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News Release 


March 10, 2000

QUEBEC COURT OF APPEAL 

RULES IN PHYSIOTHERAPIST’S FAVOUR

Toronto – On February 25, 2000, the Quebec Court of Appeal acquitted physiotherapist Philippe Thomas of charges laid against him for “illegally practicing chiropractic” when he performed spinal manipulations on two patients in 1987. The court case, resulting from the lawsuit initiated by l’Ordre des Chiropracticiens du Québec (OCQ, the regulator of chiropractors in Quebec), centered on the legal interpretation of existing provincial statutes, not on any question of malpractice.

This ruling by the highest court in Quebec means that spinal manipulation does fall within the scope of practice of physiotherapy in that province, and that a therapeutic treatment is not the exclusive domain of a single profession but may be practiced by other professions with the required competencies. Therefore, Mr. Thomas, a physiotherapist licensed by l’Ordre professionel des physiothérapeutes du Québec (OPPQ, the regulator of physiotherapists in Quebec) and a member of the Canadian Physiotherapy Association (CPA), was performing therapeutic acts for which the law expressly confers upon him ‘reserved rights and privileges.’

“This ruling makes it clear that physiotherapists in Quebec continue to have the same rights as their colleagues in other provinces,” says Susan Glover Takahashi, Executive Director of the Canadian Alliance of Physiotherapy Regulators, the national federation of provincial regulatory boards. 

In Quebec, as in all other provinces, physiotherapists are regulated health professionals who provide direct access for their clients, and must adhere to their profession’s Code of Ethics. “The public can rely on physiotherapists as competent professionals with skill and expertise in the evaluation and treatment of physical impairment and dysfunction,” says Glover Takahashi.

The ruling by the Quebec Court of Appeal is consistent with other similar legislative actions across Canada. In British Columbia and Ontario, spinal manipulations are considered a ‘restricted act’ and physiotherapy is one of the professions that retains the legal right to perform them. Last year in Manitoba, during the first revision to the Physiotherapy Act since 1981, the term ‘manipulation’ was retained in the description of the physiotherapy scope of practice, despite a bid to have it removed.

Beverley Lafoley, CPA President said “this case provides an opportunity for the physiotherapy profession to move proactively to ensure its role in the health care system and to clearly define its scope of practice.” CPA is the national professional association representing physiotherapists in Canada.

Low back pain is one of the most common problems seen by physiotherapists and other health care professionals. After completing a detailed history and assessment of the client, a physiotherapist may select from a range of treatments and modalities, including treatment techniques such as mobilization or manipulation. Spinal manipulation is a technique used by physiotherapists with selected patients for specific conditions. Because physiotherapists are trained to assess and treat the whole person, they know when – and just as importantly – when not to use spinal manipulation. 

A case law review of manipulation done for CPA in 1997 found that of the 35 reported civil and criminal cases involving spinal manipulation across North America since 1986, none has involved a licensed physiotherapist. A national study currently underway by the College of Physiotherapists of Alberta will publish their findings on the Competencies Required by Physical Therapists for the Safe and Effective Practice of Spinal Manipulation as a Physical Therapy Intervention. In addition, the College of Physiotherapists of Ontario is developing a Clinical Practice Guideline for manipulation in physiotherapy practice, and it is anticipated that it will be published soon.

Physiotherapists have extensive academic and clinical education in health science faculties at major universities in Canada. The curriculum includes the study of anatomy, biomechanics, physiology, pathology, function and physical assessment, as well as clinical management, using a variety of approaches including therapeutic exercise, neuromuscular facilitation techniques and manual therapy, including manipulation. The Orthopaedic Division of the CPA also offers an extensive, standardized post-graduate clinical program in manual therapy and manipulation.

The Canadian Physiotherapy Association (CPA) provides leadership and direction to the profession and fosters excellence in education, practice and research. The Canadian Alliance of Physiotherapy Regulators is dedicated to building consensus among provincial regulators (including the OPPQ) on national regulatory issues in order to assist them in fulfilling their mandate of protecting the public interest. Together, the CPA and The Alliance, on behalf of the more than 13,000 licensed physiotherapists and their patients, are committed to promoting the highest standards of healthcare for Canadians. 
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