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In the fall of 2003 public servants in Ontario were the midst of transitions in all three levels of government. During times of political transition, the professional public service is challenged with achieving a delicate balance between politics and the administration.  The politics of government may of change, but the basic premise upon which the government rests remains constant.  In this IPAC session of the Toronto Regional Group, three distinguished panelists with experience in government transitions from both political and administrative points of view discussed their insights for an audience of public servants of federal, provincial and municipal governments.

Graham White - Chair, Political Science Department, University of Toronto

There's an interesting quotation from Ed Goldenberg on this matter - "Transition is not rocket science". Professor White managed however to draw some interesting comparisons between the two disciplines.  

Transition is not about making decisions - its about getting hands on the leavers of power.  The similarity with rocket science is - it all comes together in a moment of truth.  

1.  Both depend on Preparation ... huge preparation.  Transition basically consists of: preparation, preparation, preparation.  

2.  They both can have disastrous results - that is they can go badly wrong very quickly.  The disastrous NDP transition in the Province of Ontario is a case in point.  They never expected to form a government, and they never got over their lack of preparation.  

3.  Both rocket science and political transitions are shrouded in secrecy.  No one will acknowledge they DO any preparation ... because of the risk of bad spin; but not everything needs to be secret. 

4.  It is all about heading into the unknown, with the likelihood of surprises and encounters with aliens and "strange beings".  The trepidation is partly because there is so little understanding between bureaucrats and politicians ... especially at the middle levels.  

5. Once ignited ...  things can happen very fast.  

Another challenge for a new government is getting good "political staff".  The pay is not good for starters.  And there is a deluge of less desirable applicants after the party wins.  

Another challenge ... the agenda is overwhelming!  There isn't really any time for transitions! 

Dan Burns - former Deputy Minister, Province of Ontario 

Mr. Burns proposed an overall cycle of events during every government tenure: 

1.  Agenda: during the agenda phase, government is preoccupied with translating promises to streams of activities.  This phase may last up to two years 

2.  Prioritization: the consequence of all the agenda setting is that the government gets over-committed.  So then they try to simplify and create some focus - a “post catharsis prioritization".  The catharsis point for the NDP Rae government - was a weekend where they realized they had 500 top priorities.  They managed to slim that down to 200, and then they retired the policy committees in order to stem the flow of new ideas, and agenda growth.  

3.  Communicating: as the election looms, government enters a phase of a "communications obsession", where they are building the case for re-election.  

The election year itself has four phases: 

1.  Communications - in this past provincial election we had the aberration of four false starts 

2.  The election campaign itself - with its own rules.  

3.  Election day - and the swearing in of winners.  

4.  Organization – up to the first budget and throne speech.  

We are now in stage 4 of the Ontario Provincial election. During this organizing phase, there can be three different casts of characters to take the stage.  Team A will be announced, where the Government pulls in all the notables to translate the promises and create the agenda.  Then Team B will come in to design the political arm of the new government.  Then team C will take the stage, where authorities on this or that subject are invited in, and experts on particular agendas pour over their part of the agenda.  

All of this can go smoothly and successfully, but distilling this into the swearing in of Cabinet - is chaotic! 

What is the Public Service to do during this period? Foundation material must be prepared - explaining the current state of affairs, the current issues and trends, and how we got here.  They must then begin preparing support documents for the action agenda and the transitions.  

One of the early challenges of the transition is language. 

To start with there are language differences between the two cultures.  The public service - is a text based culture.  Politics - is an oral based culture.  One can contribute to the transition by providing translations required between text and oral communication.  The government will want the same language and vocabulary as they used during the election.  In briefing materials prepared by the public service there will be a purging of the "old language" used by the last government, or at least a move to more neutral language, until direction can be established on the new language.  If the public servants don't use the same language as the politicians, the politicians will say "they (the public servants) don't get it!" - which can lead to unfortunate start-up relationships.

The initial task is translating the party platform into action.  There will only be patchwork of references to policy or program development strategies among the campaign promises, so when the dialogue with the public service begins it will be necessary to fill in gaps between promise and performance.  Price and rent controls is one example where the Ontario Liberal platform talked only of one part of the issue. Implementation will create significant challenges.  The task of the public service is to explain how to do what they want, and to work out all the bugs.  This starts by describing the terrain on which they are embarked.  

Compared to twenty-five years ago, today the Public Service is probably less capable of understanding the practice of politics.  Twenty-five years ago there were no huge political staffs; and polling had not developed the role it has today.  Politicians today are convinced the Public Service cannot provide everything they need in order to govern.  Politicians believe that public servants do not "get it" well enough.  

Be aware: the risk is not a politicization of the Public Service; rather the risk is the marginalization of the Public Service.  

Each group wants to transform the other.  But really it's not a matter of changing each other - rather it is a matter of managing the boundary.  

Postscripts: 

· This new government is using "mandate letters" to communicate expectations to ministries.  In the letter they request proposals back from the Ministry on the forward agenda.  Take note: even if you don't get a clear request - this IS what you have to do. 

· Government and the organizing team will get “profiles” of all the public sector organizations.  You need to know what the reputation and profile of your Ministry is - so that you can respond appropriately 

· City government and the municipal civic service are different from the other two levels of government. Councilors all have staffers.  Well-organized departments understand this, and prepare briefing packages on "how we work together".  They effectively run a training program.  The traditions at the municipal level are that the public servants want to bureaucratize the Councilors, and Councilors want to politicize the bureaucrats.  

Michael Mendelssohn - Senior Scholar, Caledon Institute of Social Policy, and former Deputy Minister in Ontario and Manitoba 

The transition from the Peterson government to the Rae government in Ontario was one of the worst ever experienced.  It was completely un-organized, and there were no briefing materials prepared in advance. 

Transition is a partnership.  So the question on each side is how to make the transition as successful as possible.  A good transition may determine as much as 50% of the success or failure of the government.  

The first thing Government must do is clarify for the public service the key directions.  The Rae government came in with an "opposition" framed agenda - which was not focused, and which was often contradictory.  

The first element of platform - is the financial element and fiscal stance.  That will color everything the government does.  In the current financial situation in Ontario, the Liberals may be faced with a very difficult agenda.  

The new Cabinet must also work out their decision-making mechanisms.  For example, will decisions be centralized with the premier, or conducted in Cabinet, or decentralized among ministers.  It is critical to set up the appropriate mechanisms.  

Advice to Deputy Ministers -

· As Deputy Minister, don't think about tomorrow - think about four years from now.  The whole focus of the new government (after the honeymoon) has to be focused on four years from now.  And as part of this election cycle, you must anticipate a slow down in activity and new initiatives in the last few years. 

· The government should see their role with respect to public service, as the role of "employer".  They do not have to please or make friends within the Public Service. 

· Develop a "kitchen cabinet", in order to get the “straight goods”.  Understanding the straight goods will colour and influence the entire performance and success of the government. 

· Make sure that it is the Government that gets to make the decisions; and understand that it is difficult to get ministers to make up their minds, or make decisions.  

· Don't push everything up.  You may have a dozen contradictory agendas, as a legacy of the past government.  Don't push those agendas aside and don't push them up. 

· Think ahead to a new government.  Before an election this is tough to do and may even be seen as disloyal.  

· Be reluctant to sign agreements, or defer them if you can. 

· If the government is not happy with a deputy minister or assistant deputy minister, don't go around the issue: address it! 

· The problem of "little ministers": these are the politicos brought in by the new government at age 19, who take over.  

· The minister will want favors from the Deputy Minister; such things as hiring constituency staffers, or promoting a pet project.  This is a difficult problem for the Deputy Minister, who may in the end have to escalate the issue and deal with the Premier's staff.  

· Indecision on direction - including the problems of informal or un-clear minutes.  The Deputy Minister needs good machinery and good communications networks, and the Deputy needs the means to escalate issues.  

The presentations stimulated a lively dialogue between the panel and the IPAC audience.

Q. what can one do to understand politics and politicians, and avoid marginalization? 

A.  You must pursue your craft, of developing options and analysis.  You must do your side of the decision problem, without reference to the political world.  Preparation of material and management of dialogue is critical. 

A. Bring analysis and forecasts to the decision, in a way that reflects the real world.  

A. You must put the politician in a position to make real decisions.  Options must reflect all the issues, and be workable.  There should be at least two options, which should reflect: a) what you think the government wants; and b) what will work.  

A. As an illustration of the importance of the option of what will work …

the Ministry of Health was being blamed for runaway budgets.  The analysis included an independent agency review of finances and the decisions needed.  Finally the politicians became persuaded that it was the hard political decisions that were the real gap in meeting expectations regarding budgets.  

Q.  The dialogue seems especially complicated now, with transitions taking place at all three levels of government. 

A.  This reflects a broader problem - which is the absence of understanding and productive dialogue between governments.  Public servants must talk to other levels of government.  There must be dialogue between governments to help understand each other, and the issues, and the options.  

Q.  Do you have any advice to Agencies Boards and Commissions that are also staffed by public servants? 

A.  Use the office of the Deputy Minister as an avenue for briefings and dialogue up and down the government.  This requires starting with an "opening contact"; which is not a continuing dialogue - it's the foundation for creating a dialogue! This contact should talk of history and dialogue, as well as the issues and challenges.  

A. You need to make judgments about where your agenda fits into the political agenda.  In some situations, it may be better to lay low for a while, and accept that you can't do anything for the interim.  

-   Murray Lister

