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If policy management isn’t working, what can be done? Can fixing policy management affect policy outcomes? 

The focus of this session was on the discipline of policy, so central to effective Public Management.  The speaker was Gord Evans, co-author of a recent publication of the World Bank: “Helping Governments Keep Their Promises:  Making Ministers and Governments More Reliable Through Improved Policy Management”. Gord worked on administrative reforms to government for many years in the federal and Ontario public services and, since 1998, in international development in countries such as Lithuania, Ghana, India, Russia and China. He shared insights acquired helping governments earn sponsorships from the World Bank, and membership in the European Union. 

Commentary and reflections on Gord’s insights and the topic in general were provided by Ruth Grier, former Minister of Environment and Minister of Health in the Province of Ontario, now with the University of Toronto and a political panelist on TVO’s Fourth Reading.

Dr. Bryan Evans, Professor of Politics and Governance at Ryerson University provided introductory comments and moderated the session.

Gord Evans

Improving policy management has become an important focus of international agencies and sponsors. For both the World Bank and the European Union the barrier to sponsorships is generally "trust" and "reliability" in the government.  Both these institutions are under pressure from their own constituencies for more responsible and effective undertakings in the international sphere.  The European Union wants to sponsor new economic memberships, but only with states with effective governance systems.  The World Bank wants to sponsor economic development, but only where it is likely to be effective and applied as agreed or promised.  The fundamental question was the same everywhere: "how to help governments keep their promises" (a challenge with a familiar ring to it).

Many solutions have been tried including: "more money" solutions; sector strategies; and institutional reforms, such as professionalizing the civil service.  Following these attempts, one study of African countries indicated that 75 percent of Cabinet decisions still never got implemented.  In the search for solutions it dawned on investigators that possibly the source of broken promises was a problem with "policy management".  

Four stages of making and delivering policies were examined in states with problems keeping promises: 

· Stage 1 - the commitment stage - where government makes broad policy commitments (problems were found here)

· Stage 2 - detailed policies - where ministries prepared policies, laws and budgets (and many problems were found here too) 

· Stage 3 - governments providing the means to implement their commitments - like legislation, agreements, money etc. 

· Stage 4 - implementation - follow through, where ministries implement the policies and commitments 

A principal finding was that the thing that affects ministries and policy implementation the most is "did they get their budget!”.  And then: "did the government set targets, and did they follow through".  

The finding was that if you connect budget to policy, success is possible.  It was found that managing policy could improve reliability: fundamental but not so simple improvements like: 

· Aligning policy with the government agenda 

· Passing legislation that had meaning and relevance 

· Budgeting realistically 

· Meaningful debate in the legislature 

Furthermore, making these connections spurs other reforms in the Public Service and the Public Administration process.

It creates pressure for budget reforms: 

· The requirement for a macro framework, and realistic targets 

· Priority-setting requires offsetting savings (tradeoffs) 

· Public reporting of ministry results vs. targets (which forces the issue of performance evaluation) 

It also creates pressure for civil service reforms: 

· A requirement for "administrative capacity" 

· Reducing politically motivated hiring and turnover (to improve policy continuity and policy expertise)

Without good policy management, prospects for quality policy are severely diminished. Good policy management is not, however, a panacea.  The usual caveats apply: 

· Good Policy Management does not guarantee good quality policy;

· Good policy will not result where 

· Cabinet is not the real decision making forum; 

· no independent media or public information is available 

· there is perpetual political instability; 

· there is total dependency on external financing 

· Good policy will not succeed if there is no political will to keep promises

Now sponsors look for four key attributes of Public Administration and reliability: 

Stage 1 - fiscal policy linkage at the planning stage 

Stage 2 - detailed budgets and policies; 

Stage 3 - ability to provide the means for implementation 

Stage 4 - competent ministries and agencies capable of implementation 

Once these are in place, governments tend to turn more attention to improving the "quality" of policy, including: 

· Introducing policy instruments such as impact assessments and legal concept papers 

· Strengthened performance measurement 

· Expanded transparency, including annual reports with achieved and expected results for all key ministry performance measures 

· Changing political appointments at senior positions in the civil service to permanent civil service positions. 

It makes an interesting exercise to apply these tests periodically with one's own current system and best practices.  

Ruth Grier

Good Policy Management is not the only thing Governments may need to help them keep promises.  Sometimes the most important management skills for politicians are time management and crisis management, in order to avoid premature or ill-advised promises.  This can be observed in private members bills and especially in political campaigns where sometimes not much policy goes into the promises.  Lack of policy advice and insight can lead to bad promises.  Promises are often the product of reactions to a crisis, and cannot be rescued even by good policy management.

Policy can also fail if it is not based on a long range vision.  This gets complicated for the Public Service following changes in government, where the "long range vision" suddenly changes.  In these cases, the public service must turn on a dime to create policy and strategies for reversing previous directions. The burden falls on the Public Service to manage the transitions between new and old visions. 

Good and effective relationships between the political and public service arms of government are extremely important, in bridging or even preventing rash promises. Individuals in these two camps sometimes don’t realize the importance of this relationship, or the important distinctions between the roles. It would be useful to invest time educating the parties on the respective roles of the politicians and the public servants, especially when they are new to these roles. 

It may also be worthwhile considering providing politicians with more access to policy advice, so they become better informed on what might be feasible and what it might not be feasible.  Without this working relationship, we should worry more about what might happen if governments did deliver on all the promises! 

Dialogue

Q.  Have governments changed policy direction to commercial and market based decisions and thinking?
A.  Yes, but it's not a bad thing to bring in new ideas and thinking from time to time.  The important thing is not to lose sight of the public purpose.  You need to be informed about finance, but you don't need to be dominated by it! 

A. A role of the Public Service is to be the custodian of information and knowledge.  This is a key role because otherwise governments can lose track of reality and lose the ability to make informed decisions.  

Q.  We're all familiar with the tendency to over promise; but is there any tendency sometimes to under promise? 

A.  Often the government agenda is made on the first day it comes to power. Our advice is not to make promises and commitments on that first day! 

A. The promises must have substance; they must be more than simple promises to be "a nice guy", and reassurances to "trust me"! 

A. Underestimating and under declaring resources is a problem. 

A. The public demands simple answers to complex problems.  There are none! The temptation therefore is to commit.  What's wrong with that is the failure to take the time to engage the public in the debate, before the issue gets hived off by the Leader as a promise.  Racing to conclusions creates significant hazards. 

Q. Speak further to the public consultation process 

A.  In developing countries public consultation is on the agenda, but difficult to accomplish.  For example in the World Bank poverty reduction programs - governments are required to do it.  NGOs are taking on this role to some extent.  

A. Transition countries (state's flowing from the breakup of the Soviet Union) are very keen on the open government agenda.  There is a strong desire to do it, but it is very difficult to accomplish. 

Q. How do we measure up? We should measure ourselves against the standards you propose.  

A.  Governments have not moved well enough to breakdown silos.  Cancer programs are an example; it is impossible to get Health, Environment, Education etc. to talk together on this issue.  We need structures and process to make that happen. 

A. Governments talk a good story: they talk about "joined up government"; "horizontal programs and policies"; " evidence based policy".  But the reality falls short.  It comes and goes; improves and then slips back.  

A. It's important for public servants to have good memories, in order to restore the good stuff after it slips 

Q. Are there best practices abroad for us to adopt? 

A.  Other governments perhaps do a better job related to "openness" - and putting information out into the public domain.  Cabinet secrecy is not used much outside the Westminster model.  

A. There's a trend in Europe to adopt what is known as "policy transfer".  It's a means to save time, and to harmonize legislation.  Instead of developing policy on a particular matter from the ground up in each jurisdiction each time, the approach is to pick the best policy available from among the jurisdictions, and adopt it.

-   Murray Lister
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