN 
2015

0n August 14, 2018 in a highly controversial 
moved, Ontario's new Progressive 
Conservative Goverment passed the Better 
Local Goverment Act (Bill 5) to reduce the 
number of Toronto city councillors from 44 
to 25. 

On September 19, 2018 a panel of three 
Court of Appeal justices stayed a lower 
court's Sept. 10 ruling that struck down 
the provincial bill that first proposed the 
reduction in city councillors to align the city's 
wards with provincial and federal electoral 
boundaries. 

IN 
2018

Out of  25 members  in City Council only 8 are 

women and only 2 of those 8 a woman of colour. 
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The Structure of Council

Toronto City Council is the main governing 
and legislative body of the City of Toronto. At 
the time of this publication -August 2018- the 
City Council is composed of the Mayor and 44 
Councillors who make decisions on behalf of 
their constituents. Much of what is discussed 
at City Council are reports from its various 
Committees, including Community Councils, 
Standing Policy Committees, the Executive 
Committee, and other Committees of Council. 
These Committees report to City Council and 
make recommendations for a final decision, 
although Community Councils have some 
powers to make decisions on specific issues. 

Each City Councillor sits on at least one of 
these Committees.

Decision-Making & City Council

Generally, issues are identified by the public 
through research, follow-up to existing 
programs, services or policies or as part of the 
everyday work of running a city and achieving 
Council’s priorities. Councils are required to 
review reports from the City and agency staff 
when deciding on a program, new proposal or 
alleviating emerging issues.

These reports are written by staff members 
with expertise in many subject areas including 
city planning, civil engineering, or public 
health. The reports may also present different 
options for how the City can proceed, discuss 
any past decisions on the same matter, and 
make recommendations to help Councillors 
make their decisions. 

Consideration 
by a committee 
of City Council

Consideration 
by City Council

Consideration by 
Community Council

Implementation of
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Policy
Development
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