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I am delighted to be here this morning and address some of the challenges we face in the context of public policy, the reality of accountability and the risk of paralysis.

The effect of the Gommery Commission, the degree to which the actions of a few individuals are being used to attack the very nature of our political system and the role of the partisan players in our system, is contributing to a sense of paralysis in some parts of the federal government. The heightened sense of controversy, partisan excess, parliamentary brinkmanship and the easy use of the word “corruption” is having its effect. There seems to be a media call for someone’s resignation every day if not every week. There is always some rationale for cynicism in a competitive democracy, but the levels we are seeing encouraged by many in the system, in media and elsewhere really do require of all of us, of our fellow citizens in the media, business, the trade unions, the interest groups and throughout civil society that we pause, take a deep breath and put a little balance and perspective into our analysis of what is and what is not happening. Let’s talk for a moment about ambition, partisanship and morality in our competitive democracy.

Contrivance, another term for "spin" is central to the dynamics of a competitive democracy. By its very nature a competitive democracy is about different parties and leaders contending for the privilege of governing, and individuals and factions competing with one another for the chance to lead. That someone might overstate their positive attributes, or the benefits of one's policies or platforms and, at the same time overstate the downside of a competitor's offering should surprise no one. The absence of such exaggeration or "salesman's puffery" as tolerated in the common law, would, in a competitive democracy, be a source of greater concern. Those in the media, the clergy, business, or labour who decry these excesses do so at the peril of their own credibility. In Canada, and elsewhere, those honourably engaged in political and partisan debate and competition have no lessons to absorb from any of the above.

In fact, a fellowship of contempt for politics and politicians that united brand marketers, stock touts, evangelical, or denominational advocates at all levels, along with the media moralizers (whose organizations regularly recast circulation numbers to claim some measure of superiority) would be of immense illustrative value. And unlike the members of this fellowship, our political leaders can, at least be well dispatched by the voters when the gap between promise and delivery yawns too deeply.

For a country whose politics is often dismissed as dull and predictable, we Canadians can reflect on how the status and dimensions of political engagement have changed since Messrs. Harper and McKay put the proposition of one Conservative party to their respective memberships in open referendum in 2003. The overwhelming grass roots embrace of one Conservative party by the membership of the previous two has not only invigorated the competitive politics of our federal elections, but increased the pressure on all parties and leaders to perform and lead. And, with increased pressure comes unavoidable tensions between people, leaders, factions, and personalities. A tightly balanced House of Commons adds to those pressures considerably.

The concurrent reality of the Gommery Commission added a dimension of both farce and explosive wildcard to this political dynamic. And, in some serious ways the Gommery Commission is producing, however unwittingly, some of the strongest disincentives to any sustained civility in the political process - and - in some measure creating a sense of license among both political and media actors to overstate, falsely criminalize, and demean the entire political process. If one assumes that either everyone or, conversely hardly anyone, who has testified before Mr. Justice Gommery has told the truth, the contradictions and responses under cross examination imply that there is a line of factual reality that in some cases, is both interrupted and less than straight and true. Clarity here will ultimately depend on the Judge's measured and considered conclusions.

But, to dismiss an entire party, or all its members in Quebec, or an entire advertising industry, or all partisans in Quebec, or an entire political generation, or all federalists in Quebec as being in one way or another part of one or several criminal conspiracies is both over the top and, likely more about partisan excess, sovereignist self-righteousness or anti-Quebec bigotry dependant on the source. Journalists or politicians going down this road convey more about themselves than about the "facts" of the matter, which are in many ways, yet to be determined. Independent of the sponsorship inquiry, we have become, in the last decade or so, far too prepared to have one administration (even within the same party) feel more comfortable (with or without actual evidence) tarring a predecessor administration or Prime Minister as substantially corrupt. It is in that practice that the link between partisan excess and the end of civility can be most profoundly found. Canada, here, is no pioneer.

What the far right sought to do to Bill Clinton, or what the anti-war left alleged relative to the so called corporate profit motivation for the Bush doctrine as played out in Iraq are equally overwrought examples of the same excess. The media become complicit because their standard for broadcasting or printing a charge of "corruption" is simply that it be made. The rest of the cycle is dictated simply by competitive media business pressures.

The balances that sustain legitimacy in democracy are extremely acute. The notion that the vast majority of men and women in elected public life are not motivated by genuine public service is a self fulfilling prophecy - in that, if most are perceived, even wrongly, to be feathering their own interests, however noble their real motivation, the system and political dynamics of which they are a part will tilt towards the hypercriticism and incivility that repels both the voter and the honest public advocate from engagement.  In both Canada and the United States the attack on civility comes not from the division between right and left, or the core competition between centre right and centre left political parties. It comes instead from unyielding and corrosive attacks on the motivation of each side and key figures in the respective parties.  In some ways, these attacks on motivation come from a sense of discomfort around the force of ambition in daily political life. In the ultimate and most fundamental of ironies, there is no democratic politics or competitive democracy without ambition; yet the way ambition is portrayed and assessed has a very great deal to do with suspicions about motivation. There is a philosophical dead end here, one we must somehow break through if we are to rebuild any sense of civility in our partisan politics in Canada.

A competitive democracy is precisely that - one where no one side or person controls the agenda or the various levels of political, regulatory, economic, or program power. In Canada, independent of the competition between political parties, we have separate and independent judiciaries, constitutional power splitting between federal and provincial governments, a Charter of Rights and a host of statutory protections around labour codes, free collective bargaining, gender equality, and shareholder rights to ensure something other than undue agenda control by any one entity, interest group, government, or slice of society. And, beyond all that, we have the media whose self/public interest profile also helps ensure a healthy cynicism and suspicion of any person or persons with too much apparent impact on the public agenda. Since the mid 1980's, we have also begun to formally monitor the long pre-existing practice of retaining advisors or representatives for the purpose of influencing government decisions from broad policy to explicit procurements, and everything in between. The practice had gone on since the "ancienne regime" in New France; the mandatory and statutory registration of clients and agents began under Brian Mulroney.

But all these countervailing forces do not obscure the hard reality that if our democracy is to choose governments, local MP’s, provincial legislators, town councilors and mayors (Thank God, and the Crown that we do not elect judges) then individuals will have to both aspire to hold office – and either individually or in concert with like minded souls, plan, organize, and strategize how to get elected in an open democracy. There is no other way, unless we want computer programs to select leaders at random – at which point voting and democratic competition would be obviated.

The act of conspiring with others to win an election, shape a platform, honourably pay campaign expenses, attract star candidates to one’s team, build public support and sustain at least transient popularity sufficient to win is not corrupt, nor is it corrupt for a young lawyer, architect, engineer, accountant, or advertising executive to help a candidate or party in their partisan plan to compete effectively.

The desire to be a party’s candidate or a local MP, or a Minister of the Crown, or a first minister is not corrupt. It does not constitute a criminal or reprehensible conspiracy. It is not demeaning or uncivilized. It is the very essence of the motivation that political and personal ambitions bring to the democratic process. Where the core issue of ambition, both partisan and personal, intersects directly with the issue of political civility is in the answer to the “why” question – an answer which speaks directly to motivation. Here, we need to be as frank about human nature as we are about political theatre. Naivete in the defence of civility is no virtue, to paraphrase Mr. Goldwater. People will enter politics because they are motivated by a desire to serve others. As they progress from volunteer at the local level to other parts of the organization some will aspire to higher and elected office, in the party and in the region, province, or countrywide. That aspiration will be shaped by a mix of policy goals, relative sense of personal efficacy, some measure of conceit, and a desire to hold greater sway and influence. In this aspirants will be shaped by other political personalities both as models of what to do and what not to do. If the core purpose, at the outset of the trail, was to foster greater economic growth, or encourage more social justice, or promote a more independent defence and foreign policy capacity, or more support for the farmer, these purposes remain vital to the core motivation. And, if one assumes that whatever one’s core policy motivation, one needs duly elected or appointed authority to “make things happen” the aspiration and ambition to move up what Disraeli called “the greasy pole” can only build. It does not build among all those engaged. But it does build among some – and they are the ones who aspire to political leadership – as ministers, premiers, mayors, Prime Ministers, and the rest.

To look askance at these “aspirants” or to demean ambition as selfish and unbecoming – to use ambition to devalue “motivation” and purpose is to negate the core of a competitive democratic system. It is not an affront on civility to seek, democratically, increased political influence or authority. Whether one deserves that authority, whether one’s ambition reflects one’s skill sets or abilities are what voters decide either within a political party or at general election time. Throughout society, in every aspect of the arts, business, the sciences, the bureaucracy, and academe, there are players who both overstate or underestimate their own skill sets and abilities. Politics, which in a democracy should reflect a society’s strengths and weaknesses, is no different. In politics, at least, voters do get somewhat more of a say. That some individuals might seek to profit personally and illegally form political machinations is no more a justification for condemning a political culture or class than individual and isolated acts of white collar crime, secret private sector commissions, or labour union corruption, are reasons for condemning free enterprise, free collective bargaining, or the purchasing industry. The media itself would readily admit that many of its own competitive machinations might not in the particularity of certain maneuvers necessarily pass a high minded smell test – which would be no reason at all to disparage the idea of a free press.

Ambition is essential to democracy. But so is civility – namely the public and private belief in the right of others to disagree – and aspire to the promotion of their ideas and ambitions at the expense of their opponents’! Civility implies that the opponent’s motivation – even to and including holding a high office one would prefer not to vacate is the civilized and required dynamic of a competitive democracy – to be respected and understood as one of the counterbalances of our democratic system.

How one removes an opponent from office, how one repels a democratic attack, how one comports oneself, how one’s party and platform behaves and advances are all open as they should be, to public scrutiny and judgement. But the acts of seeking power or attempting to retain it democratically are, in the context of any real democracy, profoundly moral and absolutely vital.

Partisanship is an essential part of this process. Associations of individuals, regions, factions, generations, across provincial or local borders to work within a common political family – founded on philosophical premises and practical principles of strategy and position is not some nefarious collection of “n’er do wells” conspiring to steal from the taxpayer – however the far right, aspects of the far left, and the common cultural imprint of the- “come down from the hills to shoot the wounded”- media might argue otherwise. Twenty bank robbers, or three, or one hundred, do not make all depositors thugs and crooks.  In responsible parliamentarian democracies, ever since Magna Carta, electing people to parliaments is about controlling the public purse. Those aspiring to public office aspire to control the public purse, and there is nothing even remotely corrupt in that. A pro social programs party and a pro tax cuts party may have different priorities for the public purse, but they both seek its control, through parliament – and constructive sway in parliament to achieve their goals. Is the control of the purse perfect in any place or context? In what bank, church, hardware store, charity, hospital, or sports league, what municipality, military unit, expeditionary force, mission or community fund, corporation or media empire are there no incidents of waste or abuse? And, in what areas if any of the above could one claim zero risk of conflict of interest, nepotism, fraud or theft? And, in one way or another, all these funds are “public funds”, either in the way they are deducted from income before profits are assessed for taxation, or created through tax deductions which are tax expenditures as clearly as any government ad campaign to discourage smoking, or any Canadian Armed Forces food relief flight to Ethiopia. Those who break the law, commit fraud, theft, who are engaged in breech of trust, or corruption should be prosecuted with the full force of the law. But the larger publicly spirited bodies – be they governments, political parties, charitable causes of one form or another – and corporations who pay taxes, employ Canadians, and pay dividends and generate growth for pension fund beneficiaries, are not institutionally flawed because small groups of individuals may on occasion engage in criminal diversion or fraud.

Unless there is actual evidence of personal fraud or corruption, or willing and knowing complicity, those who captain or serve institutions with honour do not become suspect because their government or party has been stolen from or abused.

Seeking power democratically is not a criminal act.

And for the public servants that are there to serve the governments of the day-governments that are lead by politicians who are members of political parties-and who could not have been elected without advancing a deeply partisan cause-what does this all mean?

Well, what it means first and foremost is that public servants have a primary duty to their governing statute, to the broad public interest, to a dispassionate and impersonal standard of reason, fairness and probity. It means that when asked to do what they should not do they have a duty to push back. They have a duty to give advice on policy, even when it is unwelcome. Being asked to implement a policy one disagrees with is not an assault on one’s virginity or integrity. No public servant has the right to win every argument, even those that are purely technical. Being asked to break the law is another matter. But here we need to be clear-our system allows Ministers, Deputies, and others in high office to use discretion and judgement. Not all rules can or should be implemented without regard to the human or urgency context in any circumstance. Clearly, the paralysis we see in many parts of Ottawa because of the combination of the sponsorship inquiry and former administrative issues at HRDC, is one of angst ridden - people overlaying excessive and cascading approval authorities in a “classic cover one’s behind” mode. It is unbecoming and unproductive.  Any opposition or media observer who thought this was a good thing would be someone who simply prefers government to be bogged down in paralysis.

As the recommendations emerge from the Gommery Commission, we need to be clear that the purpose of government is to govern and serve, the purpose of competitive political parties is to compete and advance their ambitions to serve and govern; should Justice Gommery or our parliamentarians seek to dilute any of the abilities vital to achieving those purposes, then the cure for whatever illegal activity may have transpired may in fact be far more harmful than whatever fraud may or may not have been committed upon the taxpayer, the Liberal party, or various departments.


As public servants, you have no explicit power to influence the Gommery findings; but as citizens who believe that government is a force for good, we all share a duty to defend the core integrity of public service – both elected and appointed.


We need not be discouraged or historically overwrought.  Scandals happen in democracies.  We have had some larger than, and smaller than what we now face.  There is less to our present travails than meets the eye; and more to the core strength of our democracy and public service than some would have us believe.
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