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Public administrators today are encouraged to move from rules-based to values-based administration and in pursuit of stronger accountability to move decision making toward a risk management approach. The perverse effect of these pressures may be, however, a renewed emphasis and reliance on rules, systems and structures. 

It is questionable whether these rules and procedures improve either policy or service to the public.  They may make it easier for public servants and politicians to explain or justify decisions - which Canadians expect and demand. But the stresses of this approach are felt by both public servants and politicians. 

Our speaker on the new stresses in the public sector was the renowned Hugh Segal: president of the Montreal based Institute for Research on Public Policy, professor of Public Policy at Queen’s University, and formerly Associate Cabinet Secretary to the Premier of Ontario, and Chief of Staff to the Canadian Prime Minister. Shortly after his presentation to the Toronto Regional Group he was appointed to the Senate of Canada. 

In his remarks he focused on growing incivility in politics, and the relation of that to democratic processes. He also addressed consequences for public servants. He illustrated his thoughts with references to the current Gommery Commission, and his own experience in the Ontario and Federal public systems covering several decades and many changes in public administration.

His remarks are posted in full on the Toronto Regional Group web-site.  Some extracts are provided below, followed by an outline of the interesting dialogue with TRG members in response to his remarks. 

Hugh Segal

In the last decade or so, successor administrations feel most comfortable tarring a predecessor administration or Prime Minister as substantially corrupt! It is in that practice that the link between partisan excesses and the end of civility can be most profoundly found.

What do these excesses and incivilities mean for public servants? 

· First and foremost it means 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.

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.

The important reporting by judges, Gommery, and parliamentarians is not what did happen in the Sponsorship case, or any other case, but rather what should happen in the future.

As public servants, and 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.

The best politics and policies have always been “good government”!

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.

Dialogue

Q. Ed Broadbent recently publicly commented on the declining civility in the House of Commons. What are your observations?
A. There has always been incivility, going back in current memory as far as 1968 and the Gerta Munsinger case for example. In these precedents the penetration may not have been as great, but the incivility was every bit as uncivil. Democracy is for and about debate and argument. It would be wrong to seek to diminish contested opinion and action.

A. Incivility does not imply the opposition is any less fit to govern or provide leadership. I would argue every opposition coming into power has an agenda which needs to be implemented. But the danger flowing from incivility is it may be an agenda built on false or warped conclusions about what’s wrong and where to go. The job of the public service is to tell them that, and to help them build a rational / valid / workable agenda to pursue their goals.

Q. The revelations from Gommery make it seem that money transfers and equalization payments are a quagmire.

A. It’s always about the money! This is a dangerous time for transfers and equalization. Hopefully the Sponsorship inquiry and debate will be a way to get at the principles. 

A. The biggest inequities in modern Canada are no longer about the historical basis of provincial / regional differences. Today the greatest and most dangerous inequities are the urban – rural inequities.  For example, crime is declining in urban regions and growing in rural regions!

Q. Perhaps the Sponsorship case will be seen as one of those situations where the ends (to keep Quebec in Canada) justified the means.

A. I would guess the public servants involved saw it in this light; that sponsorship may have been off centre, but it needed to be done. The motivation was likely honourable.

A. One of the singular strengths of Canadian approaches to public accountability is that where there is something wrong, there are always open/public hearings to give it a detailed airing. The Ben Johnson drug use case was another case in point.

A. I trust that Donald Savoie, who will write the report coming out of the Gommery Inquiry, will ensure a leavened approach and get at the principles of the matter.

Q. What are your thoughts on the Belinda Stronach defection?
A. The media got seduced by its own excesses! Her decision was principled, about being uncomfortable with party positions. The opposition should have backed away.

Q. In the pursuit of accountability – how do you avoid getting bogged down in incivility, petty matters, and paralysis.
A. Mistakes will happen. Accountability should be about clarifying the principles involved, or the principles that should be applied in the future. 

A. The decisions required are about the differences in the kinds of mistakes: (a) mistakes made in good faith, versus (b) mistakes made in bad faith.  There should be zero tolerance for (b) and some tolerance for (a). This does leave some tough judgements to be made about good faith!

Q. Staff retention efforts in the public service are damaged by un-warranted scapegoating! What can you suggest?
A. It would be a good idea to list the sources of information or advice on decisions made.  

A. There is a need for reform in the notions of Ministerial responsibility. The public service still needs some degree of protection and anonymity.

A. Governments must make choices about rejecting public service advice and ostracizing “guilty” parties. If they make the wrong choice there is a price to pay. In recent times there have been no 10 year regimes. It could be argued the end of extended stable government tenure was started in Ontario with the Bob Rae government. He brought in Mr. Agnew to replace the public service, and was not elected again.  The reason – he did not capitalize on the knowledge and insight available within the public service. 

-   Murray Lister
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