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Given the aftermath of the financial crisis, growing public skepticism, and looming demo-

graphic change, bringing new ideas to the world of public policy is critical. 

Prior to receiving any submissions for this issue, we discussed our desire to focus this 

issue on ideas and innovation. Contributors did not disappoint. Giselle Valarezo brings 

a critical theory lens to the topic of Canada’s temporary foreign worker program. Ernest 

Chong examines perceptions of visible minorities towards the Canadian Forces. Alexan-

der Sculthorpe discusses the competing ideas of democracy witnessed during Canada’s 

‘coalition crisis.’ Alex Stoutley examines the role of public consultation when ideas about 

Toronto’s Jarvis Street renewal collide. Ramzi A. Nashef puts forward a proposal for 

quantitive evaluation of Canada’s National Security Policy.

We interview Daphne Meredith, Chief Human Resources Officer of the Government of 

Canada, about modernizing human resources, and Elly Alboim, Former Senior Advisor 

to Paul Martin, about the role of media in shaping ideas and public policy. Fittingly for 

an issue about ideas, the final line of this publication is Michael Hart’s idea to improve 

government.

We would like to thank the founding editors of the Public Policy and Governance Review, 

Michael Nicin and Alissa Von Bargen, for starting the PPGR with such momentum. We 

hope to continue their efforts and contribute to the policy dialogue. We would also like 

thank contributors to the PPGR blog (www.ppgreview.ca) for their insightful commentary 

Editors’ Note
The Ideas Issue
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on emerging issues. The PPGR blog has become a forum for discussions of policy, 

politics, and the public service.

We hope you enjoy reading the work of all the PPGR’s contributors, whether in this 

publication or on the Blog, as much as we do. It is a testament to the quality of Canada’s 

policy students, and shows that Canada’s public sector will continue to generate innova-

tive solutions to the challenges ahead. 

Sincerely,

Anna Strathy & Brent Barron,

Editors-in-Chief

Public Policy and Governance Review

www.ppgreview.ca
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The Sylvia Ostry Prize in Public Policy
Opening Up: Is Sunlight the Best Disinfectant?

The Public Policy & Governance Review (PPGR), in association with the School of 
Public Policy & Governance at the University of Toronto, presents the Sylvia Ostry Prize 
in Public Policy. The Ostry Prize is an annual essay competition in Honour of Dr. Sylvia 
Ostry. The Topic of the essay will change annually, but will always be international in 
scope. Graduate students, both at the master’s and doctoral levels, in policy-related 
disciplines across Canada and the United States are eligible to compete.

Top essay will be awarded $1000CDN and publication in the spring 2011 issue of the 
PPGR. First and Second runners up will also be published. 

In 1913, Louis Brandeis, later a US Supreme Court Justice, wrote that “sunlight is said 

to be the best of disinfectants,” referring to the ability of transparency and accountability 

to ensure good behaviour. Last year Barack Obama used the same phrase to argue that 

transparency would achieve results and restore faith in government.

From freedom of information requests, to open data, to WikiLeaks, there have never been 

more ways for citizens to see the workings and results of government. Many see the 

rise of transparency as an unequivocal gain; yet this is far from a universal view. At the 

same time, private organizations’ levels of transparency can range from the substantial 

disclosure required of publically traded companies to the secrecy of hedge fund credit-

default swaps.

The 2011 Ostry Prize topic is “Opening Up: Is Sunlight the Best Disinfectant?”

We are asking students to defend, expand, criticize, asses, re-evaluate, or expose the 

topic. We encourage broad interpretations of the topic, but focused essays.

Ostry Prize
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Sylvia Ostry Prize Submission Guidelines 

• Essay must not exceed 3,000 words 

• Submissions should include a cover letter with the author’s name, address, email 

address, daytime phone number, and a brief biography.

• All submissions must be unpublished

• Emailed as a .doc, .docx, .odt, or .rtf

• Citations should be in-text and formatted in the author-date system, according to the 

guidelines in The Chicago Manual of Style

• All figures, tables and charts must be submitted both in the document and as entirely 

separate files

• All submissions are subject to editing and revision by the PPGR Editorial Board and 

will be published using a Creative Commons license.

Please send inquiries or submissions to Brent Barron and Anna Strathy at 

editors@ppgreview.ca. The deadline for submission is March 1, 2011.
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Giselle Valarezo

Queen’s University

As a fourth year doctoral 
student in Geography, 
Giselle has spent the last 
few years critically examin-
ing the transnational political 
experience of Guatemalan 
seasonal farm workers and 
the migration management 
tactics of the sending- and 
receiving states. Her areas 
of interest include the 
Political Economy of Latin 
America and Transnational 
Migration.  

Giselle has worked closely 
with the Agricultural Work-
ers Alliance (AWA), cam-
paigning to improve the liv-
ing and working conditions 
of Guatemalan seasonal 
farm workers and continues 
to volunteer at the local 
AWA centre in Quebec. Flu-
ent in Spanish and an avid 
traveler, she sees both the 
classroom and life experi-
ences as strong educational 
tools.

Abstract
Since initiating the Canadian low-skilled Foreign Worker Program (FWP), in 2002, the 
federal government has increasingly relied on the disposability of temporary migrants to 
fill labour shortages in unskilled and low-skilled sectors not sought after by local workers. 
By normalizing the intensified recruitment of foreign workers in Canada the government 
and employers are able to capitalize on the institutionalized disposability of hyper-
exploited foreign workers. The intention of this paper is to analyze the emergence of 
Canadian low-skilled FWP, explore the federal government’s shifting neoliberal approach 
to migration management, and provide insight into the insecurity and vulnerability that 
migrant workers are exposed to in this program. 

Introduction

A selection of temporary migration programs were implemented by the Canadian govern-

ment throughout the latter half of the 20th century, devised to fill voids in domestic and 

agricultural labour sectors, amongst others. In the past, the Temporary Foreign Worker 

Program (TFWP) only allowed for the recruitment of skilled foreign workers and has since 

been revised to permit the entry of low-skilled foreign workers to Canada. The Immigra-

tion and Refugee Protection Act (IRPA) was modified in 2002 to allow the Canadian 

immigration system to be more flexible and responsive to local labour market needs 

and demands. Fudge and MacPhail (2009, 11) claim that the IRPA and regulations that 

followed “reinforced and facilitated the polarization of temporary foreign worker programs 

in Canada.”   By streaming high- and low-skilled workers, the newly tailored TFWP 

sanctioned the categorizing of foreign workers based on their sought after economic 

contributions. While the TFWP has operated for more than four decades, the streaming 

of foreign workers resulted in an unprecedented admission of temporary foreign workers, 

especially those filling low-skilled occupations. 

The Institutionalized Disposability of Temporary 
Migrant Workers
Assessing the Canadian Low-Skilled Foreign Worker 
Program

Research
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The federal government’s objectives to expedite the process of selecting foreign workers 

and convert immigration into a more efficient and competitive process were realized, in 

2002, through the implementation of the pilot low-skilled Foreign Worker Program (FWP), 

also referred to as the Pilot Project for Occupation Requiring Lower-Levels of Formal 

Training. The streaming of the TFWP provides the federal government with the means of 

recruiting low-skilled workers to fill in labour shortages experienced in sectors that local 

nationals are unwilling to fill. Deemed by the Canadian government and employers as an 

essential part of a company’s business strategy (HRSDC 2009), economic advantages 

can be acquired from hiring temporary migrant workers over local nationals. The federal 

government has historically accepted immigrants based on potential economic contribu-

tion, a strategy that has shaped the legislative mandate of immigration policy and been 

accepted as a long standing practice in the Canadian immigration system (Reed 2008). 

Siemiatycki (2010) maintains that Canadian immigration policy has been rapidly shaped 

to accommodate market interests and principles, given that immigrants are regarded as 

economic inputs, paying their own settlement and integration costs. 

The Canadian government has become increasingly dependent on foreign labour 

given the flexibility and disposability of temporary migrants from poorer labour-sending 

countries and their ability to fill cumbersome labour shortages in unskilled and low-skilled 

sectors. Deliberate reliance on temporary foreign workers is recognized by the labour-

receiving states as a means to attain economic prosperity through the employment of a 

flexibilized and regulated labour force. While the recruitment of foreign labour for eco-

nomic optimization is not a novel phenomenon, the recent intensified reliance on tempor-

ary foreign labour over other more permanent migration streams highlights the Canadian 

government’s interest moving away from social welfare towards more economic 

concerns. Migration in Canada is increasingly shifting away from humanitarian assistance 

and family unification into a matter of expanding the pool of temporary flexibilized labour 

to minimize the state’s welfare responsibility over migrants and in turn maximize capital 

gains. Normalization of such a process permits the Canadian government and employers 

to benefit from the institutionalized disposability of hyper-exploitable foreign workers. 

The intention of this paper is to analyze the emergence the Canadian low-skilled FWP, 
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exploring the federal government’s shifting approach to immigration. An analysis of the 

low-skilled FWP provides insight into the insecurity and vulnerability migrant workers 

are exposed to as a result of labour-receiving states’ neoliberal approach to migration. 

Therefore, it is necessary to examine how states opt to select particular facets of neolib-

eral discourse that favour their economic concerns. 

Scholars argue that neoliberalism is not uniformly implemented over space, and what 

is more, neoliberal policies are selectively enacted by governments to regulate specific 

economic struggles (Castree 2006, Jessop 2002, Larner 2009, Peck 2004). Labour-

receiving states selectively utilize the neoliberal scheme to advance economic concerns, 

labelling neoliberalism as “a hegemonic, unified entity” (Castree 2006, 2). Theoretically, 

a neoliberal paradigm calls for state withdrawal from and liberalization of markets to 

maximize human welfare. In order to maximize human potential individuals, must be 

allowed to be autonomous actors entering into contracts with other individuals within a 

free market that permits free competition (Johnston et al. 2000, 547). Under the premise 

of maximizing human potential and welfare, wealthier labour-receiving governments 

will employ this model to develop an approach to migration management that advances 

state control over flexibilized foreign labour, therein institutionalizing the disposability of 

temporary migrants. Overbeek (2002a) argued it best when highlighting how migration is 

shaped into a process of disciplining and selectively freeing the mobility of the emerging 

regime of migrant labour in order to extract maximum capital gains.

Analysis of the low-skilled FWP entails an overview of how the pilot program was first 

introduced, an outline of the policies and procedures that define the programs, and a 

comparison of statistical data on the number of temporary foreign workers relative to 

the overall temporary resident population and permanent residents entering Canada. 

This will be followed by a theoretical discussion of how the growing flexibilization of the 

labour market and ncreased state regulation of migration have led to the institutionalized 

disposability of foreign labour. This will provide an analytical framework for assessing the 

state’s political economic concerns in conceiving and promoting the low-skilled FWP on 

a neoliberal foundation. An analysis of government documents, including administrative 
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guidebooks for the FWP, a speech delivered by the minister of Human Resources and 

Services Development Canada (HRSDC), and other relevant documents written by 

HRSDC and Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC), will provide insight into the 

state’s strategic utilization of disposable foreign labour. This analysis will conclude with 

an overview of rudimentary faults and problems with the low-skilled FWP, which have 

been cited by the Auditor General of Canada Report. An analysis of the Canadian low-

skilled FWP draws attention to how the federal government validates the recruitment 

of flexibilized migrant workers by normalizing it as an economic necessity that benefits 

the local labour market, therein institutionalizing the disposability of foreign labour. By 

promoting the increased control of the labour and movement of migrants the Canadian 

federal government has set a precedent, sanctioning the insecurity and vulnerability of 

low-skilled foreign workers. 

Overview of the Level C and D Low-Skilled Foreign Worker Program

Shifts in the global labour market, that push for a more flexibilized workforce, triggered an 

expansion in temporary foreign worker programs and a stronger dependence on migrant 

labour from poorer countries. Canada is no exception to this growing global phenomenon, 

as made evident with the advancement of the temporary foreign worker programs and 

influx of temporary foreign workers. The Canadian government originally developed such 

programs as a way to address the skill and labour shortage in the local labour market. 

While the Canadian government has continually modified its migration management 

approach to temporary foreign labour, the Non-Immigration Employment Authorization 

Program (NIEAP), introduced on January 1, 1973, signalled a shift towards embracing 

temporary foreign workers over permanent residents (Sharma 2006). The NIEAP pro-

vided the federal government with the structural basis to administer the program, granting 

temporary work permits to foreign workers with a specified employer, occupation, resi-

dence, and length of occupation. In the past, temporary foreign worker programs were an 

obscure federal initiative that accepted a greater number of high-skilled than low-skilled 

workers for more specialized jobs; this quickly changed with the implementation of the 

low-skilled FWP (Fudge and MacPhail 2009). Fudge and MacPhail (2009, 11) maintain 

that the NIEAP incited a shift from migration programs with a focus on specific sectors 
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and occupation, to a more general program that “more efficiently recruited and monitored 

increasing numbers of foreign workers from a wide array of occupational ‘labour short-

ages’ in Canada.”

In 2002, the pilot low-skilled FWP was initially introduced by HRSDC to fill demands in 

Canada’s meat, construction and tourism industries, but has now come to include various 

other sectors such as agriculture, oil refineries, and food services, amongst others. The 

implementation of the program shifted the federal government’s approach to migration 

management and allowed for a substantial increase in temporary foreign labour, but 

more importantly now granted work permits to low-skilled foreign workers. Prior to 2002, 

the only foreign workers eligible to apply for a temporary work permit were skilled work-

ers employed on short-term trade projects, academics at universities, and select other 

occupations. According to Byl (2010), protective mechanisms were not implemented 

in the past since foreign workers were provided protection through their contracts of 

employment. 

Under the larger TFWP, workers are streamed on the basis of duties they are expected 

to perform using the National Occupational Classification system, with skilled workers 

grouped into level O, A, and B and low-skilled and unskilled workers categorized into 

level C and D. Levels C and D are the categories under which foreign workers are 

brought through the low-skilled FWP. The federal government separates highly skilled 

workers from low skilled workers with the aim of drawing in skilled foreign workers to 

become permanent residents. Low-skilled workers are excluded from a program that 

allows the Canadian Experience Class to gain permanent status by entering Canada 

through the TFWP. Streaming of foreign workers based on their education, training, and 

skills has created very distinct realities for highly skilled and low skilled migrants, a dis-

tinct separation that has made low-skilled foreign workers more vulnerable to exploitation. 

Previously, the TFWP only permitted employers to bring workers for up to twelve months 

in Canada; workers were then obligated to reapply to the program after four months. 

Recent changes implemented by HRSDC and CIC, two federal departments that admin-

ister the TFWP, now allow temporary migrants to stay up to twenty-four months without 
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having to request an extension. In addition, while the TFWP does not require workers to 

pay transportation costs, they are obligated to cover the costs of their accommodation.

When hiring workers under the low-skilled FWP employers must first submit an applica-

tion to HRSDC and meet the assessment criteria for the Labour Market Opinion (LMO), 

which is a necessary mechanism that protects the domestic workforce from foreign 

competition. The application ensures that (1) the employer has undertaken reasonable 

efforts to hire and/or train Canadian for the job and (2) the employer is experiencing a 

genuine labour shortage. In order to recruit foreign workers to fill in National Occupational 

Classification C and D occupations employers are required to advertise employment 

opportunities for fourteen days during the three months prior to applying for a LMO, 

demonstrating reasonable efforts to recruit local nationals. Recent modifications to the 

program now allow LMO applications from employers, who qualify to participate in the 

low-skilled FWP, to be expedited and processed within five business days of having 

received all the required information, which is known as the e-LMO. The expedition was 

fuelled in large part by lobbying efforts of business groups who sought to simplify the 

process of navigating the program and expand the low-skilled FWP. In addition, this effort 

on the part of business groups allowed employers to minimize advertising efforts and 

avoid the more comprehensive process, which is normally required of any employer wish-

ing to contract foreign workers (Fudge and MacPahil 2009). Once HRSDC has approved 

the application foreign workers can then obtain work permits from CIC. The expedition 

of applicants is reinforced by the just-in-time approach of the government, discussed in 

more depth in the latter portion of this paper. Byl (2010) maintains that two factors can be 

attributed to the recent increase in temporary foreign workers: (1) changes to the TFWP 

that permitted low-skilled foreign workers to be recruited through the program and (2) the 

TFWP becoming the ideal program for employers in dealing with shortages for skilled and 

low-skilled labour. 
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Statistical Overview of Temporary Migrants

Facts and Figures 2008: Citizenship and Immigration Canada’s (CIC) overview of the 

composition of Temporary Residents

1989 2002 2003 2007 2008
Foreign Workers 89,525 101,259 109,860 199,943 251,235
Foreign Students 61,569 150,541 159,711 176,077 178,227
Humanitarian Population 117,379 119,706 124,496 85,394 96,427
Other 41,153 56,020 55,942 59,873 61,892
Total 309,626 427,526 450,009 521,286 584,781
Source: http://www.cic.gc.ca/ENGLISH/resources/statistics/facts2008/

In 1989, foreign workers made up 28.9 percent of the total number of temporary residents 

granted temporary visas, with a total of 89, 525 temporary workers entering Canada 

through various temporary worker programs such as Seasonal Agricultural Worker Pro-

gram and Live-In-Caregiver Program (CIC 2009a). While there had been steady growth 

of temporary residents over subsequent years, the introduction of the pilot low-skilled 

FWP, in 2002, triggered a dramatic increase in the recruitment of temporary foreign 

labour. 

The number of temporary foreign workers more than doubled within seven years from 

101, 259 in 2002 to 251,235 in 2008, making up 42.7 percent of the total number of 

temporary residents (CIC 2009a). In 2008, approximately 65,000 foreign workers, cat-

egorized under the National Occupational Classification Level C and D, were temporarily 

contracted to work in Canada, making up 34.9 percent of the total number of temporary 

foreign workers (CIC 2009a). In contrast, the number of refugee claimants and humani-

tarian cases has subsided since 2003, when the humanitarian population totalled 124, 

496. This has since dropped to 96, 427 or 16.4 percent of the total number of temporary 

residents in 2008 (CIC 2009a).
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Facts and Figures 2008: Citizenship and Immigration Canada’s (CIC) overview of the 

composition of Permanent Residents

1984 1993 2002 2007 2008
Family Class 44,521 121,666 62, 290 66, 232 65, 567
Economic Immigrants 26,079 105,663 137,863 131,244 149,072
Refugees 15,361 30,622 25,116 27,955 21,860
Other 2,315 7,751 3,780 11,322 10,742
Total 88,276 256,702 229,049 236,754 247,243
Source: http://www.cic.gc.ca/ENGLISH/resources/statistics/facts2008/

Historically, the number of temporary residents has always outnumbered the number of 

permanent residents brought into Canada. Immigrants classified as permanent residents, 

who fall under the categories of either family class, economic immigrants, refugees, or 

other immigrants, however, have not risen in number as quickly as the number of tempor-

ary foreign workers. In 1984, the number of permanent residents brought into Canada 

totalled 88,276 and this quickly peaked at 256, 702 in 1993. Since then, the number of 

permanent residents has neither stagnated nor increased considerably. Family class 

immigrants have fallen, however, from 121,666 in 1993 to 62,290 in 2002. By 2008, in 

fact, temporary foreign workers (251, 235) alone had completely outnumbered all perma-

nent residents (247,243) with a total of 65, 567 family class immigrants and 149, 072 

economic class immigrants. 

Regulation of Flexibilized Migrant Workers and their Institutionalized Disposability

Delineating the neoliberal conceptual framework used by the Canadian federal gov-

ernment to justify the institutional disposability of migrants provides insights into the 

government’s shift towards embracing the non-permanency of foreign labour, especially 

unskilled and low-skilled migrant workers. The theoretical discussion begins with a 

conceptualization of the process of flexibilizing migrant labour, followed by a discussion 

of how the state is able to validate the contradictory promotion of a free flow of capital 

and trade and controlled flow of people and their labour, and ends by evaluating the 

relationship between state regulation of flexibilized foreign labour and the institutionaliza-

tion of disposability. The regulated flexibilization of foreign labour sets the precedent for 

the institutionalized disposability of migrant workers, providing the government with the 
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leverage to control the labour and movement of migrants. 

  According to David Harvey (1989, 284-285), for labourers the transition to flexible 

accumulation and production entailed “an intensification (speed-up) in labour processes 

and an acceleration in the de-skilling and re-skilling required to meet new labour needs.”  

As a result, states seeking to gain a competitive advantage adapt labour to be less 

demanding relative to capital investment. Peck (1996) goes on to explain that labour 

flexibility is not triggered by the need for production efficiency; rather, it is rooted in the 

disintegration of organized labour, the intrusion of the state-led neoliberal policies and 

practices, and the growth of long term unemployment. 

 The state-led flexibilization of the Canadian labour market has triggered a rise in 

temporary and seasonal employment, but more importantly growth in the foreign labour 

pool (Smart 1997). For migrant workers of the Global South seeking to find the financial 

means to improve their livelihoods and that of their family, flexible accumulation and 

production requires them to be (1) hypermobile and just-in-time (available for overtime 

and variable shifts); (2) simultaneously reliable and disposable, even when working in an 

unreliable employment environment; (3) productive and working at their upmost limits; 

and (4) affordable, ensuring that wages are kept to a minimum (Chin 2008). Flexible for-

eign workers, especially unskilled and low-skilled workers, are defined by labour market 

demands, forcing them to submit to live with both limited social reproduction rights and 

the contradictions of state-led neoliberal initiatives and policies in their pursuit for capital 

and labour in wealthier countries. 

Migrant workers are willing to assume the low paying and insecure jobs that local nation-

als are unwilling to fill, driven by the lack of economic opportunities made available to 

them in their home countries. While temporary migrants are recognized as a structural 

necessity and actively recruited to work in wealthier labour-receiving countries, they are 

not welcome to permanently stay nor granted the same rights and privileges as nationals 

(Smart 1997). State-led initiatives of flexibilizing migrant labour have temporary foreign 

workers succumbing to disposability and uncertainty, in face of economic hardships. By 

accepting to participate in flexible labour markets, foreign workers assume unprotected 
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employment, accepting the disposable status imposed on them by the state and employ-

ers. Over time labourers engaging in a flexible market are no longer making free choices 

and instead must comply with fluctuating conditions and demands, losing many rights 

along the way (Remery 2002).

Through the implementation of regulations that favour the flexibilization of labour, states 

seek to naturalize contingent employment with minimal rights attached (Chin 2008). 

Flexibilization and disposability as modes of social organization and processes of self-

constitution push migrant workers to align themselves with the just-in-time production 

mode of the global political economy (Fraser 2003). Transformed by the state into the 

dominant mode of social organization, flexible labour markets have intensified labour 

market segmentation, social exclusion, and wage inequality. In advancing flexible 

accumulation strategies the state is able to take advantage of the growing pool of 

unemployed and the weakened working class of the Global South, forcing disadvantaged 

workers to accept flexible labour as the natural path to take in order to survive the lack 

of economic opportunities (Theodore 2003). The push for a contingent labour market by 

labour-receiving states leaves foreign workers with heightened forms of disadvantage 

and deprivation and little alternative but to accept their disposability. 

The naturalization of flexible labour is part of the state strategy to purse cost-cutting 

approaches that improve its global competitiveness and depict temporary foreign labour 

as an economic necessity. Bauder (2005) argues that temporary workers programs are 

advantageous because of the cheap, disposable labour that it provides to Canadian 

businesses, filling in low-skilled labour voids that local nationals are unwilling to assume. 

Temporary migrant labour allows employers to avoid offering higher wages and improving 

working conditions in order to attract domestic labour. Labour-receiving states present 

the illusion that flexibility is an economic necessity that is not achieved through domestic 

labour and seek out foreign workers willing to comply with the poor working conditions 

and wages of undesirable low-skilled work. 

In addition to advancing the flexibilization of foreign labour, labour-receiving states 

uphold the neoliberal initiative of freeing capital and trade, while regulating the flow of 
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migrants, even though foreign workers are a defining feature of the global labour market. 

Conceptually, neoliberal claims call for economic growth by means of economic integra-

tion and reduction of state intervention, liberalizing the market and in turn inducing an 

economic environment of flexible accumulation. The promotion of a steady flow of capital 

investment and trade, alongside the state-imposed restriction of the flow of labour across 

political borders reveals the contradictory nature of the state-led neoliberal initiative 

to expand the pool of temporary foreign workers. The expanded discussion of the 

paradoxical state decision to advance the increased free flow of capital and trade, while 

simultaneously regulating the immobility of labour to ensure economic advancement in 

their country exposes the perilous state-led neoliberal approach to international migra-

tion (Pellerin 1999, Overbeek 2002a, Dreher 2007, Fernandez-Kelly and Massey 2007, 

Hatton 2007, Turner 2007). 

Researchers and academics highlight three key motives that have prompted states to 

restrict the flow of people, while in tandem attempting to preserve the façade of uphold-

ing neoliberal claims through policy initiatives. First, the age old argument of defending 

national borders and territorial sovereignty drives states to control and restrict entry into 

their country with increased fortitude (Turner 2007). Hatton argues that the permanency 

of migration is deemed to have the potential to “affect host societies and their cultures 

in ways that trade does not” (Hatton 2007, 327). While these grounds for exclusion 

contradict the rationale behind the ‘free individual,’ who should be granted the ability to 

maximize their accumulation potential, foreigners continue to be exempted from state-

supported neoliberal notion. Secondly, by controlling the flow of people, labour-receiving 

governments can evade the responsibility of managing the social reproduction needs 

of migrants, which allows the host state to ignore the financial costs and burden of the 

social welfare of migrant workers (Dreher 2007). Lastly, a flexible migrant labour regime 

allows the state to diminish pressure on precarious labour shortages and helps to mini-

mize wage inflation, which is crucial to productivity and high profit margins (Dreher 2007). 

The free flow of migrants leads to entitlement of increased wages and in turn a loss to 

the labour-receiving state. The receiving state’s intent to gain financially from the entry of 

regulated migrant workers and maximize accumulation potential through a “free” market 
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drives the state to accommodate only certain conceptual neoliberal claims. The state 

façade—validating the need for regulated foreign labour—has allowed the Canadian 

government to advance neoliberal policies and programmes that promote the selective 

flow of flexibilized foreign labour, and in turn nourish the free flow of capital into the 

Canadian market. 

While neoliberalism “celebrates the return of individual freedom and seeks to restrain 

state intervention that aims at reducing the inequality of outcomes on the marketplace,” 

Dreher (2007, 107) argues that the neoliberal state-led project of regulating and disciplin-

ing flexible labour preserves the power of the economic elite. The unintended conse-

quences of the neoliberal state-led initiatives in the Global South has driven the poor and 

working class to seek economic opportunities outside their country, forcing people to look 

upon migration as a survival strategy and an advantageous means of gaining access to 

capital gains to support their families (Fernandez-Kelly and Massey 2007). Based on the 

overarching claims of the neoliberal framework it may appear as though labour-receiving 

states are infringing upon free market principles. Overbeek (2002b) argues that closer 

review of the rationale behind the state controlled movement of foreign workers reveals 

how the state is merely attempting to maximize its accumulation potential. Through 

the implementation of disciplinary neoliberal policies the labour-receiving state is able 

to control the mobility of foreign workers and their access to rights and benefits, while 

simultaneously extracting maximum accumulation potential from them. The disciplinary 

and informal nature of the state-led initiative to free capital and trade, but not labour, 

allows states to strategically accommodate certain capital freedoms, in order to maintain 

regulatory and disciplinary control over the flow of workers.  

What often fails to be recognized is how the contradictory nature of neoliberal policies 

and initiatives are forcing marginalized workers from the Global South to seek out 

economic opportunities outside of their borders. Intensified privatization and liberaliza-

tion of the market has increased the number of displaced people in the Global South. 

This circular paradox of rising capital mobility and restrictive border policies to maintain 

workers fixed in space demonstrates not only the inefficiency of the neoliberal framework, 
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but also highlights the illusionary nature of neoliberalism (Fernandez-Kelly and Massey 

2007). Neoliberalism is a term that is easily tossed around without taking into account its 

strategic use to legitimize and naturalize the government disciplining and regulation of 

flexible foreign workers. The state-led neoliberal model is in danger of subsiding, given 

the variant and contradictory nature of the government’s approach to migration manage-

ment. 

Flexibilization of production and controlled movement of temporary migrants has become 

the accepted and favoured means to attaining competitive advantage, allowing the 

Canadian government and businesses to enhance their profitability. The reserve of 

temporary migrant workers allows the market system to function profitably by keeping 

costs down and maintaining control over a pool of workers living a precarious existence 

(Magdoff and Magdoff 2004). The promotion and naturalization of flexible foreign labour 

as an economic necessity has allowed the Canadian government to institutionalize the 

disposability of migrants, so as to retain control over their labour and movement. By 

maintaining authority over a large pool of flexible foreign labourers the Canadian govern-

ment and businesses are able to weaken the position of migrants. The precarious nature 

of foreign worker’s jobs and the knowledge that they could lose their jobs helps to create 

a docile labour force that can easily be disposed of and replaced by other workers in the 

large reserve of foreign labour (Magdoff and Magdoff 2004, Kalleberg 2003). Temporary 

foreign worker programs, now regarded as a stable facet of regulatory infrastructure of 

labour markets, help to mediate and legitimize the institutionalization of disposability 

(Peck and Theodore 2007). Ultimately, the institutionalization of disposability permits the 

disciplining of migrant workers, with minimal recourse, and the normalization of insecurity 

at the workplace. The strategic use of neoliberal discourse, in promoting the low-skilled 

FWP, allows the Canadian government to justify and normalize the institutionalization of 

the disposability of foreign workers. 



Vol. 2, No. 1, 2010 21

Advancing the Neoliberal Project through the Strategic Implementation of the Pilot 
Low-Skilled Foreign Worker Program

Informed by the Canadian labour market’s demand for cheap and flexible workers, fed-

eral immigration policy and programmes have been aligned to comply with the requests 

and claims of local employers. By allowing the local Canadian market to control the flow 

of inward migration, through the low-skilled FWP, the federal government advances 

institutionalized disposability through the regulation of flexibilized foreign workers. By 

assuming a neoliberal offensive the federal government not only reinforces the eased 

accessibility of disposable temporary migrants but also minimizes the government’s 

social welfare responsibilities (Overbeek 2002). While Canadian immigration policies 

have long been historically linked to economic objectives (Hiebert and Ley 2006), the 

rapid expansion and growth of temporary foreign worker programs underscores the 

intensified liberalization and flexibilization of inward migration. 

The government’s regulatory efforts to control the migrant population while simul-

taneously liberalizing and expanding economic migration is seemingly contradictory, 

nevertheless the federal government continues to promote the TFWP as an economic 

necessity. The institutionalization of disposable foreign workers has become a grow-

ing global trend and a defining facet of the state-led neoliberal approach to maximize 

economic accumulation. The agenda to expand the pool of disposable foreign workers 

and selectively regulate the economic market reinforces the state strategy to naturalize 

their neoliberal approach to migration management as the only path to optimal economic 

advancement. 

The escalating enhancement and development of temporary foreign worker programs 

is not a trend limited to Canada. This phenomenon is a growing international strategic 

approach assumed by various industrialized states as a means of improving their 

competitive advantage in the global market. The global race to flexibilize labour markets 

further exacerbates the disposability and vulnerability of unskilled and low-skilled labour 

by drawing in larger pools of temporary foreign workers who are not provided with the 

same social protections as national workers or permanent immigrants. In the interest of 

profit, richer states are now turning to temporary migrant labour programs as a neoliberal 
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offensive to draw in flexible labour that is cheaper and provided with fewer benefits. 

Globally, the recruitment of temporary foreign labour has become a trend, with approxi-

mately 2.5 million temporary foreign workers entering OECD countries in 2006, which is 

triple the number of workers who permanently entered (OECD 2008).

In the Asian Pacific region, numerous programs have been developed to facilitate the 

flow of temporary migrants, including the Industrial and Technical Training System in 

South Korea, the broker system in Taiwan, Foreign Domestic Helpers in Hong Kong, 

and the Australian Visa Sub-Class 457 for business entrants (Bultron 2006). In addition, 

there have been more longstanding guest worker programs in Western Europe and 

North America that have become models for the newly rising industrial nation-states, 

which includes the Seasonal Worker program in Germany based on Memorandums of 

Understanding and over twenty non-permanent immigrant programs in the United States 

(Martin 2003). The growing global trend not only validates Canadian government’s 

strategic approach to migration as a standard and necessary international scheme it also 

drives the federal government to augment the development of temporary foreign worker 

programs, ensuring competitive advantage in the global labour market. 

The implementation of a series of immigration programs in Canada, aside from the low-

skilled FWP, permits Canada to open its doors to a plethora of non-permanent low-skilled 

foreign workers who are both secure and cheap. Hiebert and Ley (2006) maintain that 

while the neoliberal state strategy allows Canada to be economically competitive and 

profit from foreign workers, as trade barriers fall, the government is not providing enough 

funds for effective social programmes, thereby hindering the rights and entitlement of 

migrants. The low-skilled FWP allows the Canadian government to draw in migrants 

without granting them permanent status and access to certain rights endowed to citizens 

and permanent residents. 

The recent intensified shift in the Canadian immigration system calls for a scrutiny of 

the state’s concentrated efforts towards drawing in large numbers of temporary foreign 

labour. By utilizing neoliberal discourse to frame the low-skilled FWP the Harper Gov-

ernment has been able to validate the regulated flow of flexibilized foreign labour as 
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an economic necessity, beneficial to the greater good of Canadian labour market. The 

normalization of a flexibilized foreign labour regime has in turn validated and promoted 

the institutionalization of the disposability of migrant workers through the low-skilled FWP. 

According to Siemiatycki (2010), the government of Prime Minister Stephen Harper 

has been especially adamant in aligning immigration policies with market and employer 

interests. Since being elected into office in 2006, Prime Minister Stephen Harper and his 

cabinet ministers have “been explicit in promoting a ‘quicker fix’ regime of immigration 

admission to meet immediate employer needs” (Siemiatycki 2010, 61). Siemiatycki’s 

(2010) article on foreign labour discusses how the national economic plan titled Advan-

tage Canada: Building a Strong Economy for Canadians pushes to provide greater global 

competitive advantage by generating a more flexible workforce (Department of Finance 

Canada 2006). For the Conservative Government, temporary foreign workers have 

become an integral component in the federal government’s design to develop a more 

flexible workforce while also maximizing Canada’s global competitive advantage (Flecker 

2010). 

An analysis of the discourse utilized by HRSDC and CIC in its promotion of temporary 

foreign labour, namely the development of the low-skilled FWP, provides insight into 

the strategic use of neoliberal discourse. The use of a critical discourse analysis, an 

interdisciplinary approach that examines language as a social practice and analyzes 

how text and talk reproduce social and political domination, will provide insight into what 

the Harper Government’s discourse on foreign labour is built upon (Fairclough 2000). 

Fairclough (2001, 231) underscores that “the increased importance of language in social 

life has meant more conscious attempts to shape it and control it to meet institutional or 

organization objectives.”  Based on critical discourse analysis of the neoliberal discourse 

validating the low-skilled FWP, it was found that the Harper Government utilized language 

as a promotional tool, advancing the neoliberal agenda of disposable temporary foreign 

labour. 

Since language is a powerful instrument to control knowledge and how people process 

certain ideas and truths, the Harper Government strategically uses language to reinforce 



Vol. 2, No. 1, 2010 24

and normalize a political or economic agenda that could otherwise be challenged (Fair-

clough 2003). Examination of the way language is used as a process of governing by the 

current government demonstrates how the state’s neoliberal discourse was employed as 

a tool to naturalize the institutionalized disposability of foreign labour as a standard and 

required design for the advancement of the national economy. Not only does the strategic 

use of language frame neoliberal claims as economic necessities, it also helps to validate 

the development and expansion of the low-skilled FWP. By framing the selective flow of 

cheap, disposable foreign labour as an economic necessity the Canadian government 

hopes to gain competitive advantage at the global scale. 

Since its inception, the low-skilled FWP has been presented to the Canadian public as 

a required and necessary mechanism for the economic development and survival of the 

local labour market. In the Temporary Foreign Worker Guidebook for Canadian employ-

ers, CIC describes foreign labour as “an essential part of a company’s business strategy” 

that helps to “fill labour shortages in Canada and bring new skills and knowledge to help 

the country’s economy grow” (CIC, 2008b). By framing the recruitment of foreign labour 

as an economic necessity the state can then disregard improving employment standards 

of unskilled and low-skilled labour or expanding the pool of permanent residents to fill this 

void instead of expanding the temporary foreign worker regime. 

According to announcements on the CIC website, the Canadian government became 

even more committed to improving the national immigration system in recent years by 

making it “more flexible and responsive to changing labour market needs” (CIC, 2008a). 

On its website, CIC claims that new reforms to the immigration system will make it “more 

efficient and competitive by allowing application to be selected and processed based on 

labour market needs” (CIC, 2008a). These improvements stress the federal government’s 

commitment to expanding temporary foreign workers programs and intensifying neolib-

eral ideologies in support of the Government of Canada’s strategic economic agenda. 

A 2007 speech made by Monte Solberg, then Minister of HRSDC, announced the need 

for improvement of temporary foreign worker programs as a structural necessity. While 

a series of changes were announced to the larger TFWP, more significant changes were 
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made to the low-skilled stream, which employers are more drawn to. One key example is 

the federal government’s designation of the Pilot low-skilled FWP as the “Pilot Project for 

Occupations Requiring Lower Levels of Formal Training,” so as to make it more appeal-

ing in the Canadian market. What is more, the renaming of the low-skilled FWP helps to 

normalize the streaming of foreign labour as a necessary component of recruiting. 

The federal government maintained that by opening the door to foreign workers to fill 

voids in the hospitality sector, tourism, trucking, and other general unskilled and low-

skilled labour sectors, local nationals are granted more opportunities for social and eco-

nomic mobility. Monte Solberg claims that the local labour force is growing far too slowly 

to meet labour market needs and demands, a process which is further exacerbated by a 

record number of baby boomers set to retire. According to Solberg, “industries now have 

to plan much more rigorously to ensure they have the skilled workers necessary. One 

solution is to make sure workers in Canada can move to those career opportunities—

unimpeded by barriers” (Solberg 2007, Speech Notes). Changes made to the TFWP 

will help to bring down these barriers and provide local nationals with the opportunity to 

improve upon their education and employment. 

Solberg went on to state that “we are making available information on the labour market 

so Canadians can make informed choices about their employment and their education 

so they can better invest in their own future” (Solberg 2007, Speech Notes). Solberg’s 

delivery promotes the TFWP as a way for local nationals to “invest in their own future” 

by moving into skilled and highly paid sectors of the economy. By shaping this into an 

issue of improving the economic and social mobility of local nationals the state is able to 

validate the use of foreign labour, with promise that labour opportunities will not be taken 

away from the local labour market. In 2007, the government committed $50.5 million over 

two years to improve the processing resources of the TFWP, highlighting the Canadian 

government’s commitment to ensure that temporary foreign worker programs are viable 

mechanisms (CIC 2008a). By assuring improvements to the livelihood and welfare of 

local nationals, the Canadian government is able to rationalize the need for foreign work-

ers, who are not entitled to permanent secure status or the same rights and protections of 
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social welfare as Canadians. 

As a side note, Sharma (2006) maintains that close attention needs to be given to immi-

gration programs that are mobilized under the notion of labour shortages. The economic 

necessity of filling labour shortages with foreign workers is ingrained into the general 

public as common sense. The notion of labour shortages in immigration programs embed 

and legitimize the idea that foreign workers can only take jobs that local nationals refuse. 

This national discourse over employment helps fabricate the common sense belief that 

there are two separate labour markets in Canada: one for local nationals and one for 

foreigners. This entitles workers to differential rights and privileges. The resultant lack of 

rights of temporary foreign workers is justified by the separation between temporary and 

permanent residents (Sharma 2006). 

 In addition, the Canadian government continually endorses the notion that migration 

programs help to facilitate development in poorer sending countries “optimistic about the 

potential for remittances and technology transfer to lead to economic development in the 

source countries” (HRSDC 2009). HRSDC formulated a series of benefits that can be 

gained from the TFWP and explain that “temporary workers need to be well planned and 

facilitated in order to yield results,” advancing the neoliberal claim that free markets help 

to maximize an individual’s potential and welfare (HRSDC, 2009). By portraying itself 

as a provider of foreign aid, helping to alleviate poverty and provided opportunities for 

investment through remittances sent back home, the Canadian government provides the 

Canadian public with a positive image of the program. Ultimately, the Canadian govern-

ment wishes to promote the idea that the state is “helping employers hire disadvantaged 

groups,” converting this from being an economic issue into one of international assist-

ance. 

While it is true that “temporary foreign workers benefit from the opportunity to live and 

work in Canada” and “many workers earn much more in Canada than would be possible 

in their countries of origin,” as stated on the HRSDC website, the Government of Canada 

continues to disregard the precarious nature of the programs, which leave foreign work-

ers in a vulnerable position of disposability (HRSDC 2009). Tailored to meet the needs 
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and demands of Canadian employers, the economic gains of the program garnered by 

the Canadian government and employers far outweigh those of temporary workers and 

their sending country. 

Recent changes made by the Canadian government to the recruitment process of low-

skilled foreign workers promotes a “just-in-time” approach to immigration by pushing for 

a growth in “inventory of application, improving services and reducing wait times” (CIC 

2008a). The recent expedition of the low-skilled FWP hiring process, through e-LMOs, 

highlights the flexibilized approach assumed by the government of Canada to circumvent 

labour market rigidities. In his speech delivery, Monte Solberg announced key changes to 

the TFWP that included (1) an extension on the stay time of low-skilled temporary foreign 

workers from twelve months to twenty four months and (2) processing work permit 

applications through CIC and Labour Market Opinions through HRSDC at the same time. 

According to Solberg, these changes are “cutting down dramatically the time employers 

have to wait for the workers they need” (Solberg 2007, Speech Notes). 

HRSDC claims that the recently introduced Expedited Labour Market Opinion (e-LMO) 

Pilot Project “was put in place to accelerate the application process to hire temporary for-

eign workers” in specific unskilled and low skilled sectors in Alberta and British Columbia 

(HRSDC, 2009). As one of the more favoured changes, employers who qualify to partici-

pate in the initiative are processed by HRSDC within approximately five business days 

of receiving the requested information. Under the e-LMO, in order to ensure that proper 

monitoring and compliance measures were fulfilled, so as to protect the safety of tempor-

ary foreign workers, employers were required to prove that they met the conditions of the 

low-skilled FWP for at least two years. Employers are to consent to reviews in exchange 

for an expedited process; these reviews require employers to demonstrate adherences 

to wages, standards of working conditions, recruitment efforts, and other requirements. 

While employers who do not provide the necessary proof could potentially be removed 

from the expedited labour market pilot project, inability to meet the requirements does not 

ban them from the TFWP (Fudge and MacPhail 2009) 

The low-skilled FWP open/unrestricted work permit further flexibilizes the recruitment 
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process of temporary foreign labour by authorizing the employment of foreign workers 

without occupational restrictions. The work permit does, however, tie foreign workers to a 

sole employer, as the employers name is on the work permit. The only way a worker can 

change employers is by finding an employer with an approved LMO and then applying 

for a change of status and work permit (CIC 2008b). By assuming a just-in-time approach 

to the recruitment of foreign labour the Canadian government is skirting the rigidities 

of hiring domestic workers trying “to help make the process of hiring temporary foreign 

workers easier, faster, and less costly for employers when they are unable to find Can-

adians to do the job”  (CIC 2008a). By promoting the low-skilled FWP as a mechanism 

that provides security and facilitates the development of the Canadian labour market, the 

federal government desires to gain the trust and confidence of the local general public. 

In doing so, the government can then justify the need for constraining the rights and 

privileges of flexibilized temporary foreign workers, therein advancing the institutionaliza-

tion of disposability. Sweetman and Warman (2010) are concerned that having temporary 

foreign workers tied to a specific employer by their work permit and lack of rights leaves 

them vulnerable to exploitation, especially for workers in low-skilled occupations. 

Only after the Office of the Auditor General of Canada concluded its report on temporary 

foreign worker programs—but before the report was released— did Minister of Citizen-

ship, Immigration, and Multiculturalism Jason Kenney announce proposed changes to the 

TFWP in October 2009. Most of the proposed amendments seek to protect low-skilled 

workers in the program because of the backlash incited by the lack of oversight on the 

part of the federal government. Recommendations put forward by the Parliamentary 

Citizenship and Immigration Committee suggested that foreigners only work in Canada 

for four years on temporary permits, after which they would be barred from the foreign 

worker program for six years. While this recommendation has yet to be implemented, 

such a modification highlights the disposability the Canadian government is trying to 

impose upon the program. In addition, the regulatory amendments promise a more rigor-

ous assessment of the genuineness of the job offer and a two-year ban of employers who 

are not providing fair working conditions and wages. The Parliamentary and Citizenship 

and Immigration Committee also called for an advisory board to monitor the program, 
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for work permits to be sector-and province-specific instead of employer specific, and the 

unannounced spot check of work and housing conditions by the government. While these 

recommendations have yet to be adopted, these proposed amendments expose the 

entrenched mismanagement of the program. 

HRSDC Minister Diane Finley maintains that 

“these changes are an important step by our government. They reiterate 
that our government is committed to improving the integrity of the TFWP, 
while ensuring that temporary foreign workers filling a need in sectors 
where there are still labour shortages are afforded the necessary protec-
tions” (CIC, 2009b). 

Presented to the Canadian public as a way to address the structural flaws of the program, 

the proposed amendments enable the federal government to intensify their control over 

the movement of migrant workers. 

Revising the Canadian Government’s Approach to the TFWP

Since its inception, the low-skilled FWP has been mismanaged, intensifying the vulner-

ability of temporary foreign workers with already limited options. While Minister Kenney 

may have pre-emptively announced proposed changes to temporary foreign worker 

programs prior to the release of the Auditor General’s Report, critical faults and problems 

with the TFWP in Canada have long been cited by researchers and academics (Bauder 

2006, Brem 2006, Sharma 2006, Fudge and MacPhail 2009) and further supported by 

Auditor General Sheila Fraser’s Report, released November 2009, scorning the federal 

government’s migration management approach. The report highlights the lack of over-

sight by the government, which has permitted the continual abuse of foreign workers 

by employers. The report maintains that low-skilled temporary foreign workers are most 

at risk because of language barriers, the economic conditions from which they come, 

and the lack of understanding and awareness of their rights in Canada (Auditor General 

of Canada 2009). The misguided government strategy to have foreign workers meet 

local labour market needs and a lack of regulation leave temporary migrants exposed to 

exploitation. 

What distinguishes the TFWP from other temporary labour programs, such as the 
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Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program and Live in Caregiver Program, is that bilateral 

agreements between Canada and the labour-sending states are not required to temporar-

ily contract foreign workers. Instead, Canadian companies can recruit temporary migrants 

from any country without bilateral agreements limiting the selection process. The absence 

of these agreements reinforces what some scholars refer to as the neoliberal call for 

a roll-back of state intervention and in turn the deregulation of the labour market (Pel-

lerin 1999, Brem 2006, Dreher 2007). The non-existence of bilateral agreements and 

mechanisms of checks and balance has not only permitted the mistreatment of foreign 

workers, it has also advanced the growth of temporary migrant workers. Foreign workers 

granted work permits under the low-skilled FWP stream are often (1) not permitted to 

work for another employer, (2) obligated to live with their employers, and (3) unable to 

gain permanent residency. Restricted labour mobility and dependence on an employer 

makes it rather difficult for foreign workers to leave poor and abusive working conditions 

(Elgersma 2007).

In the audit of the current practices of CIC and HRSDC the Auditor General’s Report 

encountered three critical problems that afflict the TFWP and prevent the delivery of an 

effective and efficient program. The first concern dealt with the vagueness and unclear 

roles and responsibilities of HRSDC and CIC in evaluating the genuineness of job offers 

and how assessments are carried out, as the operational manuals of neither department 

provide a clear understanding of these processes. There is no systematic follow-up by 

the CIC or HRSDC to verify that Canadian employers comply with the terms and condi-

tions of the LMO application. This leads to the second key problem found by the audit: 

neither department is effectively inspecting the working and living conditions provided 

by employers, side from those participating in the e-LMO program. Furthermore, no 

provisions currently exist in federal regulations to make employers or third-party agents 

accountable for their treatment of temporary foreign workers. The need for follow-up 

on job offers impacts the integrity of the Canadian programs, but also the security and 

welfare of foreign workers (Auditor General of Canada 2009). 

Direct assessment of the pilot low-skilled FWP brought to light a third damaging issue. 
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When initially launched the program did not implement a limited analysis of risks and 

had not structured any formal goal, objectives, or basis on which to evaluate its success. 

What is more, the program has been designated a pilot for over seven years. The audit 

made note of how the government has not provided any mechanisms to impose admin-

istrative sanctions on employers or representatives of the program. The audit remarked 

that the delivery of the low-skilled FWP also threatens the integrity of the program and 

the well-being of foreign workers (Auditor General of Canada 2009). While the Auditor 

General of Canada’s Report on the TFWP is a step in the right direction towards dismant-

ling the institutionalized disposability of temporary migrants, the federal government still 

needs to reassess its approaches to migration management and the Canadian immigra-

tion system. 

Concluding Remarks

By naturalizing the process of flexibilizing foreign labour, through the implementation of 

the low-skilled FWP, the Canadian government has intensified the vulnerability of non-

permanent migrants, profiting from the institutionalized disposability and minimal costs of 

recruiting temporary foreign labour. Accordingly, it is critical to scrutinize the contradictory 

and hybrid nature of the state-led neoliberal approach, questioning the sustainability 

of the government’s approach to migration management. For how long, and to what 

extent, can the Canadian labour market be dependent on temporary foreign labour?  

What are the long-term impacts of increasing the number of temporary foreign workers 

entering Canada?  In his own work on temporary foreign labour in Australia, Hugo (2006) 

maintains that this flexible shift in the labour market has not been acknowledged with 

great proficiency by researchers, academics, or demographic and labour data collection 

agencies, as the spotlight continues to be focussed on permanent migration. Continual 

disregard for the perilous nature of the state’s neoliberal offensive of eroding the labour 

market through the imposition of policies of labour deregulation and flexibilization, along 

with less expensive production methods can be quite catastrophic, given the economic-

ally unsustainable nature of the neoliberal approach to migration management. 

The current instability of global markets is now trickling down into the local Canadian 

labour market and with the growth of unemployment and underemployment government 
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officials are now beginning to question the economic necessity and viability of temporary 

foreign labour. A Liberal senator from New Brunswick called for a halt to foreign worker 

programs, “saying that foreign workers should be banned from the country for stealing 

jobs from the growing ranks of unemployed Canadian[s]” (Campion-Smith and Brenna, 

2009). This “Canadians First” approach to labour policy will have dramatic effects on 

the low-skilled FWP, as local nationals are losing jobs in the low-skilled and medium 

skilled labour sectors. This line of inquiry is not intended to support or contest the argu-

ment against the utility of FWPs, rather it highlights the importance of the issue given 

the growing instability of both the global and national labour markets and the Canadian 

government’s volatile approach to migration. 

Aside from providing key recommendations to revise the federal government’s manage-

ment approach to immigration programs, the audit of the TFWP brings light to the over-

use of the program and employers addiction to cheap, disposable labour. Over-depend-

ence on the immigration programs further embeds the institutionalized disposability of 

foreign workers and naturalizes the precarious status of temporary migrants. While the 

audit ultimately pushed for the Canadian government to uphold the integrity of the TFWP 

and improve workers’ protections, this discourse of disposability has historically been 

entrenched in the federal government’s approach to migration management (Auditor 

General of Canada 2009). The Auditor General’s report on the program reveals the need 

for eminent change to amend the structural faults of the program, which leave migrants 

exposed to systemic exploitation. Ultimately, the federal government needs to reassess 

its migration management approach and overdependence on disposable foreign labour in 

order to allow for more sustainable and prosperous temporary foreign worker programs.
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Abstract
There is an underrepresentation of visible minorities in the Canadian Forces. Recruitment 
and retention have fallen short of their stated goals. Several hindrances to successful vis-
ible minority recruitment exist. First, Canadian public perceptions of the CF have become 
more positive, but the propensity to join has decreased. Visible minority communities 
in particular are not culturally inclined to join the military. A lack of accurate information 
and insufficient time to achieve critical mass in the organization are potential reasons. 
Second, the perceived shortfalls in recruitment and representation may be a result of 
lofty equitable employment goals and an unnecessarily complex recruitment process. 
Ultimately, visible minority recruitment misses the larger personnel issue that the CF is 
currently tackling – the military needs more people, minorities or not, to meet operational 
mandates.

Introduction

The Canadian Forces (CF) is facing a significant personnel challenge. As an all-volunteer 

force, it relies solely on Canadian civilians choosing the military as a profession. In recent 

years, operational fatigue over multiple deployments and the demographic reality of an 

aging overall workforce has hollowed out the organization’s operational capacity (CFDS 

2008, 15). Soldiers are leaving the service, and there are not enough young Canadians 

signing up to replace them. Recruitment shortfalls are becoming a service-wide issue. 

These shortfalls have been exacerbated by demographic changes in Canadian society. 

The military profession and the service ethos it espouses do not resonate strongly in 

post-modern Canadian society. The allure of the civilian private sector and the pursuit of 

professional education outweigh the attractiveness of a military career. 

The CF is therefore hoping to market itself more widely to meet its recruitment needs. It 

has no choice but to attract, and recruit from, any and all segments of Canadian society. 
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In particular, it must seek the integration of non-traditional groups like women and vis-

ible minorities. Visible minority recruitment is important as they are the fastest growing 

segment of the Canadian population, particularly in the preferred target recruitment age 

group of 17 to 24 (Park 2008, 22). The CF estimates that by 2011 racial minorities will 

represent 19.2 percent of the Canadian population (21.1 percent by 2016) (Winslow, 

Browne, and Febbraro 2007, 44).

Recognizing this opportunity, the CF has taken steps to target visible minorities for 

recruitment. The 2008 Canada First Defence Strategy (CFDS) explicitly states that 

“rebuilding the Forces into a first-class, modern military means recruiting the ‘best and 

the brightest’ that Canadian communities have to offer.” The objective to recruit and 

retain personnel that “reflect the face of Canada” is also stated (CFDS 2008, 16). These 

objectives echo a previous recognition to diversify representation in the military. The 2006 

CF Employment Equity Plan (EEP) listed an equal employment goal of 9 percent rep-

resentation for visible minorities (Winslow, Browne, and Febbraro 2007, 36).1  The desire 

to recruit more visible minorities into the military is thus two-fold: to tap into an expanding 

demographic and to achieve diversity goals so that the military’s personnel composition 

more closely resembles the representation in the Canadian civilian workforce. 

At present there remains an underrepresentation of visible minorities in the Canadian 

Forces. Recruitment and retention have fallen short of their stated goals. In 2006, visible 

minorities only made up approximately 2.8 per cent of CF personnel, specifically 2.1 

percent of Regular Forces and 4.2 percent of Reserves (Jung 2007, 28).2  This is clearly 

a far cry from the target rate of 9 percent. The EEP continues to fall short of its target 

numbers despite recent increases in overall recruitment. Indeed, the 2006 Report of the 

Auditor General noted that the number of visible minority recruits has been declining 

since 2002 (Auditor General of Canada 2006, 56). This begs the question: what factors 

are hindering visible minority recruitment into the Canadian Forces? 

This paper will examine visible minority recruitment from both sides of the recruitment 

relationship. First, it will examine the Canadian public’s perceptions of the Canadian 

Forces, with particular attention paid to the views of visible minority communities. 
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Second, it will explore the difficulties in recruiting visible minorities from the military 

perspective. 

Public Perceptions at Large

When Canadians are asked their opinion of the CF, the results are generally and consist-

ently very positive. Indeed, one could say that the CF has not enjoyed this level of public 

recognition and support in more than a generation. The mission in Afghanistan and other 

recent overseas contributions have significantly raised the profile of the Canadian Forces. 

However, the military was still ranked lower in a public opinion survey when contextual-

ized with other government priorities such as health care and education (Jung 2007, 29).

Of particular interest are the attitudes of young Canadians towards the CF. Regardless 

of other demographic shifts, the military’s traditional recruitment age bracket remains 

relatively the same—it wants physically fit Canadians of any race or gender between the 

ages of 17 and 24. Presently, many young Canadians are simply not interested in military 

careers. 

This lack of interest is multifaceted. On the one hand, it is symptomatic of a cultural 

decline in young Canadians’ understanding of Canadian and world history, and the 

role the Canadian military played in its development. Imagery of the Canadian Forces 

begins from post-Cold War peacekeeping and not from its participation in two world wars 

and Korea. There are fewer and fewer surviving veterans every year, and the cultural 

gap between them and the young Canadians of today has never been greater. People 

are more likely to consider a military career if they come from a military family or know 

someone in the Forces (Hamilton 2009). Indeed, this generation of Canadians are the 

first to have almost no direct links to veterans of previous wars. Grandparents may 

have stories of their experiences in the Second World War, Korea, or even Vietnam, but 

today’s parents do not have those stories (Chapnick 2006, 97). Without these memories 

and historical understanding, it is difficult for youth to develop the national pride which 

plays a large motivational role in military service enrolment (Chapnick 2006, 96). 

On the other hand, today’s young Canadians are consciously choosing not to consider 



Vol. 2, No. 1, 2010 40

the CF as a career option. There remains an outdated but still widespread stereotype 

that equates military service with a lack of education (Cowan 2004, 134). On the whole, 

broader society links the concept of a profession with advanced education.3  Youth who 

want to make a difference do not see the military as the best way to do so (Chapnick 

2006, 96). Overall, those who have a range of job choices, particularly if they have 

comparable civilian careers, tend to choose an employer other than the CF (Okros 2009, 

163). A preference towards individualism and materialism has overridden values of 

community, duty and service. Indeed, as one professor pointed out, university students 

“are all for a military intervention in Darfur, as long as they’re not called upon to serve” 

(Hamilton 2009).

Perceptions from within Ethnic Groups

The lack of interest in military careers among visible minorities is similarly multifaceted. 

Major influences include a relatively low ranking of military service as a career; an 

existing negativity towards militaries in general; the importance of education, family, and 

ethnic identity; and a lack of senior ranking visible minority members in the military to 

serve as community contacts and role models. 

Minorities tend to see higher education as a means to overcome discrimination in the 

workforce. This is often also associated with upward social mobility—particularly for their 

children. As visible minorities also tend to cluster in ‘ethnic enclaves’ in large, metro-

politan centres (already a degree removed from the military’s traditional rural recruiting 

base), the immense influence communities can place on their children can reinforce 

the cultural resistance to military service (Rennie 2007, Jung 2007, 34). Research in 

Canada’s Chinese and South Asian communities has found that young people rely 

heavily on their parents and the larger community for approval. For many visible minority 

immigrants, careers in law enforcement, public service, or the military simply have not 

managed to present themselves as providing the prestige—or the pay cheque—of a 

profession such as law, medicine, or accounting (Jung 2007, 31). Moreover, ethnic com-

munities tend to be reluctant to have their children leave urban centres for remote bases 

around the country (Hamilton 2009).4 
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A 2007 sampling of ethnic communities in British Columbia revealed a number of nega-

tive responses. Chinese families do not “see careers for their children in the military.” 

A Sikh group responded that they “did not come to Canada to fight.” A South Korean 

businessman said, “I brought my sons here so they did not have to join the national draft” 

(Asian Pacific Post 2007a).5  

Cultural resistance to military service can also be due to negative experiences with 

military institutions in home countries. For immigrants from a number of African, Asian, 

or South American nations, for example, the military is not only seen as a poor career 

choice, but also carries significant negative connotations (Winslow, Browne, and Feb-

braro 2007, 36). Indeed, some immigrant groups fled to Canada from oppressive military 

regimes (Scoppio 2009, 27). One retired general wrote that “many of the minority groups 

came to Canada to escape repressive and totalitarian military-led regimes and are 

sceptical about any military organization, even one whose soldiers are the envy of the 

world” (Pablo 2006). 

According to visible minorities in the military, however, part of the negative perceptions 

about the CF is based on misunderstanding and a lack of information (Elayadathusseril 

2009). This is exacerbated by a lack of high-ranking visible minority CF members who 

can serve as points of contact and role models in communities. Since the military is 

bottom-loaded and has few avenues for lateral entry into senior positions, it will take 

many years for visible minorities to permeate throughout the organization and provide 

examples with which to recruit others. 

It is thus argued that visible minorities have not achieved ‘critical mass’ in the Canadian 

Forces (Scoppio 2009, 19). It takes time to increase diversity, particularly in the present 

environment where recruitment is difficult and long-term retention is challenging. In 

order to achieve this critical mass, there must be sufficient numbers of visible minority 

members in all areas of the organization (Scoppio 2009, 19). Recruiters believe that there 

is a lag of several generations between immigrants’ arrival in Canada and sizable posi-

tive interest in a military career (Hamilton 2009). This is made all the more considerable 

when visible minorities as a group are relatively new to Canada—arrivals have only really 
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increased substantially in the last 20 years (Jung 2007, 28). 

The Military Perspective

Part of the perceived shortfall in recruiting visible minorities may simply be that unattain-

able goals were set from the beginning. The push for greater representation came, 

rightfully, after the 1995 Employment Equity Act, but the failure of policymakers to under-

stand the differing cultural values of visible and ethnic minority groups has meant that 

the military was tasked with unrealistic expectations (Jung 2007, 28). Worse, the target 

recruitment rates were erroneously idealistic. In 1999, the CF EEP set the minimum 

representation target rate at 9 percent based on the results of a 1997 Environics public 

opinion survey that gauged visible minority populations’ interest in military service. The 

target rate was revised to 7.8 percent in 2004 after modifications to the work force analy-

sis methodology. It was changed again the year after to 8.1 percent following another 

methodology revision. 

In all cases, however, the methodology was flawed. The numbers were derived from 

survey answers using graded levels of “interest in the military” and the “propensity to 

join” (Jung 2007, 34). The target percentage was reached by combining the responses 

that answered ‘strongly interested’ with those that were ‘somewhat interested’ together 

without reconciling propensity, thus inflating the number of respondents expected to 

enrol (Jung 2007, 34). Jung argues that if the CF continues to be unable to reach these 

unreasonable targets, it will inevitably lead to further perceptions of institutional inertia 

and organizational racism. This in turn will, of course, reinforce visible minorities’ already-

cautious perceptions of careers in the military (Jung 2007, 35).

All this is not to say that the CF has only recently started to recruit outside its ‘traditional’ 

demographics. Visible minorities have had a longstanding—albeit numerically low—pres-

ence in the military. Of late, however, the traditional volunteer pool has dwindled and 

the CF has had to take a more proactive approach to achieve its operational (and EEP) 

goals.
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CF Personnel Situation

The CF’s personnel situation is in rough shape overall. There are significant staffing 

imbalances across different military occupations. The 2006 AGR listed 24 occupations 

that were overstaffed (Auditor General of Canada 2006, 52). Infantry enrolment, for 

example, is nearly 25 percent oversubscribed (Fisher 2009). The demand remains so 

high that the military has had to reduce recruitment for Regular Force infantry for the next 

year and implement incentives to encourage infantry members to transfer to trades with 

existing shortfalls, such as vehicle technicians and fire control system technicians (Fisher 

2009).6 

Simultaneously however, 26 occupations were understaffed by up to 10 percent, esti-

mated to take one to two years to recover. Another 29 occupations were understaffed by 

10 percent or more, requiring more than two years to recover (Auditor General of Canada 

2006, 52). The shortages plague all three branches—army, navy, and air force—and are 

predominantly support-related occupations such as doctors, ammunition technicians, and 

logistics officers (Auditor General of Canada 2006, 53).

Worse, the traditional recruitment base is steadily eroding. It has historically targeted 

physically-fit young white men between the ages of 17 and 24. They have generally come 

from rural areas or urban centres with a population of less than 100,000, had previous 

familial CF ties, and possessed a high school education or less (Jung 2007, 28). With 

each census, however, Canada’s population becomes more concentrated in its major 

metropolises (Hamilton 2009). 

The 2006 Report of the Auditor General explicitly highlighted the fact that DND has not 

been able to improve its recruiting of visible minorities since the problem was pointed 

out in the last recruitment process audit in 2002 (Auditor General of Canada 2006, 68).7  

Despite $1.5 million spent specifically on diversity recruiting, the results have not meas-

ured up to target benchmarks (Auditor General of Canada 2006, 68). 

The Auditor General’s Report also underscored significant difficulties in recruitment 
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procedures. It acknowledged the selective process by which applicants are accepted as 

recruits and noted that a battery of medical, physical, aptitude, drug and security tests 

are reasonable in ensuring the CF is only accepting candidates suitable for the particular 

nature of military life (Auditor General of Canada 2006, 60). However, these tests aside, 

the recruitment process can take from 90 days to more than a year. Statistics show that 

more than a quarter of applicants are lost annually during this waiting period, either 

through voluntary withdrawal of the application by the applicant or because contact was 

simply lost between the recruiting centre and the applicant (Auditor General of Canada 

2006, 58). Overall, only about one-third of the applicants every year actually become 

recruits (Auditor General of Canada 2006, 60).

The Immigrant Recruitment Experience

Recruitment procedures are only more difficult for recent immigrants. Basic enrolment 

requirements include Canadian citizenship (DND 2010). Permanent residents are only 

considered in circumstances wherein the military has need of their particular skills and 

the position has not been filled by a Canadian citizen (Elayadathusseril 2009). Worse, 

detailed security clearances are required for most military occupations (Scoppio 2009, 

27). Immigrants often maintain close family ties with their countries of origin, raising 

security implications and delays—particularly if they are from non-traditional or non-allied 

source countries—in the screening process.

There are still attitudinal barriers to the presence of visible minorities in the CF. The 

military itself is not necessarily the most inviting nor accepting of organizations in terms of 

diversity and change. The hierarchical authoritarian nature of certain military trades—land 

forces in general and combat arms in particular—makes minority integration difficult 

to achieve (Winslow, Browne, and Febbraro 2007, 43). The established relationship 

between authoritarianism and ethnocentrism, the tendency to divide people into ‘us good’ 

and ‘them bad,’ means that certain trades have a relatively low tolerance for diversity 

(Winslow, Browne, and Febbraro 2007, 37). This authoritarianism is necessarily embod-

ied in the military readiness to submit to a higher authority, particularly in combat arms 

but is generally present in the organization as a whole (Winslow, Browne, and Febbraro 

2007, 43). Militaries require a degree of hierarchy, obedience and social differentiation 
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dynamics to be operationally effective.8  At the same time, however, they must also reflect 

the values of the larger society whom they are supposed to serve. 

The military organization thus faces an impossible dilemma. On the one hand, diversity 

has been and will continue to be celebrated in Canadian society. Military and political 

leadership have undertaken a number of initiatives to promote diversity and make the 

organization more convergent with civilian society. On the other, a certain level of dis-

criminatory differentiation must remain for the purposes of military training. The inherent 

need for particular levels of authoritarianism and aggressiveness for combat purposes 

makes it difficult for diversity and equity to be universally accepted across military sectors 

(Winslow, Browne, and Febbraro 2007, 43).

This is not to say the CF is not trying. The military has been actively advertising for 

recruitment (Chapnick 2006, 96). There is no shortage of television and bus stop adver-

tisements, as well as recruitment drives at post-secondary institutions. The advertise-

ments have also changed from espousing the idea that military service was the same 

kind of career as banking or business—complete with images of a young uniformed 

officer with a briefcase—to illustrating the realities and contributions of serving (Walters 

2009). The grainy, combat-style television ads encourage potential recruits to “Fight with 

the Canadian Forces” and include images of soldiers providing humanitarian aid, search 

and rescue, and naval interdiction operations. These images promote the idea that 

recruits are joining to “Fight Fear, Fight Chaos, Fight Distress.”

The military has seen some success with a community-based approach to recruiting 

ethnic minorities. In attempts to recruit South Asians, for example, recruiters began by 

forging relationships with community educators and leaders to first passively heighten 

the military’s profile and spread awareness of the available opportunities (Fowlie 2006). 

Likewise, the Canadian Forces recruiting website has a section dedicated to visible min-

orities in the CF. It explicitly pays homage to Black, Chinese, and Japanese Canadians 

as having “paved the way for Canadians of ALL origins to proudly take their rightful place 

in the Canadian Forces.”9 
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Lastly, the meritocratic foundation of the military should also not be forgotten. The rigours 

inherent to military life are not for everyone. Suitability is determined first on the basis of 

factors of military necessity; colour of skin, gender, or ethnic background come secondary 

to those factors. Indeed, there is every possibility that potential recruits from ‘traditional’ 

recruiting areas can be found unsuitable for military service, just as visible minority 

recruits can possess the necessary attributes. The underlying question is whether a 

person with such attributes is interested in a military career. Given the aforementioned 

recruitment shortages, that the person is also a visible minority should be considered a 

bonus rather than a distinct priority.

Conclusion

There is no doubt a distinct political priority to better minority representation in the CF. To 

garner greater popular acceptance the CF rank and file should rightly reflect the ethnic 

diversity of the population from which it draws its strength. Popular support is critical if 

the military is to remain viable and survive fiscally. The more the average voter perceives 

the CF as an ethnocentric organization of violent white men, the less likely they are to 

support its deployments or future budgetary increases. Until representation reaches more 

socially-reflective levels, visible minority recruitment will remain an explicit priority.

While this prioritization is a worthy endeavour, policymakers must be cautious not to 

render those efforts counter-productive. It has been argued that the selection of visible 

minorities for employment based more on colour than their actual credentials effectively 

erodes and undervalues their actual achievements. The message from visible minorities 

and critics alike is to “recognize our credentials, not our colour” (Asian Pacific Post 

2007b). A sensible, meritocratic approach to visible minority recruitment is recommended 

over proactive affirmative action-type strategies that artificially boost representation. 

Moreover, policymakers must not miss the larger picture. Minority representation does 

not exist in a vacuum. It is merely one of many priorities the CF is currently juggling, and 

it pales in comparison to more pressing issues. The reality today is that the military is 

simply not getting enough recruits overall. That visible minorities are underrepresented 

is symptomatic of the larger personnel malady. In fact, the 2006 AGR does not list visible 
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minorities explicitly in its List of Recommendations. It notes broadly that the CF needs 

to “ensure that it has a sufficient number of applicants from which to draw suitable 

candidates” (Auditor General 2006, 71). The CF’s personnel priority is to recruit and 

retain sufficient numbers of trained, deployable, retainable personnel to meet present and 

future operational needs. Understanding the visible minority recruiting obstacles and how 

the military can alleviate some of those concerns will help further recruitment reforms 

to attract all segments of the Canadian population. After all, better pay and benefits are 

equally appealing to potential recruits from any ethnic or cultural background.

Ultimately, it is a matter of choice to the individual. Canadians voluntarily join the Can-

adian Forces, and there are not enough such-minded Canadians today. In part this can 

be attributed to an increasingly individualist youth culture and the prevalent neo-liberal 

political environment that places less value on public service and the military. It can also 

be attributed to the plethora of cultures and perspectives of the military that come with a 

vibrant immigrant population. Recruitment strategies must look for ways to mitigate these 

obstacles. Indeed, visible minorities will also absorb some neo-liberal social influence, 

meaning narrowly-targeted minority recruitment strategies will still be stifled. Strategies 

that appeal to visible minorities and to the disinterested public at large will have a greater 

net benefit. Additional visible minority recruits will contribute to solving the personnel 

shortage, but it will not solve it entirely. The bottom line is the Canadian Forces needs 

more Canadians to choose to don a uniform, visible minority or not.

1 It also listed target percentages for women and Aboriginal peoples (Jung 2007, 34).
2 There is conflicting data here. In 2001, Census data indicated that visible minorities made up 
2.6% of the Canadian Forces while being 13.4% of the overall population (Winslow 2007, 35). 
Park (2008) uses 2002 Statistics Canada numbers and totals minority representation at 6.4% 
and 17% of the civilian working population. It is highly unlikely that a recruiting campaign would 
be this successful so quickly. Jung is using 2006 numbers and lists visible minorities as 12.6% of 
the total workforce, which seems more reasonable. Park seems to include immigrant groups and 
visible minorities together, which may have skewed the numbers. In either case, it is safe to say 
that the percentage of visible minorities in the military is still lower than its counterpart in the civilian 
workforce.
3 Ironically, in 2002, more than 50% of Regular Force members and nearly 70% of the Reserves 
had completed some post-secondary degree or diploma (Park 2008, 18).
4 Interestingly, anti-military and peace activist groups criticize the Canadian Forces’ approach in 
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specifically targeting immigrants – particularly the consideration for relaxing citizenship require-
ments for enrolment – as an exploitation of low job prospects in those demographics. Critics see 
the increased focus on immigrant recruitment is nothing more than an “economic draft” (Pablo 
2006).
5 These negative perceptions stand in stark contrast to perceptions of the military in lower socio-
economic classes, particularly in Atlantic Canada. Christian Leuprecht, a professor at Royal Military 
College, notes that “in those areas, the military is an attractive employer and, interestingly, an 
institution for social mobility within a society. [emphasis added] (Hamilton 2009)”
6 Interestingly, there remains a desire to go back to Afghanistan one more time before Canada’s 
combat mission is expected to end in 2011. Enthusiasm to deploy has been unusually high in the 
last two infantry units scheduled to serve in Afghanistan (Fisher 2009).
7 The 2006 Report levelled similar criticism to DND’s inability to recruit women and Aboriginals as 
well.
8 Charles Moskos argues that the military as an organization is at once trying to differentiate 
itself from civilian society and attempt to be convergent with civilian structures. This double-sided 
phenomenon is what Moskos calls the “plural” or segmented military. In such an organization, 
there is no “homogeneous military” that lies somewhere between civilian and military poles, but 
rather an internally-segmented military wherein certain areas (trades) are more convergent or more 
divergent. In the Canadian Forces, the (military and political) leadership desire convergence with 
Canadian society while resistance (divergence) is particularly strong from arguably the most diver-
gent sector of any military – the combat arms. Indeed, Moskos posits that labour-intensive support 
units and combat forces are the sectors that most stress “customary modes of military organization. 
(Winslow et. al. 2007, 32-33)”
9 http://www.forces.ca/html/visibleminoritiesinthecf_en.aspx [accessed 24 Jan 2010]
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Canada’s Coalition Conundrum
An Analysis of Debate on Democratic Legitimacy  

Abstract
This paper examines the 2008 Canadian parliamentary ‘coalition crisis’, specifically 
exploring the Conservative Party’s line of argumentation that the coalition was ‘undemo-
cratic’, which played a major role in the party’s anti-coalition strategy. This paper argues 
that the  ‘coalition crisis’ exposed two fundamentally different, and competing, concepts 
of Canadian democracy – parliamentary democracy as opposed to electoral democracy.  
It contends that the attack on the democratic legitimacy of the coalition has created very 
real concerns for Canadian democracy going forward, as many of the major democratic 
actors in Canadian politics appear to hold fundamentally different, and contradictory, 
views as to what constitutes the basic rules governing Canadian democracy.

Introduction

Canadian democracy and governance is an incredibly rich topic of study. With its robust 

federalism, and history of peaceful democracy, Canada is often held up as a model 

democratic country. Internally, Canada has a number of ongoing, healthy, and public 

debates about the future of Canadian democracy. These discussions include the merits 

of moving towards a form of proportional representation, options to reform the senate, 

and how to address declining voter turnout. While these debates often have passion-

ate proponents on all sides, they are rooted in the assumption that Canada is a stable, 

mature democratic country, with fundamental agreement on the basic principles that 

make up Canadian democracy.

This is perhaps why the ‘coalition crisis’ of Canadian politics in the final months of 2008, 

was, to many observers, both unexpected and disconcerting. Internationally, ‘quiet 

Canada’s’ political crisis was noted, with newspapers around the world screaming with 

headlines such as, “Crisis-torn Canada suspends parliament” (Channel News Asia 

2008), and “Canada’s PM says bid to topple him is undemocratic” (ABC News 2008). 
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Domestically, the public’s attention was focused on activity in the nation’s capital to an 

extent rarely seen before. This was more than a removed curiosity. With events rapidly 

unfolding in Ottawa, polls indicate that at the height of the crisis, 72 percent of Canadians 

were truly scared for the future of the country (Ipsos News Centre 2008).

This paper will seek to provide a novel analysis of the events, the debates, and the 

philosophical theories that were truly at the heart of this coalition conundrum. It will argue 

that during this important episode in Canadian politics, the Conservative Party’s line 

of argumentation that the coalition was ‘undemocratic’ played a major role in its anti-

coalition strategy, which in turn has had significant long-term implications for Canadian 

democracy. This paper will lay out how the prospect of the coalition sharply exposed two 

fundamentally different, and competing, concepts of Canadian democracy: parliamentary 

democracy (based on the principle of responsible government, whereby the government 

must maintain the confidence of the House of Commons), and electoral democracy 

(which emphasizes the direct connection between the electorate and the executive). The 

case will be made that regardless of how one perceives the Conservative challenge to 

the democratic legitimacy of the coalition—be it as an irresponsible falsehood put forward 

for partisan reasons, or as a reflection of a new modern democratic reality in Canada—

this reaction to the coalition has created very real concerns for Canadian democracy 

going forward. It will be argued that these legitimate concerns stem from the fact that this 

major political debate did not improve widespread public ignorance about the Canadian 

constitution and political system. Furthermore, it resulted in a tenuous outcome in which 

many of the major democratic actors in Canadian politics appear to hold fundamentally 

different, and contradictory, views on what constitutes the basic rules governing Canadian 

democracy, and sets the stage for future rounds of constitutional crises in hyper-partisan 

settings.

Chronicling the Coalition

In order to delve into any aspect of the coalition crisis in substantial depth, it is first 

necessary to provide a brief historical account of what, on the surface, the ‘crisis’ was 

all about. October 14th 2008 saw the election of Canada’s 40th parliament. Incumbent 

Conservative Prime Minister Stephen Harper emerged with a strengthened minority 
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government, while election night proved disastrous for the Liberal Party, resulting in 

the party’s worst popular vote result in its history. In his victory speech, Prime Minister 

Stephen Harper reached out to his opponents, saying the time was ripe for all parties to 

put aside partisanship, and work cooperatively for Canadians (Harper 2008a). As leader 

of the opposition, a humbled Dion echoed this tone. November 19th saw the delivery of 

the government’s throne speech, which was by most accounts perceived as fairly vague, 

but inclusive, with attempts to woo all three opposition leaders. 

Most observers (although not Conservative Party spokespeople) believe the catalyst for 

the coalition came on November 27th, with the government’s fiscal update. The update 

included a number of items that would clearly be viewed as hostile by opposition par-

ties. The two major points of contention were the fact that the government provided no 

new ‘stimulus spending’ during a severe economic downturn, and that the fiscal update 

proposed to eliminate the public funding of political parties, upon which the other parties, 

particularly the official Opposition Liberals, were heavily dependent upon. Constitutional 

expert Peter Russell has referred to the document, as a “parliamentary kamikaze state-

ment” (2009, 143). From the announcement of the fiscal update, events unfolded rapidly. 

That same day party elders Ed Broadbent of the NDP and Jean Chretien of the Liberals 

met and determined there was a willingness to defeat the government. The government 

sensed the powerful opposition to its update and began to act accordingly, delaying any 

confidence motions by a week, and quickly dropping several of the more contentious 

policies from its agenda. It was too late. 

 On Monday December 1st, the Liberals, NDP, and Bloc parties unveiled a formal accord 

to defeat the Conservative Government and create a Liberal-led coalition with the NDP 

until June 30th 2011, with the support of the Bloc on confidence matters until the end 

of June 2010. Stéphane Dion was to be Prime Minister, and the three parties promised 

a multi-billion dollar stimulus package. Dion and Layton wrote to the Governor General 

informing her that the Conservative Government had lost the confidence of the House, 

and given the proximity of the last election and the willingness of the opposition parties 

to work together, urged her to allow them to form government. The following day, the 
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government indicated it would take the unprecedented route of requesting the Governor 

General prorogue Parliament until January, before a confidence motion could reach the 

house. By this point, both pro and anti-coalition rallies were appearing across the country.

On Wednesday December 3rd, both Prime Minister Stephen Harper and opposition 

leader Stéphane Dion were granted television airtime to address the nation. Harper’s 

message to the country at this crucial moment will be closely analyzed in the coming 

pages. The following morning, the Prime Minister and the head of the Privy Council 

Office met with the Governor General and her secretary, where the Governor General 

granted Harper’s request for prorogation. The following week, Michael Ignatieff replaced 

Stéphane Dion as Liberal leader. When Parliament resumed in January of 2009, Prime 

Minister Harper provided a new throne speech and budget that included billions of dollars 

in stimulus spending. The Bloc and the NDP voted against the budget, while the Liber-

als, under Ignatieff, announced they would conditionally support the budget measures, 

while putting the government “on probation.” Thus ended the unique ‘coalition’ chapter in 

modern Canadian politics.

Interesting Implications

There are a wide variety of important academic questions that emerge from this saga. 

What are the implications of the Prime Minister’s unprecedented request to prorogue 

parliament less than two months after an election? What will be the long-term effect of the 

Governor General’s decision to allow this request?  What does this coalition say about 

the changing perception of minority parliaments within Canadian politics? What do these 

series of events indicate about the shifting roles and policy of the Liberals, the NDP, and 

the Bloc?

It is my belief, however, that the most pressing aspect of the crisis centres on a particular 

argument used against the coalition by the Conservative Party. After the Liberals and 

NDP came forward with the support of the Bloc for their coalition, the Conservative Party 

responded with a series of attacks against the coalition, as any governing party would 

naturally be expected to produce in the situation. The Conservatives set to work putting 

forward arguments trying to convince Canadians that the coalition was a bad idea:  that 
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political chaos was dangerous during a time of economic crisis, that the Conservatives 

had just received a strengthened mandate by voters, that Stéphane Dion was a weak 

leader who had been clearly rejected by the electorate, that opposition parties were only 

acting in their own self-interest to protect their subsidized political funding, and that the 

coalition had been hatched by opposition parties well in advance of the Conservative 

fiscal update and was therefore a nefarious partisan scheme, as opposed to a legitimate 

response. 

Two of the most prominent lines of attack, however, were that the alliance with the Bloc 

Quebecois “separatists” represented an existential threat to Canada’s unity, and that 

the coalition itself was undemocratic. While both lines of argumentation have serious 

long-term implications for Canada and deserve scholarly attention, this paper will focus 

exclusively on the Conservatives’ use of the ‘undemocratic’ argument as a weapon in 

their battle to control the outcome of the coalition crisis. 

The Democratic Legitimacy of the Coalition

The Conservative Party repeatedly invoked the claim that without an intervening election, 

the transition to a Liberal-NDP coalition government would be undemocratic. In one of 

his first statements to the media after the unveiling of the coalition agreement by the 

opposition parties, on November 28th, Prime Minister Harper made clear his belief in the 

illegitimacy of the prospect of Stéphane Dion as Prime Minister:

“The opposition has every right to defeat the government, but Stéphane 
Dion does not have the right to take power without an election.” (Harper 
2008b)

Several days later, in remarks at a Conservative Christmas party event, and widely 

reported in the national news thereafter, the Prime Minister portrayed the coalition as a 

very real threat to Canada’s democracy:

“We will use all legal means to resist this undemocratic seizure of power. 
My friends, such an illegitimate government would be a catastrophe, for 
our democracy, our unity and our economy, especially at a time of global 
instability.” (Harper 2008c) 

Finally, in his carefully scripted nationally televised address on December 3rd, the night 
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before he was to go to the Governor General and seek prorogation, the Prime Minister 

stressed his belief that the coalition fundamentally lacked democratic legitimacy:

“…the opposition does not have the democratic right to impose a coali-
tion with the separatists they promised voters would never happen. The 
opposition is attempting to impose this deal without your say, without 
your consent, and without your vote.” (Harper, 2008d)

Thus the message from the upper echelons of the Conservative Party was clear: the 

coalition represented a threat to Canadian democracy. Tactically, this was a key message 

that was consistently repeated by the Conservative party`s political apparatus. Individual 

Conservative Members of Parliament used their speaking time in the House of Commons 

to rail against the legitimacy of the coalition. Conservative MP Andrew Saxton rose in the 

House to claim that: 

“This week Canadians are witnessing an unprecedented attack on our 
democratic institutions. The most basic principle of our democracy has 
been assaulted, the principle that voters choose the government.” (Can-
ada: House of Commons Debates, Hansard Vol. 143, No. 11)

Other Conservative MPs described the coalition as “a coup d’état worthy of a banana 

republic” (Calkins, Hansard Vol. 143, No. 11), as a “subversion of democracy” (Glover, 

Hansard Vol. 143, No. 12), and as a “ludicrous undemocratic coalition, a coup” (Shipley, 

Hansard Vol. 143, No. 11). Conservative Party strategists consistently brought forward 

this argument in anti-coalition rallies, over the nation’s airwaves and in its newspapers. 

Paid Conservative Party advertising attacked would-be leader of the coalition Stéphane 

Dion, claiming: “He even thinks he can take power without asking you, the voter. This is 

Canada, power must be earned, not taken” (Dingman 2008). On the official Conservative 

Party website, supporters were prompted to type in their postal codes to be provided with 

regionally specific anti-coalition talking points to be used for call-in radio shows. One sug-

gested talking point included, “I don’t want another election. But what I want even less is 

a surprise backroom Prime Minister whom I never even had the opportunity to vote for or 

against. What an insult to democracy” (Conservative Party of Canada 2008). In short, this 

was a deliberate, coordinated, and direct attack on the very democratic legitimacy of the 

political activity of the opposition parties. It was carefully crafted to be a central element 
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of the Conservative Party’s broader anti-coalition campaign. 

The opposition parties did make some limited efforts to counter this specific argument. 

The NDP launched a website, ‘www.62percentmajority.ca’ in an effort to emphasize that 

only a minority of Canadian voters had voted for Harper’s Conservatives in the previous 

election. Stéphane Dion (during the fiasco that was his televised response to Harper’s 

address to the nation) explicitly referred to the fact that the coalition’s actions were consti-

tutionally legitimate, and democratic. It is difficult to assess exactly how successful these 

tactics were in warding off the Conservative Party’s attacks on the coalition’s democratic 

legitimacy, but regardless, they were quite limited. 

Effect of Attacks on Democratic Legitimacy

It is challenging to isolate and identify the effectiveness of the Conservative anti-coalition 

campaign, specifically the anti-democratic rhetoric, in its goal of shaping public opinion. 

It is possible, however, to draw some insight from the limited polling that was conducted 

during the height of the ‘coalition crisis’ to gauge the public’s reaction. A Strategic 

Counsel poll conducted on December 3rd shows that 42percent of Canadians believed 

that the coalition was acting “in an undemocratic way” (Strategic Counsel 2008). While 

the time-span of the crisis was too short to poll repeatedly and track shifting opinions, 

it is still a reasonable assumption that repeated Conservative messaging challenging 

the democratic legitimacy of the coalition played a role in shaping public opinion to this 

effect. According to constitutional expert David Cameron, this line of argumentation was 

“incorrect, but politically effective” (2009, 190).

On the broader issue of shaping individuals’ overall level of support towards the coalition, 

despite numbers that suggest nearly half of Canadians believed Prime Minister Harper 

to be responsible for causing the political crisis, the coalition proved to be unpopular 

amongst the majority of voters. Approximately 62 percent of Canadians indicated they 

were ‘angry’ with the coalition’s attempt to take power, with a majority sharing this senti-

ment in every region of the country but Quebec (Ipsos News Centre 2008). In fact, at the 

height of the crisis, some polls had the Conservatives polling in clear majority government 

territory. This was a substantial increase from their support level less than two months 
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earlier when they had been re-elected in a minority position (Reuters, 2008). Again, while 

it is impossible to discern the exact degree to which this substantial shift in public opinion 

was shaped by the Conservative’s anti-coalition campaign, it is not unreasonable to 

assume it played a significant role. As Professor Ned Franks argues:

“There was no doubt that Harper…was stunningly effective in mobilizing 
public opinion against the proposed coalition. Harper and the Conserva-
tive Party had set the agenda and the terms of the discussion. The other 
parties seemed unable to respond. They were like a deer paralyzed by 
the headlights of a speeding automobile, doomed to a quick and un-
pleasant fate.” (2009, 40)

As has been established, attacking the democratic legitimacy of the coalition was one 

of the key points planned by the Conservative Party, a conscious framing of the debate, 

in order to set the favourable “terms of the discussion” to which Russell refers. Thus the 

Conservative Party’s depiction of the potential coalition government as illegitimate played 

a significant role in shaping public opinion against the coalition, which in turn affected the 

coalition’s long-term likelihood of success. Furthermore, the fact that the Conservative 

Party chose to use this ‘undemocratic’ line of argumentation served to aggravate an 

ongoing debate about democracy in Canada, the results of which will have long-term 

consequences for the country.

Competing Conceptions of Democracy

The coalition was a uniquely polarizing event, which served to expose and exacerbate a 

deep-seated division between those who conceive of Canada’s governance as steeped 

in parliamentary democracy and the core concept of ‘responsible government,’ versus 

those who argue that modern reality requires that democratic legitimacy be dependent 

on electoral democracy. Those who conceive of Canada as a traditional parliamentary 

democracy argue that the Conservative Government’s conviction that the coalition was 

undemocratic and lacked legitimacy was used to manipulate the Canadian populace 

through misrepresentation, and constitutional falsehoods. Those who view the coalition 

through the lens of electoral democracy argue that Canada’s constitutional conventions 

change over time, and that the transition of executive power without an election would 

have been an egregious violation of democracy in modern-day Canada. To begin to 
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unravel and understand the debates on either side, it is first necessary to understand the 

theoretical underpinnings of each position. 

Parliamentary Democracy

Canadian parliamentary democracy is based on the principle of responsible government, 

which at its heart, is centred in the House of Commons. Responsible government is a 

one-rule system, the rule being that the government must have the confidence of the 

elected House of Commons—this is the ‘confidence convention’ (Aucoin, Smith and Dins-

dale, 2004). Thus in this conception, democracy is embedded in the “elegant simplicity” of 

this rule, “democracy is the government’s need of the confidence of the House” (J. Smith 

2009, 176). Its proponents, such as constitutional scholar Eugene Forsey, argue that: 

“Parliamentary cabinet government…is both responsible and responsive. 
If the House of Commons votes want of confidence in a Cabinet, that 
Cabinet must step down and make way for a new government (normally 
the Official Opposition) or call an election right away so the people can 
decide which party will govern.” (Forsey 2005)  

Looking at the theory from a different perspective, scholar Heinz Eulau presents two 

different conceptions of how representation functions within Parliament, a ‘trustee’ model 

and a ‘delegate’ model (Docherty 2005, 13). This cleavage, I believe, is an important part 

of the larger difference between parliamentary and electoral perceptions of Canadian 

democracy. The concept behind the ‘trustee’ model is that voters elect someone they 

trust, and believe will use their experience and wisdom to act in the best interest of the 

broader community (Docherty 2005, 13). The modern embodiment of this theoretical 

role is not quite as pure as its original champion, Edmund Burke envisioned. Burke, as a 

British Member of Parliament, once famously explained in a speech to his constituents, 

“Your representative owes you, not his industry only, but his judgment; and he betrays, 

instead of serving you, if he sacrifices it to your opinion.” Burke was not re-elected. The 

concept of a modern ‘trustee,’ however, is that when they are elected it is to some degree 

an expression of faith in the MP’s judgment, and thus it is the MP’s role to carefully 

consider all aspects of those decisions before him or her, and not simply act as a perfect 

reflection of local opinion, as the ‘delegate’ model, which will be further elaborated upon 

later, would suggest. 
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According to the basic theory on which Canadian parliamentary democracy operates, it 

is perfectly legitimate for a coalition of parties to form government, at the request of the 

governor general, if the former government has lost the confidence of the house, and 

there has recently been an election. As constitutional expert Eugene Forsey has noted: 

“We…have to get rid of the notion that every defeat in the House means 
a fresh election... Elections are not picnics... [They] are held to choose a 
Parliament to transact public business, and Parliament should transact 
that business until it becomes unable to do so, or until some great new 
issue arises on which it is imperative to consult the people, or until the 
Parliament’s utility is exhausted by the efflux of time.” (1964)

Professor Forsey continues in reference to the constitutional conditions under which a 

transition in government could occur without a new election: 

“In a Parliament which is recently elected, if one government cannot 
carry on with the existing House, and an alternative government is pos-
sible, and there is no great new issue of public policy, then the govern-
ment which cannot carry on should resign and make way for one that 
can.” (1964)

It is also known that recent Governor Generals have maintained this view. Former Gov-

ernor General Adrianne Clarkson has publically acknowledged that she would have given 

the opposition the opportunity to try and form government had the government in power 

lost the confidence of the House within six months of an election (Clarkson 2006, 192). 

Notably, both Stéphane Dion and Jack Layton explicitly cited these basic parliamentary 

principles in making their case to form a coalition government. In his address to the 

nation, Dion argued that:  

“The Harper Conservatives have lost the confidence of the majority of 
members of the House of Commons. In our democracy, in our parlia-
mentary system, in our Constitution, this means that they have lost the 
right to govern…Our system of government was not born with Canada. 
It is ancient. There are rules that govern it and conventions that guide it.” 
(2008)

Similarly, in a letter to Governor General Michaëlle Jean, NDP leader Jack Layton echoed 

these arguments requesting that the governor general, “exercise [her] constitutional 

authority and refuse the request [for dissolution]…Instead, ask that the opposition parties 
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form government” (2008). The opposition leaders appealed to the rules underlying 

Canadian parliamentary democracy in an effort to support their bid to form government.

Proponents of the traditional parliamentary democracy concept of Canadian governance, 

including many constitutional scholars, viewed the Conservative Party’s characterization 

of the coalition as ‘undemocratic’ to be a misrepresentation that was constitutionally 

unsupportable. By arguing that the coalition itself was undemocratic, scholars such as 

Professor Lorraine Weinrib believe that Harper “played on the ignorance of the Canadian 

public as to the constitutional framework” (Weinrib 2009, 67). Because both changing 

governments without an election, and the creation of a coalition government, have each 

occurred so infrequently at the federal level within recent Canadian history, it is under-

standable that many citizens would be unaware of the specific rules governing these 

actions. Many constitutional scholars believe that the Conservative Government exploited 

this fact, filling the anti-coalition campaign with “misrepresentations and half truths” that 

were in some cases “absolutely and viciously incorrect,” and “abysmally inaccurate…

of fundamental constitutional realities…made for partisan purposes,” thus advancing the 

constitutionally false, but emotionally powerful, case that the coalition was subverting 

democracy (Franks 2009, 37-38, White 2009, 158). Perhaps this belief was most 

eloquently stated by Professor Michael Prince when he claimed that this ‘extraordinary 

event’ made clear that given the public’s poor understanding of Canadian constitutional 

principles, they could be “easily manipulated by politicians through wild claims and 

rhetorical statements that generate plenty of heat but little light for the citizenry” (2008). 

Those who consider parliamentary democracy to be the very core of Canadian govern-

ance widely viewed the Conservative Party’s decision to characterize the coalition as 

illegitimate not only as false, but as dangerous.

Electoral Democracy

In contrast, the Conservative Party based their challenge to the coalition’s democratic 

legitimacy in the language of electoral democracy. Electoral democracy, often used 

interchangeably with direct democracy or populist democracy, is about “a direct con-

nection between the government and the people” (J. Smith 2009, 176). This direct 

connection between the executive and the electorate represents a marked difference 
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from parliamentary democracy where such a connection does not exist. Rather, it is the 

House, elected by the people, which chooses who forms government. This is an import-

ant distinction when it comes to dealing with the ‘coalition crisis.’ It is also crucial to note 

that in the electoral democracy school of thought, as a result of the perceived direct 

connection with the executive, “the principle of responsible government,” the principle 

upon which parliamentary democracy is fundamentally based, “…appears not to exist”  

(D. Smith 2007, 62). 

This concept of democracy is most closely associated with the Reform Party, under 

former federal leader Preston Manning. As opposed to the ‘trustee’ vision of a Member of 

Parliament, Manning’s Reform Party was philosophically dedicated to a ‘delegate’-style 

approach of representation, where MPs “view themselves as the voice of their people”  

(Docherty 2005, 13). The hierarchy, as Manning has clearly stated, is that “the people 

must always outrank those they elect or engage to serve them” (Manning and Harris 

2007, 193). In Reform tradition this has normally meant defending the supremacy of the 

elected House of Commons over the unelected Senate and Supreme Court. Within the 

House of Commons, however, Reform also advocated measures such as voter recall of 

MPs, and increased use of referendums, in order to improve representation. The Reform 

party believed strongly in the need to work towards perfecting representation to make 

“the legislature and the people one [so that] legislative supremacy follows” (D. Smith 

2007, 61). In large part, it was the perceived disconnect between the people and the 

legislature, a far from ‘perfect’ reflection, that drove the Conservative Party’s philosoph-

ical argument that the coalition was not democratic.

Professor David E. Smith has noted that campaigns for electoral democracy are typically 

fuelled by perceived injustices (2007, 57). This was certainly the case in the ‘coalition 

crisis’ with Prime Minister Harper arguing the opposition did not have “the democratic 

right to impose a coalition with the separatists they promised voters would never happen” 

(Harper 2008d). The philosophical scaffolding supporting this line was most clearly laid 

out by Harper’s former senior advisor, Professor Tom Flanagan, in an opinion piece in the 

Globe and Mail. It is worth quoting at some length. Flanagan argues that:
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“Canada has inherited the antiquated machinery of responsible govern-
ment from the pre-democratic age of the early 19th century, when most 
people couldn’t vote and political parties were only parliamentary cliques. 
But a lot has happened since Benjamin Disraeli last took tea with Queen 
Victoria….

…The most important decision in modern politics is choosing the execu-
tive of the national government, and democracy in the 21st century 
means the voters must have a meaningful voice in that decision. Our 
machinery for choosing the executive is not prescribed by legislative or 
constitutional text; rather, it consists of constitutional conventions—past 
precedents followed in the light of present exigencies. The Supreme 
Court has said it will expound these conventions but will not try to en-
force them. The virtue of relying on conventions is that they can evolve 
over time, like common law, and can be adapted to the new realities of 
the democratic age.” (Flanagan, 2009)

Flanagan is essentially characterizing the ancient history of parliamentary democracy, 

which Layton and Dion had specifically referenced to support their actions, as out of date 

with the reality of modern Canadian democracy. He is laying out new criteria for what is 

legitimate democratic action within Canada. Using Flanagan’s Globe and Mail article and 

Harper’s public statements regarding the coalition, constitutional scholar Peter Russell 

has formulated three basic ‘Flanagan/Harper rules of Canadian Democracy’ (2009, 141); 

rules that seemingly must be followed in order for the result to be democratically legitim-

ate. The first rule is that parliamentary elections result in the election of a Prime Minister. 

The second is that the Prime Minister cannot change (between parties) without a new 

election being called. The final rule is that a coalition government cannot be formed 

unless it is acknowledged as a possibility during the election campaign, and the leader of 

the coalition party, who is to be Prime Minister, has won the most seats. One can clearly 

see the influence of the Reform-era principles of electoral democracy in these rules: the 

linking of citizens directly with the executive by not permitting a transition in governing 

party without an election, the desire to create a perfectly reflective lower chamber by 

refusing to accept the legitimacy of coalitions unless they are explicitly presented to 

the populace as such during an election, and the refusal to accept traditional notions of 

‘responsible government’ as sufficiently democratic.

To justify this set of de facto rules, Flanagan relies on the argument that Canada’s 
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constitution is based on ‘flexible conventions.’  In a throwback to Manning’s mantra 

that “the people must always outrank those they elect,” Flanagan claims that modern 

Canadian democratic reality dictates that the ultimate arbiter of the coalition could not 

be the House, but rather had to be the citizens themselves through a new election. The 

Harper Government itself could hardly have been more explicit in following this approach. 

On Dec. 3rd, while the Prime Minister was meeting with the Governor General, senior 

government Minister John Baird appeared on CBC Newsworld and stated, “I think what 

we want to do is basically take a timeout and go over the heads of the Members of 

Parliament, go over the heads frankly of the Governor General, go right to the Canadian 

people” (2008). Such a bold statement clearly distinguishes the ‘electoral democracy’ 

approach from that of ‘parliamentary democracy,’ where to “go over the heads of the 

Members of Parliament” would be fundamentally in opposition to the very core of how 

parliamentary democracy functions. 

It is clear that the ‘coalition crisis’ brought to the fore the ongoing debate between 

parliamentary democracy and electoral democracy. It exposed the difference between 

a Parliamentary model of active representation—a House which interprets and refines 

interests—versus an electoral model of reflective representation where the House seeks 

to act as precise a mirror of citizen’s views as possible. Professor David E. Smith, draw-

ing on a concept from Susan Sontag, compares the difference to the distinction between 

photography, which discloses (electoral democracy), and painting, which through its 

layers of application constructs (parliamentary democracy)—Parliament not as image but 

“the thing indeed” (D. Smith 2007, 71). 

When Theories of Democracy Collide

This philosophical debate, however, is not usually a black and white choice between one 

absolute and the other. Under normal circumstances this would be a false dichotomy. No 

pure ‘trustee’ MP exists without consideration for the views of those in their riding, and no 

pure ‘delegate’ MP exists who flawlessly mirrors the views of their constituents with no 

regard for their party’s policy positions. The real life functioning of Parliament is instead 

coloured in shades of grey. Different theories of Canadian democracy have a long history 

of competing, and co-existing. In fact, a long-term trend of Canadian parliament has been 
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to watch the “hierarchical world of parliamentary democracy subjected to the horizontal 

pressure exerted by constitutional and electoral democracy” (D. Smith 2007, 118). The 

result can prove to be positive. Through continual debate and democratic renewal, work 

to increasingly integrate aspects of electoral democracy into our parliamentary system 

can enhance responsiveness, while retaining the functioning foundation of Canadian 

governance. 

The reality of the coalition, however, was that the tectonic plates of Canadian politics 

aligned perfectly so as to produce a sudden, dramatic, and unpredictable event; a result 

of too much direct pressure between the two theories, a type of constitutional volcano. 

Whereas normally the two competing conceptions of democracy manage to peacefully 

co-exist, several factors aligned to dramatically ratchet up the pressure in this instance. 

First, the perception of the coalition’s democratic legitimacy was not a matter of degrees; 

rather it was a choice of absolutes that went straight to the heart of the difference 

between the two theories. Either the coalition was a legitimate, democratic option, or it 

was not. Secondly, the ramifications of this decision were substantial, immediate, and 

clearly tied to the fate of the incumbent government. Finally, as a result of the import-

ance of the decision, the constitutional debate was centrally thrust into the public arena. 

These factors combined to make the battle over the legitimacy of a potential coalition 

government arguably one of the greatest flashpoints between parliamentary and electoral 

democracy in Canadian history.

Long-Term Implications

The question remains, what is the legacy of the decision of the Conservative Party to 

challenge the democratic legitimacy of the proposed coalition?  I would argue that as a 

result of having exacerbated the cleavage between parliamentary democracy and elec-

toral democracy, it has created some significant concerns going forward. The Canadian 

public remains confused as to how Canadian democracy operates. Canada’s primary 

political actors seem to now hold starkly different views as to what constitutes legitimate 

democratic action. Finally, this period of important constitutional debate was conducted in 

a hyper-partisan, high-pressure environment not conducive to the responsible resolution 

of disagreements. With different conceptions of the basic rules of the game amongst the 
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key political players remaining, the likelihood that the next round of constitutional debate 

could occur in the same antagonistic forum is high. 

Despite the fact that the public’s attention was focused on the constitutionally centred 

‘coalition crisis,’ public knowledge about how Canadians govern themselves remains 

woefully low. While more Canadians now likely have a better understanding of the mean-

ing of ‘prorogue’ after around-the-clock media coverage of the crisis, central elements 

of Canadian democracy remain confused in the minds of many Canadians. In a study 

conducted immediately after the ‘coalition crisis,’ Ipsos Reid found that 51 percent of 

Canadians falsely believe that the Prime Minister of Canada is directly elected. Further-

more, 42 percent believe that the Prime Minister, not the Queen, is Canada’s head of 

state (Ipsos Reid, 2008).

Some argue it is partially because of the fact that the public was paying attention to the 

coalition crisis that it is confused about basic elements of Canada’s constitution. In fact, 

according to Russell, the “vigorous propagation” of ‘Harper’s rules’ “may have already 

had a major impact on the public’s understanding of Canada’s constitution” (2009, 142). 

Other scholars also allude to the effectiveness of Harper’s “intentional obfuscation” on the 

matter in changing public opinion (Cameron 2009, 190). Regardless, the phenomenon 

of citizens’ low constitutional knowledge is no doubt reflective to some degree of the fact 

that today even Canada’s political leaders and experts now appear to openly differ on 

some key aspects of what is constitutional.

Canada’s constitution is largely unwritten, and therefore heavily based on constitutional 

conventions. For instance, it is a fundamental constitutional requirement that if an election 

occurs and the opposition party garners a majority of seats in the House of Commons, 

the existing Government must resign. Though this is a fundamental part of the constitu-

tion, it exists in convention, not in written constitutional law (Slattery 2009, 83). There 

are advantages to this unwritten system. It allows Canada to remain open to deal with 

problems that may arise that are not explicitly covered by the written constitution. Further-

more, this system allows for the ‘living tree’ approach, which means that our constitution 

can adopt and evolve with Canadian society over time. 
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But while our system is meant to be flexible to some degree, there are limits. While 

Harper and Flanagan advance a new constitutional reality given the principle of democ-

racy underpinning the constitution, this is not necessarily the case simply because they 

claim it. Furthermore, while in the long-term a healthy Canadian constitution requires 

broad public support, even if the Canadian public was largely supportive of Harper’s 

rules, Canada’s constitution does not simply change day-to-day based on the whims of 

fluid public opinion polls. There is no denying that there are problems, however, when 

various key parties to the Canadian constitution have fundamentally different beliefs 

about what, in fact, qualifies as constitutional behaviour. 

In the aftermath of the ‘coalition crisis,’ and the Conservative Party’s depiction of the pros-

pect of a Liberal-NDP coalition government as undemocratic, it is evident that key players 

in Canadian politics are sharply divided as to what actions are democratically permitted 

under the Canadian constitution. While it is clear that Stephen Harper believes in the 

rules he and Tom Flanagan have put forward, it is also evident that former Liberal leader 

Stéphane Dion, NDP leader Jack Layton, and Bloc leader Gilles Duceppe continue to 

believe in the legitimacy of a traditional version of parliamentary democracy. This system 

permits, under certain circumstances, the transition of governments without an election, 

and views coalition government as a legitimate form of executive. Many constitutional 

experts support this view, dismissing ‘Harper’s Rules’ and acknowledging that the coali-

tion was, in fact, constitutionally legitimate and democratic. A great many members of the 

Canadian public (approximately 42 percent), however, viewed the coalition’s effort to take 

power as undemocratic. Furthermore, current Liberal leader Michael Ignatieff, despite his 

initial (albeit tepid) support for the coalition, has since stated that while the coalition itself 

was not undemocratic, “there was a question concerning the legitimacy of the coalition 

that troubled me…it would nonetheless have given Canadians the feeling that the parties 

had in some sense or another stolen power” (2009). The wide divide in opinion between 

political leaders, constitutional experts, and a substantial portion of the public on what 

constitutes legitimate, democratic, and constitutional political action, is a dangerous 

position for Canadian democracy going forward.



Vol. 2, No. 1, 2010 68

As a result of the ‘coalition crisis’ and the challenge to the democratic legitimacy of 

the coalition, real uncertainty now exists with respect to the basic rules of Canadian 

democracy. As Peter Russell notes, the legacy of the coalition crisis “could be the basis 

of a serious constitutional crisis in the near future: a country dangerously divided over 

the fundamental principles and the rules of its parliamentary democracy” (2009, 147). 

As previously stated, the constitution’s complex balance of written constitutional law, 

unwritten constitutional conventions, and the fundamental principles that underpin both, 

depends on it being in accord with the views of the people and their democratic leaders 

(Russell 2009, 148). This healthy balance has now been thrown off. As a result, in the 

future the governor general could be put in the incredibly difficult position of having to 

“referee a game without an agreed-upon set of principles” (Russell 2009, 147). In short, 

the ‘coalition crisis’ did not resolve these basic issues, but rather raised them to the fore 

and left them festering while awaiting the next crisis.

There is a high likelihood that unless proactive measures are taken, the next time these 

contested fundamental constitutional principles are seriously debated, it will be in the 

context of a Canadian constitutional crisis. This is troubling given the experience of the 

‘coalition crisis,’ in which the various parties involved had very real, and very immediate, 

vested interests in certain interpretations of the constitution being accepted over others. 

Skogstad for instance, expresses concern in “the readiness of Conservative partisans 

to blur the line between what was constitutionally possible and what was not politically 

acceptable” (2009, 170). Furthermore, the coalition crisis was a pressure-cooker of polit-

ical power-plays, short time frames, and intense media and public scrutiny. Realistically, 

the goal on all sides was to retain or gain power, in the short-term. This is not the type of 

environment where the basic rules of Canadian democracy, which play a long-term role 

in Canada’s development in the most profound sense, should be determined. A similar 

‘crisis-like’ environment in the future likely won’t be conducive to developing responsible, 

comprehensive, and long-term solutions to the current constitutional impasse. Consid-

ering that an overwhelming majority of Canadians feared for the future of the country at 

the height of the most recent ‘coalition crisis,’ this is not a frivolous concern. 
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Moving Forward

This work has explained one specific area where the Conservatives decided to strike 

their coalition target. It has detailed when and how they tactically pushed forward the 

argument that a Liberal-NDP coalition government would be undemocratic. It has 

addressed why the reaction to the coalition was so polarizing, and some of the implica-

tions for Canada moving forward. But in addressing these core questions of what, where, 

when, why and how, in the end we are left to consider one more:  Who?   In the end, who 

is really affected by the constitutional impasse?  The answer is that all Canadians are 

affected, and not just current Canadians, but future generations of Canadians. Canada 

must work to increase current and future generations of Canadians’ understanding of our 

democratic system. This will help build the base of civic knowledge that reinforces both 

political stability and democratic engagement. Furthermore, it is in Canada’s long-term 

interests to work now to create some type of forum, outside of a crisis-melee situation, 

where the major actors upon which the health of the constitution is so dependent can 

come together and work to find common ground. In debates about national debt, or the 

environment, parties often speak about the need to leave a positive legacy for future 

generations of Canadians. Perhaps Canada’s constitutional health needs to be viewed in 

these terms as well, as an extremely precious resource that must be protected through 

careful sustainable development for future generations of Canadians.
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“Don’t Jam Jarvis”
Consultation and Governance in Urban Design

Abstract
This paper is a case study of the Jarvis Streetscape Improvement Plan. It looks spe-
cifically at how a revitalization effort, which intended to widen sidewalks and improve 
the public realm, turned into a pitched battle between drivers and cyclists. The paper 
examines issues of public consultation, civic engagement, and municipal governance and 
concludes by recommending a new model for public participation at the City of Toronto. 

Introduction

“There’s no secret about it. There’s a war on the cars in this city. It’s as obvious as the 

days are long.” (Ford 2009)

“If we replay today’s discussion by all the councillors 50 years later and the tape was 

seen by our grandchildren, our great grandchildren, most of them will say: ‘what a stupid 

council they were.’ We’re talking about quality of life of people driving big cars: Mercedes 

Benz, BMW, etc. ‘Did they ever care about the future of our world 50 years later?’  It’s 

really surprising how narrow-minded we see.” (Cho 2009)

The council debate on the Jarvis Street Environmental Assessment (the EA) lasted eight 

hours. Councillors questioned whether or not to accept the EA, which recommended that 

the reversible centre lane on Jarvis Street be replaced by two dedicated cycling lanes. 

Several times, the Speaker had to stop the discussion to remind the audience, split 

between cycling activists wearing helmets and drivers wearing yellow shirts that read 

“Don’t Jam Jarvis,” not to applaud or otherwise interact with the councillors. All the major 

newspapers had reporters there to cover the conflict over who should control the streets 

of Toronto: cars or bikes. But the EA project team had supported a different vision. With 

the support of the immediate neighbourhood, they recommended removing the centre 
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lane and installing wider sidewalks and planting trees. 

The purpose of the EA’s recommendations was “to improve the Jarvis Street streetscape 

to complement development and enhance the pedestrian environment” (City of Toronto 

2009, 1).  This purpose guided the project team’s initial recommendation to widen the 

sidewalks and improve the public realm. Several public meetings were held, a community 

advisory group was struck, and a Facebook group was created. The impetus for political 

confrontation came from the advocacy coalitions for both the commuters, who used 

Jarvis to drive downtown, and the cyclists, who wanted dedicated lanes.  They were 

not satisfied with the consultative process in place, so they lobbied politicians, attended 

meetings, and framed the issue as a conflict between cars and cyclists rather than as a 

neighbourhood revitalization effort. 

This paper will examine how the EA project team attempted to involve the community 

and interest groups in consultations, why those attempts failed to satisfy both the car 

lobby and the bike lobby, and how these lobby groups worked outside the consultative 

framework to change policy. It will track the progress of the EA from the initial proposal 

and community meetings to the Works committee’s decision to insist on bicycle lanes to 

the final decision at council.  

As governments increasingly move towards a model of consultation and governance, 

project managers should encourage participation from all interested parties. In the Jarvis 

EA, participation did not create consensus. Advocates for drivers and cyclists engaged 

with the consultation process, but found greater success through traditional lobbying. 

Council’s ultimate decision confirmed the amendment proposed in the Works committee: 

the middle lane would be replaced by two dedicated bicycling lanes. Despite the benefits 

of cycling lanes—including slowing traffic, quiet transportation, and less air pollution—

Jarvis remains a transportation corridor rather than a neighbourhood. This paper will 

conclude by discussing improvements to the consultative model employed by the City of 

Toronto. 
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The Consultative Process

The EA was conducted over five years (timeline in appendix) with the purpose of remov-

ing the reversible centre lane in order to improve the pedestrian environment and the 

public realm. A traffic feasibility study conducted in 2005 concluded that Jarvis Street 

could be reduced from five lanes to four with only minor impacts on traffic flow (City 

of Toronto 2005, 45). This allowed the City to consider several alternatives to improve 

the public realm along Jarvis. The project focused on improvements to the pedestrian 

environment, including widening sidewalks to bring them up to accessibility standards, 

planting trees, and installing public art projects. These improvements would help to 

“revitalize the urban streetscape” while recognizing the street’s historical and cultural 

importance (City of Toronto 2009, 1). The study team continually returned to these goals 

throughout the consultation process.

Jarvis was an especially appealing target for neighbourhood revitalization because of 

its historic significance and ongoing redevelopment. In the nineteenth century, Jarvis 

Street was home to some of the wealthiest families in Toronto. The tree-lined boulevard 

became Toronto’s first paved street in 1845 and was referred to as Toronto’s Champs 

Élysées (Thompson 1980, 162). By the mid-twentieth century, however, its narrow road 

was connected to Mount Pleasant Road. Shawn Micallef argues that Jarvis was “reverse-

gentrified and turned into a fat arterial traffic pipe between North Toronto and downtown” 

(Micallef 2009). The street’s reputation declined and it became known for its high con-

centration of prostitutes south of Carlton (Micallef 2009).  In 1946, The Globe and Mail 

reported on Jarvis Street’s decline:  

“Long past its prime and stripped of its youthful grandeur, Jarvis St. is 
in the process of losing one of its few remaining adornments, the tall, 
stately trees which line the too narrow roadway. When the operation is 
completed, the thoroughfare of checkered history will be widened as part 
of a new north-south traffic artery. …Jarvis St. will never be the same 
again, but, it has never been the same for more than two succeeding 
decades” (Globe and Mail 1946, 5).

More recently, Jarvis Street has been undergoing redevelopment and the street-

scape improvement recommendations were designed to assist in rehabilitating the 
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neighbourhood.

With these goals in mind, the EA study team began holding public meetings with com-

munity members interested in the streetscape improvement and neighbourhood revital-

ization plans. The consultative process involved three important ways to interact with 

the study team: public meetings, a community advisory group, and online through the 

project website and a Facebook group. This process allowed all interested parties to get 

involved, but generally favoured the local community who supported the EA’s preliminary 

recommendations. 

The first public meeting was held on March 13, 2008, in order to introduce the project and 

the EA’s recommendations. At the meeting, 168 registered participants expressed their 

concerns about the project, which was reported to consist of “trees, consistent and nice 

light fixtures, and bike lanes” (CAG 2008a, 2). By the second public meeting on January 

22, 2009, the Toronto Cyclists Union (TCU) and the Moore Park and North Rosedale 

Residents’ Associations had mobilized significant delegations to attend the event. As the 

final report notes, the overwhelming majority of concerns were with the lack of on-street 

bike lanes and the traffic congestion that might be caused by removing the centre lane 

(City of Toronto 2009, 15). Despite the increasing importance of these interest groups, 

the consultative process continued to call for removing the centre lane and widening 

the sidewalks. The only minor change made in the final report was to include wider curb 

lanes to allow more space for cyclists in a shared lane. 

The project team also struck a Community Advisory Group (CAG) made up of interested 

parties from the Jarvis Street neighbourhood. This group was focused on residents from 

the neighbourhood and, therefore, did not include significant representation from the 

cycling and driving communities affected by the EA’s recommendations. As evident in the 

CAG’s meeting minutes, the main concerns of this group were with the improvements 

to the public realm. In fact, the minutes of their first meeting in February 2008 made no 

mention of cycling lanes at all (CAG 2008). The project team also acknowledged their 

important role in listening to feedback from the community. The project consultant, Ray 

Bacquie, responded to a question about a design option being put aside by saying “we 
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are here for your input” (CAG 2008, 4). At the CAG’s second meeting in November 2008, 

cycling lanes had become an issue and the project team reported that they were working 

with the TCU. The community members were not happy with this development. Chris 

Crane, from the Upper Jarvis Neighbourhood Association, complained that single issue 

groups should not control the process: “It has to be made clear that this project takes a 

balanced approach within the constraints of available space and the role of Jarvis as a 

key North/South artery (for all vehicles including bicycles)” (CAG 2008a, 6). The second 

meeting was also attended by Norm Mierins from the North Rosedale Residents’ Associa-

tion, but he was only there as an observer. Drivers and cyclists were not included in the 

CAG; instead, the project team limited feedback to those in the community.

Interested parties could also communicate with the project team through a website and 

Facebook group.  These e-consultations were very successful in engaging with people 

who may not have attended the public meetings. The website provides updates on the 

status of the project and contact information for the project team, while the Facebook 

group allows users to discuss issues with City staff and each other. The overwhelming 

response of Facebook users was in favour of dedicated bike lanes (Logan 2008). As a 

result, the project team responded by posting an open letter to the cycling community: 

“The bicycle lane alternative does not provide an opportunity to sub-
stantially improve the pedestrian realm and, therefore, it does not fully 
meet the objectives of the Jarvis Street EA. Although bicycle lanes are 
not being proposed on Jarvis Street, the EA study team recognizes the 
importance of improving the cycling environment on Jarvis Street” (Davis 
2008).

Throughout the EA process, the project team seemed unwilling to address the concerns 

of interest groups. 

The consultative approach employed by the project team successfully engaged with 

community members in order to hear their concerns about the EA. Through public 

meetings, a community advisory group, and e-consultations, interested parties were able 

to express their opinions and interact directly with the project team. While the project 

team certainly listened to these opinions, they made only modest changes to their report 
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and recommendations. They rejected the drivers’ plea for the status quo and the cyclists’ 

request for dedicated bicycle lanes because neither proposal met the goals of the project. 

Instead, the project team proposed widened curb lanes to create a shared space for 

cyclists and drivers. The project team was likely justified in upholding the objectives of the 

project and respecting the wishes of the neighbourhood rather than the interests of those 

who use Jarvis as a traffic corridor; however, this resulted in drivers from the area North 

of Jarvis Street and cyclists from around downtown using direct lobbying methods instead 

of the preferred consultative approach. 

Failure of the Consultative Approach

Based on some of the principles of governance theory and public consultation, it is 

not surprising that the project team did not modify its plans to suit cyclists. The public 

consultation model used on the Jarvis Streetscape Improvement Study was significantly 

flawed because of the late stage at which public participation occurred. The project 

team’s attempts to remain impartial also meant that their opinions, and by extension, the 

opinions of the local community, were marginalized through direct political lobbying.

By the time the project team began consulting with the public, a preliminary decision had 

already been made. At the first public meeting, the project team made a presentation on: 

“The need and justification of improvements to Jarvis, the alternative 
solutions being considered, the evaluation criteria for assessing the 
alternative solutions, the evaluation of the alternative solutions, the selec-
tion of Preliminary Preferred Alternative Solution, and the next steps for 
the study” (City of Toronto 2009, 10).

By pre-selecting the goals, evaluation criteria, and a preferred solution, the project team 

ensured that the solution they sought would be the only acceptable solution. Consider 

their response to the request for dedicated cycling lanes: the project team stated that they 

did not meet the goals of the project. Since those goals were set before any consultation 

could occur, only marginal changes were possible through participation. 

In his study of public participation in Europe, James Barlow (1995) argues that late stage 

consultation is ineffective. His research found that planners had a great influence on 

participation when they decided the stage in the process at which the public becomes 
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involved. This limited effective public participation because “planners were seeking a 

reaction to a completed draft plan, their views were by this stage so crystallised they 

were hard to change” (Barlow 1995, 1-2). He also found that when change did occur in 

late stage consultation, “it was usually the result of the local authority’s reaction to public 

pressure, rather than public involvement in the formative stages of a plan” (Barlow 1995, 

2). Barlow’s research suggests that by setting the terms of the project before incorporat-

ing public consultation, the project team limited the effectiveness of participation and 

pushed interest groups toward political lobbying.

Despite influencing the extent of consultation by setting the goals of the project before the 

first public meeting, the project team attempted to remain impartial in dealing with interest 

groups. The project team should have asked the local community members in the CAG to 

speak up for the key benefits of the project: a revitalized street and an improved neigh-

bourhood. At the Works committee, where the preferred design was replaced by bike 

lanes, only 4 of over 50 speakers and submissions were from members of the CAG. The 

project team, and the original plan for neighbourhood improvement, would have benefited 

greatly from the CAG’s presence during the lobbying process.

The consultative process failed because the project team refused to completely relinquish 

control of their project, but also refused to actively campaign against the lobbyists. 

Despite the project team’s tight control of the consultative process, they did not want to 

appear partial. A shift away from the consultation towards lobbying left the project team 

and the community members powerless. The consultation process itself became margin-

alized. Deeper consultation models, which might have been more effective in producing 

interest group buy-in, will be discussed in more depth at the conclusion of this paper. 

Lobbying for the Jarvis Expressway

After being generally marginalized or ignored in the consultative process, the drivers 

who use Jarvis Street to commute downtown turned to direct lobbying. Represented by 

the Moore Park Residents’ Association (MPRA) and the North Rosedale Ratepayers’ 

Association (NRRA), commuters made presentations at the Works Committee, spoke 

out through sympathetic media, and convinced many North Toronto councillors to vote 
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against removing the centre lane. These tactics successfully presented a conflict between 

cyclists and drivers, which left the Jarvis community completely out of the discussion. Not 

only did it become a choice between cyclists and drivers, the drivers attempted to depict 

themselves as underdogs: victims of an evil ‘war on cars’ waged by Toronto’s left-wing 

councillors. 

The commuters did not succeed in meeting any of their goals during the consultative 

process. The Traffic Feasibility Study (City of Toronto 2005) established that the impact of 

removing the centre lane would have some minimal traffic impacts, including increasing 

the maximum commuting time from Bloor to Queen by two minutes (from 8 to 10). How-

ever, the project team decided that the benefits of improving the pedestrian and public 

realm were worth the minor delay for commuters (City of Toronto 2005, 45). The com-

plaints raised by the MPRA and NRRA were mostly ignored in the CAG discussion and 

by the local councillor. In their second meeting, traffic and commuter inconvenience were 

not discussed as “issues” (CAG 2008a, 5-6). Councillor Kyle Rae summarized the opinion 

of the local neighbourhood at the first CAG meeting: “the people who live in Moore Park 

and North Rosedale are not here. They do not live here. They see our neighbourhood as 

their freeway” (CAG 2008, 6). While Councillor Rae’s ward also includes Moore Park and 

North Rosedale, he does not appear to have tried to integrate these residents’ concerns 

into the consultative process. As a result of their marginalization through the consultation 

process, commuters were forced to move to lobbying to have their opinions heard.

The drivers argued that removing the centre lane on Jarvis would cause significant traffic 

delays and increase congestion downtown because of a lack of reasonable alternatives 

(Costigan 2009). Lobbying efforts focused on delaying the removal of the fifth lane so that 

more traffic studies could be commissioned. Baumgartner et al (2009) argue that in most 

cases of lobbying, there are two sides: “one side seeking some particular type of change 

to the existing policy and another side seeking to protect the status quo” (Baumgartner 

2009, 7). The drivers, seeking to maintain the status quo, preferred to frame a conflict 

between cars and bikes while ignoring the consultative process. This set the stage for the 

‘war on cars.’
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At the Works committee, the MPRA and NRRA organized a strong resistance to the 

bike lane plan that had been endorsed several months earlier by Councillor Rae. They 

arranged for their supporters to attend wearing bright yellow t-shirts that said “Don’t Jam 

Jarvis!”  Media reports indicate that several dozen supporters wearing the shirts attended 

the committee meeting (Dotan 2009). At the committee meeting, Ellen Greenwood of 

the MPRA argued that the fifth lane on Jarvis was a national engine of productivity: “The 

downtown is for all of Toronto and the GTA. We want to be a strong leader for Ontario 

and nationally. Don’t make it impossible for people to get in and out of the city” (Yuen 

2009). These appeals were not successful in persuading the committee; however, after 

the official recommendation of bike lanes on Jarvis, the wealthy commuters were able to 

argue that they were the victims of ‘the war on cars.’

Newspapers loved using the ‘war on cars’ rhetoric and much of what was written about 

Jarvis Street included the term and quotes from the MPRA and NRRA. Writing for the 

National Post, Kelly McParland suggested that Mayor David Miller and his allies were 

waging a “guerrilla war on drivers” (McParland 2009). McParland argued that this was 

part of a straightforward strategy:

“Wherever possible, impede the flow of traffic, add to the difficulty of 
driving, and destroy the hope of getting anywhere in a reasonable time. 
Dress it up as local improvement, ignore the cries of business owners 
and pretend there’s a constituency out there that thinks it’s a great idea.” 
(McParland 2009)

Councillor Denzil Minnan-Wong also used similar rhetoric in his opinion piece for the 

Toronto Star. In it, he argued that the City’s “undeclared, but very active war on cars” was 

really a war on suburban drivers who didn’t have any other option (Minnan-Wong 2009). 

He also criticized the consultation process, as being only open to community members: 

“Road users and suburbanites do not have an effective say on the use of an important 

arterial road—one that was intended to be used precisely by people who do not live 

nearby” (Minnan-Wong 2009). While drivers’ complaints about closing the centre lane 

were well represented in the mainstream media, the MPRA and NRRA were unable to 

garner enough council support to overturn the committee’s decision. 
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The MPRA and NRRA did succeed in convincing a strong minority to speak out on their 

behalf on the council floor. During the eight hour debate, five councillors moved motions 

to delay or review the decision to remove the centre lane. The 16 councillors who voted 

against the item were strongly opposed to it and often used language supportive of 

the commuters. Councillors Stintz, Parker, and Lindsay Luby all questioned where the 

cycling lanes had come from and how they related to the goals of the project. Councillors 

Holyday, Thompson, and Minnan-Wong suggested that there needed to be significantly 

more public consultation with people who use the road. Councillor David Shiner said 

“people are calling my office saying their right to use a street in the downtown area has 

been taken away” (Shiner 2009). These arguments echo the complaints of motorists: 

the consultation process was exclusionary, there is a war against cars and drivers being 

waged by councillors who support cyclists, and motorists are being victimized. 

The final vote saw 28 in favour of bike lanes on Jarvis, 16 against, and 1 absent. The 

distribution of votes shows that those councillors representing downtown supported the 

cyclists, while those representing commuter wards north of Jarvis were strongly opposed. 

It should also be noted that Toronto’s downtown is relatively flat and easy to cycle, while 

the northern half of the city is significantly higher with more hills. Figure 1 shows the 

distribution of votes across Toronto, with YES votes shown in green and NO votes shown 

in red. 
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With Toronto’s constituency-based ridings and lack of political parties, there is a fair 

amount of fluctuation in voting tendencies. It is possible that some of the voting distribu-

tion shown in Figure 1 is indicative of a split between the Mayor and his allies and those 

who oppose them. However, several of the central Toronto wards (16, 22, 25, 26) are 

referred to as the “mushy middle” and in this case, they all voted against the bike lanes. It 

is likely that demands from motorists who use Jarvis influenced the voting tendencies of 

councillors from North York and northwest Scarborough. 

The MPRA and NRRA were successful in gaining support from councillors and the media, 

but they still lost the vote. The commuters’ influence increased significantly when they 

started focusing more attention on direct lobbying and garnering media attention rather 

than the consultative process. Barlow argues that in urban development processes “the 

protection of existing ‘use values’ was the primary force behind participation” (Barlow 

2009, 51). Despite the advantages given to the status quo (see Baumgartner), the motor-

ists were unable to prevent the cyclists from getting their dedicated bike lanes.

Lobbying for Bike Lanes on Jarvis

Like the motorists who lived north of Jarvis Street, cyclists quickly became discour-

aged by the public consultation process. Dedicated cycling lanes were a major issue 

mentioned at all public meetings and through the Facebook group, but the project team 

refused to bring forward a design that included bike lanes. As a result, the cycling com-

munity, through the Toronto Cyclists Union (TCU), moved away from the consultative 

process toward direct appeals to the politicians who would make the final decision. 

Through positive accounts in the media, support from politicians, and a bit of confusion 

about what streetscape improvements could be completed despite the inclusion of bike 

lanes, the TCU garnered enough support on council to get bike lanes on Jarvis. 

When the first Jarvis Street public consultation occurred in March 2008, the TCU had not 

yet officially launched. The organization launched in May 2008 and a year later got all the 

votes they needed to have dedicated cycling lanes installed on Jarvis. The TCU argues 

that by organizing the diverse cycling community and advocating with one voice at City 

Hall and in the media, they are able to effectively influence decisions: “the more names 
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and emails we have of individuals in the bike union, the stronger we become when work-

ing with politicians and other interested parties in the city” (Toronto Cyclists Union 2008). 

As Sabatier and Weible argue as part of their analysis of the foundations of the Advocacy 

Coalition Framework, there is a conviction that “the best way to deal with the multiplicity 

of actors in a subsystem is to aggregate them into ‘advocacy coalitions’” (Sabatier and 

Weible 2007, 192). The TCU has been very successful at achieving this aggregation in a 

very short timeframe. At the union’s formation, Councillor Adrian Heaps, Chair of the Cyc-

ling Committee, commented that “most other interest groups have managed to galvanize 

their interests under one umbrella. They come to meetings and it’s coherent. With cycling, 

for some reason, we seem to get people saying the same thing five times” (Krashinsky 

2008). The TCU’s ability to speak on behalf of over 700 members allowed them to have 

greater influence when talking to the politicians who could make the final decision.

At the first public meeting, before the TCU’s official launch, cycling was listed as the 

fourth most important public concern after urban design, traffic, and pedestrians (City of 

Toronto 2009, 10-11). The project team responded by citing the inclusion of wider curb 

lanes in their preferred design, but the newly-formed TCU was not satisfied with this 

solution. Instead, the TCU prepared a policy document to present to councillors and city 

staff outlining the feasibility of dedicated bicycle lanes along with modest streetscape 

improvements (Toronto Cyclists Union 2009). According to the project team’s report, the 

TCU argued that wider curb lanes “may be even more dangerous” than the status quo 

due to higher traffic speeds in wider lanes (City of Toronto 2009, 17). The project team 

agreed to consider additional visual cues for drivers and eventually included an alterna-

tive design with dedicated cycling lanes, but these were not recommended because they 

did not adhere to the study’s objectives (City of Toronto 2009, 97). After initial attempts 

to work through the public consultation system, the TCU increasingly focused on more 

direct ways of lobbying and gaining support. 

The TCU actively engaged with all forms of media in order to push for dedicated cycling 

lanes on Jarvis. In an article posted on the Torontoist’s website after the committee 

meeting, Yvonne Bambrick, Executive Director of the TCU, argued that cycling lanes 



Vol. 2, No. 1, 2010 85Vol. 2, No. 1, 2010 85

constituted a public space improvement, as they “help to slow the speed of car traf-

fic, and add a ‘friendly’ buffer between pedestrians and cars. They attract physically 

active, healthy people to the area and provide a positive example of alternatives to the 

automobile” (Dotan 2009). The day before the council vote, an article in the Toronto Star 

about the ‘war on cars’ also quoted Bambrick, who argued that drivers were jealous of 

the freedom enjoyed by cyclists: “They’re trapped and frustrated…. Cars are not freedom. 

They’re like a ball and chain around your ankle. A bike is real freedom. You’re on your 

own schedule and it costs hardly anything” (Kalinowski 2009). Bambrick also commented 

directly on the difficulty of the city’s slow decision making: “It’s absolutely excruciating 

that it takes us this long to make such a clearly positive decision for our city that benefits 

all of our citizens…. If this is how council moves forward on issues, it’s no wonder people 

complain nothing gets done” (Moloney and Vincent 2009). It is unclear, though likely, that 

this comment was directed specifically at council’s 8-hour debate. It might have applied 

just as well to the TCU’s attitude towards the public consultation process in general. The 

slow and deliberative process, where cyclists did not feel that their issues were being 

dealt with, pushed the TCU toward more direct forms of campaigning. 

These lobbying efforts began to succeed when local councillor Kyle Rae, who had previ-

ously championed streetscape improvements, declared his support for the bike lane plan 

at the second public meeting in January. Dylan Reid, co-chair of the Toronto Pedestrian 

Committee and a founding member of the Toronto Coalition for Active Transportation, 

called Rae’s decision “curious” because the bike lane alternative “would not in fact narrow 

the roadway or create a widened sidewalk boulevard, would not enable the planting of 

new trees, and would allow for few of the proposed enhancements to the pedestrian 

realm” (Reid 2009). Councillor Rae announced his decision to support the TCU proposal 

at the last public consultation. After that, there were no more CAG meetings where those 

most interested in the neighbourhood revitalization aspect could express their opinions 

and there was no pro-pedestrian feedback on the project’s Facebook group. 

Gaining Councillor Rae’s support was a turning point for the TCU. As Reid pointed 

out after the announcement, council is generally deferential to the wishes of the local 
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councillor (Reid 2009). The TCU also seemed to recognize the importance of Councillor 

Rae’s support. In a Weblog post celebrating their victory, the TCU thanked Councillor Rae 

for championing their plan: “this would not have been possible without his strong support 

and tireless work behind the scenes to secure the vote” (Toronto Cyclists Union 2009). As 

Baumgartner argues in his study of lobbying, “these [elected] officials are rarely neutral, 

but rather are advocates themselves, actively using their influence to affect the terms of 

the debate and lobbying others” (Baumgartner 2009, 25). By gaining the support of the 

local councillor, the TCU greatly increased the probability that bike lanes would end up on 

Jarvis street.

As more councillors came to support the proposal, there was a fair amount of confusion 

about what streetscape improvements could be included along with bike lanes. In an 

article in the Globe and Mail, Councillor Rae declared: “It will be two lanes north, two 

lanes south, bicycle lanes and a widened sidewalk on the east for pedestrians” (Barber 

2009). But that is not true. According to the project team’s final report, “this alternative 

represents no change to the existing road pavement width,” (City of Toronto 2009, 92) 

and, therefore, no widened sidewalk. The report also states that without changes to the 

existing road width, the pedestrian clearway will not be wide enough to meet the City of 

Toronto’s Accessibility Design Guidelines (City of Toronto 2009, 97). 

Despite the clarity in the report, councillors and newspaper reports were confused. In a 

comment on Spacing’s weblog, Councillor Adam Vaughan wrote that council had voted 

for bike lanes and wider sidewalks: “Currently the lanes are all 3.1m, the centre lane 

becomes 3.0m, the curb lanes 3.6 (including the bike lanes) and the east bound sidewalk 

grows too” (Vaughan 2009). That is a very accurate description of the project team’s 

original recommendation. Unfortunately, the councillor did not vote for it. The 3.6 metre 

curb lanes proposed by staff were to be shared between cyclists and cars; they were 

not dedicated bicycle lanes. Similarly, the National Post referred to a proposal to “give 

over more space to cyclists, pedestrians and trees along a thoroughfare that has evolved 

into an urban neighbourhood” (Hanes 2009) and the Toronto Star said that in the plan 

“Sidewalks would be widened, trees would be planted, and there would be a bike lane” 



Vol. 2, No. 1, 2010 87Vol. 2, No. 1, 2010 87

(Toronto Star 2009). These reports reflected confusion about what the bicycling lanes 

meant for the potential improvements to the pedestrian realm. 

With councillors thinking they were getting everything, the debate at council focused too 

little on the conflict between cyclists and pedestrians. The TCU called on its members 

to attend the council meeting to show their support for dedicated bicycle lanes on Jarvis 

(Toronto Cyclists Union 2009a). The cyclists, wearing their helmets, greatly outnumbered 

the yellow shirted motorists. The councillors in favour of bicycle lanes said they had done 

enough public consultation to hear from both sides (De Baeremaeker 2009) and that it 

had been “a model process” (Perks 2009). Their main focus, however, was on reclaiming 

the street from the tyranny of the car. Councillor Rae said that in the 1950s “we violated 

Jarvis Street.... There was nothing in Toronto that came anywhere near what Jarvis Street 

was and then it was handed over to one use: to the car driver. One use” (Rae 2009). 

The TCU played a major role in successfully lobbying for dedicated lanes rather than 

shared curb lanes. After being excluded from many parts of the consultative process, the 

TCU began directly lobbying city councillors and bringing alternative proposals forward. 

These proposals were not debated by the CAG or neighbourhood associations, which 

were generally resistant to any ideas coming from single issue groups. While the council-

lors debated the ‘war on cars,’ Jarvis Street’s rehabilitation and renewal was sacrificed. 

After the vote, Jarvis Street remained a transportation corridor; though shared between 

drivers and cyclists, it did not become any more like a neighbourhood.

Conclusion: A Better Process?

While Councillor Perks said the public consultation was a “model process,” could it have 

been better?  Relying on lobbying and political activism by groups is not inherently bad, 

especially when they represent large numbers of interested parties. However, when the 

confrontational dynamics of the two sides overwhelm the consultative process, there 

must be a better way. The project team could have avoided the marginalization of the 

Jarvis Street community by using a different model based on greater participation by all 

interested parties at the earliest stages of policy development.
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Governance theory suggests that participation and inclusion, if properly executed, should 

make government decisions more effective (see Fung 2006; Barlow 1995), but this did 

not happen with Jarvis. Anne Mette Kjaer (2009) criticizes governance theory by pointing 

out that “participation is thus, in a sense, assumed to automatically create consensus” 

(Kjaer 2009, 142). Consensus will not necessarily follow from earlier participation, but it 

is more likely. The conflicts between the community, the cyclists, and the motorists might 

have been worked out in more deliberative forums and smaller groups. The current public 

consultation model, as employed on Jarvis Street, does not work. As Dylan Reid said 

after the Public Works Committee meeting: “the outcome suggests that the whole formal 

EA public consultation process is something of a marginal exercise that cannot actually 

shift the bureaucratic momentum of the internal direction of a project” (Reid 2009). The 

cyclists and motorists consistently stuck to their positions; the project team and commun-

ity groups became marginalized when they refused to completely relinquish control and 

limited comment by interested parties. These design flaws led to confrontational lobbying 

and an intractable battle that went all the way to council. 

The City of Toronto should consider two significant changes to their consultative frame-

work. First, interested parties should be included from the earliest stages of the policy 

design. In the Jarvis Street study, the project team should have included drivers and cyc-

lists in the discussion before the project’s key goals and designs were set. These interest 

groups should have also been included in the community advisory group or some other 

deliberative forum. As Peter John argues, these forums are essential to good govern-

ance: “citizen governance is not just about individual representation, but gathers together 

the users and other affected interests in decision-making forums” (John 2009, 495).  Had 

all interested parties been able to discuss the project’s details during its inception, a more 

consensual approach might have been possible.

But success might also have depended on a second change to the consultative process: 

city staff should have a more active role in advocating for the positions they support. In 

the Jarvis Street study, the project team clearly wished to advocate for improvements 

to the pedestrian realm and neighbourhood revitalization. This opinion is implicit in their 
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letter to cyclists, their refusal to include the popular option of dedicated bicycling lanes, 

and their limited engagement with cyclists and drivers. But, in the interest of maintaining 

the neutrality of the public service, they would not explicitly advocate for their recommen-

dation at council. As a result, they were marginalized by the more direct lobbying efforts 

of the drivers and cyclists.

These two changes must be taken together in order to be effective. The project team 

should be free to advocate the best result for the city as a whole, but they should not set 

the initial terms of the project. There is a risk that, in ceding control of the process, those 

interested will shape policy in a direction that may not be in the best interest of the city 

as a whole. But who is to judge what is best for Toronto?  The project team’s role should 

not be to decide, but to advocate and teach through consultation. The consensus of the 

deliberative forum, which has worked through its issues over many meetings, should 

shape the policy. 
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In April 2004, the Government of Canada concluded months of exhaustive inter-depart-

mental policy discussions by tabling in Parliament a new National Security Policy (NSP) 

entitled Securing an Open Society. This watershed event marks the first time in Canadian 

history that the federal government has committed its national security priorities and 

objectives to a single, comprehensive policy document. According to then Prime Minister 

Paul Martin, the NSP was cobbled together to help combat traditional threats including 

organized crime and natural disasters, but more importantly to respond to an array of 

new, less conventional threats characterized by events such as the September 11, 2001 

terrorist attacks, the 2003 Canadian outbreak of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 

(SARS), and the 2003 electrical blackout (National Security Policy 2004, Preamble). 

The NSP was produced to fill a clear policy gap by providing a strategic-level national 

security framework for federal government departments, security practitioners, and the 

Canadian public. The NSP is organized around three national security objectives: pro-

tecting Canadians at home and abroad, ensuring Canada is not a safe haven for threats 

to our allies, and making a positive contribution to international security (NSP, 2004, vii). 

To advance these objectives, the NSP focuses the national security posture on six “key 

strategic areas,” including intelligence, emergency planning and management, public 

health emergencies, transportation security, border security, and international security. 

To be sure, the NSP is an encouraging development for Canada’s national security 

community. The document updates a battery of federal contingency plans, secures fresh 

funding for federal departments working in national security, and shows tangible evidence 
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of strategic-level thinking. Nonetheless, the NSP gives no mention of evaluation metrics 

or thresholds that indicate policy success. Without these requisite evaluation metrics, 

policymakers will have considerable trouble differentiating a success from a shortcoming 

in the implementation of the NSP. Moreover, this leaves policymakers without a mechan-

ism to identify and incorporate ongoing lessons learned, which help to maintain the 

relevance of any policy document. 

For a document tasked with the critical responsibility of protecting the security of Canada 

and Canadians, it is imperative to put forth the most accountable, relevant, and flexible 

policy possible. To this end, this policy recommendation will propose an exploratory set 

of metrics that may enable national security policymakers to conduct regular analyses 

of how effectively the NSP serves the three national security objectives it identifies. 

It is important to note that these measures are tentative proxies aimed at quantifying 

the degree of success of the NSP. As such, these metrics are preliminary and probing, 

intended to get policymakers and practitioners thinking about measuring the usefulness 

of the NSP, rather than a comprehensive treatment of all statistics related to national 

security. 

Unbraiding the NSP: Policies, Standards and Guidelines   

Before further discussion of specific evaluation metrics, it is crucial to first unpack the 

different features of the NSP. The NSP is far from a conventional policy document. 

Rather, it is comprised of a mixed bag of self-styled policy statements, security standards 

and emergency guidelines with some added political posturing for good measure. This 

dissection certainly warrants a more in-depth analysis. 

Above all, the NSP contains a number of clear statements of Canadian security policy. 

Chapter four discusses the plan of the federal government to convene a “high-level 

national task force” in the summer of 2004 to develop a National Cyber-security Strategy 

(NSP, 2004, 26). Chapter five announces the creation of the Public Health Agency of 

Canada, which is to assume responsibility for strategic-level policymaking vis-à-vis 

national infectious disease programming (NSP, 2004, 31). Chapter seven declares the 

forthcoming inclusion of facial recognition biometrics into all Canadian passports (NSP, 
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2004, 41). These are three examples of clear and deliberate policy decisions taken to 

satisfy perceived gaps in the Canadian national security posture. 

Second, the NSP champions a number of significant national and international standards. 

A standard usually refers to an established norm or requirement that is based on a set 

of technical criteria. In a policy document such as the NSP, standards represent clear 

principles subscribed to by the Canadian government, but also something less explicit 

than a statement of policy. Chapter three of the NSP suggests that Canada should focus 

national intelligence efforts on more security-related matters (NSP, 2004, 17). Chapter 

five proposes a more meticulous degree of oversight of the national public health system 

(NSP, 2004, 29). Finally, chapter seven recommends the international promotion of the 

Canadian smart borders principles (NSP, 2004, 46). These three standards are less 

operationalized than policy statements, but they nevertheless represent central compon-

ents of the NSP. 

Third, the NSP sets out a number of guidelines or non-mandatory statements aimed at 

establishing decision-making routines in Canadian national security policymaking. Guide-

lines tend to be even less explicit than both policy statements and standards. Chapter 

seven proposes the further development of the next generation of the Smart Borders 

agenda (NSP, 2004, 46). Chapter eight states the intent of the Canadian government to 

continue to “play an important role in countering international terrorism, preventing the 

proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, and defusing intra- and inter-state conflicts,” 

(NSP, 2004, 47). These guidelines are necessarily vague and give no indication of how, 

why or when these proposals will be implemented. Rather, they are trotted out as long-

term strategic statements of the national security objectives of the Canadian government.

The NSP also contains a number of instances of Canadian mythmaking and patent 

political posturing. For example, the history of defending Canada’s national security is 

mythologized as an exercise that creates unity among a diverse set of immigrant groups, 

hence the title of the NSP, “Securing an Open Society.”  However, this notion is undercut 

by a number of watershed events in Canadian history. It seems difficult to fathom how the 

forced internment of over eight thousand “aliens of enemy nationality” in World War One, 
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or the similar detention of over twenty-two thousand Japanese-Canadians in the Second 

World War in any way secured Canada as an “open society.”  Nevertheless, the NSP 

glosses over these events in its correlation of national security with ethnic and religious 

tolerance in Canada, when a number of key historical events imply more of a zero-sum 

relationship between national security and the promotion of cultural diversity. 

Measuring the NSP: Evaluation Metrics and Thresholds of Success 

The key to maintaining the effectiveness and relevance of any policy document is a built-

in set of metrics that allows for regular diagnostic reviews. This is certainly an important 

consideration with the NSP. The following set of proposed metrics is an attempt to identify 

indicators that may speak to the successes and shortcomings of the NSP as a policy 

document. Each has been mapped to the three national security objectives outlined in the 

document.

Protecting Canadians at home and abroad

The first national security objective discussed in the NSP is the protection of Canadians 

at home and abroad. The aim of this objective is to safeguard the personal security of 

Canadians. The following metrics attempt to gauge this ability.

First, an important statistic to consider is death tolls. This can be broken down to reflect 

the death tolls of a number of important demographics with a national security nexus, 

including Canadian civilians at home and abroad, Canadian soldiers serving in the Inter-

national Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan, as well as Canadian aid worker 

death tolls. Since terrorism is not the sole security threat to Canadians, this statistic 

should be expanded to consider the number of Canadians killed as a result of natural 

disasters as well as pandemic outbreaks. This metric attempts to directly measure the 

impact of the NSP on the individual and collective security of Canadians: in other words, 

has the introduction of the NSP made Canadian citizens any safer? 

A second set of metrics to be considered is the federal government’s investment in intel-

ligence and policing. Steady flows of government investment enable federal departments 

to build capacity and develop expertise in both the domestic and international realms. 

This proxy attempts to trace the fluctuations in the Government of Canada’s commitment 
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to intelligence and policing.

The third metric that gauges the ability of the NSP to protect Canadians is judicial convic-

tion percentages. This includes the percentage of convictions for those tried under the 

Canadian Anti-Terrorism Act, as well as more general conviction percentages that speak 

to the ebbs and flows of conventional crime rates in Canada. These conviction percent-

ages inform the effectiveness of the Canadian judiciary in dealing with threats to national 

security, such as terrorism and trans-national crime, while also taking into account 

conventional crime. 

Ensuring Canada is not a Base for Threats to our Allies

The second national security objective outlined in the NSP is ensuring that Canada is not 

an incubator for groups that pose a threat to our allies. This objective is oriented towards 

the federal government’s efforts to root out terrorist or criminal elements in Canada, who 

may not necessarily threaten Canadian security but who may seek to attack our allies, 

most notably the United States. Achieving this objective may involve shuttering terrorist 

financing fronts including dubious charities, investing in security intelligence and law 

enforcement capabilities, or ensuring that Canadian border security is robust and cutting-

edge. The following metrics look to measure the policy success of the federal government 

in pursuing these veiled elements within Canada.

The first metric that should be considered is federal government investment in the Finan-

cial Transactions and Reports Analysis Centre of Canada (FINTRAC). As the central 

mechanism for combating terrorist financing and money laundering in Canada, the levels 

of government funding allocated to FINTRAC can shed light on the federal resolve to 

crack down on terrorism and organized crime in Canada. A robust federal investment 

in FINTRAC can also signal to terrorist and organized crime entities that the Canadian 

government is both willing and able to disrupt illicit activity.

A second metric that speaks more to the effectiveness of FINTRAC is the amount of 

monetary and material seizures recorded per year by the centre. While this number is 

likely kept confidential due to its national security sensitivity, this statistic could provide an 
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accurate indication of the operational scale and investigative efficiency of FINTRAC as an 

organization serving national security. 

A third measure that may gauge the intelligence, law enforcement and judicial capacity 

of the Canadian system is the number of security certificates issued since the NSP was 

released in 2004. As a fundamental mechanism for preventing terrorism, the issuing 

trends of security certificates may shed light on the functioning of Canada’s anti-terror 

machinery. 

Finally, the fourth metric that is important to consider is the federal investment in border 

security via departments such as the Canadian Border Services Agency (CBSA), the 

Canadian Coast Guard (CCG), and the Department of National Defence (DND). As 

three of the central federal departments tasked with Canadian border security policy 

and protection, the trending of federal investments in these departments gives a clear 

indication of the seriousness of the national commitment to comprehensive and proactive 

border security. 

Contributing to International Security

The third national security objective identified in the NSP is a continued Canadian 

contribution to international security. This third objective is particularly ambiguous and 

abstract. Seemingly, this objective speaks to the extent to which Canada contributes to 

the collective security of its allies. This refers both to conventional geopolitical threats as 

well as less conventional security issues including questions of human and environmental 

security, both of which seem poised to have a heightened profile in the near future. 

The first metric that needs to be considered when measuring Canada’s contribution to 

international security is federal defence spending flows. By analyzing the annual patterns 

of the Government of Canada’s investment in DND, military alliances such as the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and joint defence initiatives such as the North 

American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD), it is possible to get a better grasp of 

the relative commitment of the federal government to regional security and international 

security writ large. 
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A second, more specific measure of the Canadian contribution to international security 

would be the financial, personnel, and materiel contributions made by the Government of 

Canada to the ISAF mission in Afghanistan. As the principal contemporary commitment 

of Canada’s defence, diplomatic, and development establishments, the relative inputs of 

government funds, personnel, and materiel in Afghanistan speak to the strength of the 

national commitment to support the international security initiatives of NATO.

Moving beyond these more traditional international security metrics, it is imperative to 

consider other, less conventional security indicators. The third proposed metric would 

look at the trends in Canada’s Official Development Assistance (ODA). As an increasingly 

common feature of the integrated approach to security, the nature of Canada’s com-

mitment to delivering foreign aid would signal a more holistic approach to international 

security. While certainly not a flawless system, the delivery of foreign aid can help 

infrastructure development, agricultural production, and institutional capacity building in 

developing countries, all of which arguably help mitigate the likelihood of violent conflict 

and contribute to international security. 

The fourth statistic to be considered is federal government funding to programs and initia-

tives that combat the processes of global warming. While it represents an unconventional 

security threat, global warming has been shown to accelerate and intensify international 

security issues, notably in conflicts over scarce resources, environmental migration, 

energy, economic and health insecurities, border disputes and challenges to the status 

quo of the international system (Homer-Dixon, 2004, 7-10). As an emerging threat to 

international security, the policy and funding responses of the Government of Canada 

regarding global warming are indicative of the federal commitment to fight against less 

conventional threats to international security. 

Each of these diverse metrics will need to be measured against comparable statistics 

from before 2004, in order to reflect the trends and variations that have been influenced 

by the introduction of the NSP. A successful policy would be one that illustrates a positive 

variation in these national security statistics since the tabling of the NSP in 2004. The 

degree of improvement in the national security statistics may indicate the degree to which 
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the NSP has been successful, although the correlation between the NSP and the security 

statistics is positive, not absolute. 

The NSP Going Forward: Managing and Maintaining 

Over six years have now passed since the NSP was first tabled in Parliament back in 

April of 2004. The document has undoubtedly filled a policy gap and resulted in a moder-

ate overhaul of Canada’s national security architecture. The most important question 

however, remains to a large extent unanswered: has the NSP been successful in making 

Canada and Canadians safer?  To approach a reasoned answer, the Government of 

Canada, security practitioners, and the Canadian public must begin thinking about the 

less-than-sexy concept of a quantitative policy evaluation. In the complex and evolving 

threat environment of the 21st century, this necessitates a national security policy that is 

both measurable and responsive. The raison d’être of this policy recommendation is to 

get the ball moving in that direction.
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Daphne Meredith was appointed Chief Human Resources Officer (CHRO) for the Gov-
ernment of Canada on August 31, 2009. Ms. Meredith began her career in the federal 
public service in 1983 as an economist at Natural Resources Canada.  She has since 
worked in a number of positions across government including the Department of Finance, 
Privy Council Office and Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada and held senior executive 
positions at the TBS. Prior to her appointment as CHRO, Ms. Meredith served as Associ-
ate Deputy Minister of Public Works and Government Services Canada (PWGSC). 

Interview conducted by Anna Strathy on August 26, 2010

What are the major priorities of and challenges facing the federal government? 
How do they impact the public service in general, and more particularly, the 
government’s human resources (HR) priorities?

The government’s priority right now is the economy. In late 2008, it became apparent that 

we were dealing with a difficult global economic situation, so that has been the focus, 

including conceiving of and delivering an economic stimulus package to Canadians and 

aligning our efforts with those efforts in other countries around the world. That having 

been the focus for the past couple of years, the government is now focusing on fiscal 

restraint with the intention of bringing the budget back into balance by 2014. This is quite 

a challenge, to arrest the growth and reduce the deficit, and has meant taking measures 

to restrain government spending, including freezing departmental operating budgets. That 

in turn has an influence on HR management in the public service and in particular on our 

hiring intentions for the future. 

As a public service, we have just been through a period of growth— over 15 percent 

since 2005, and we’re going to have to arrest the growth. Fortunately we’re in a period 

of heightened attrition because of the demographics of the public service; we are an 

aging public service and people are retiring in larger numbers than in the past. This is 
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fortunate in that we can likely contain growth without too much pain. In fact, I would say, 

we will continue to hire, although at a reduced rate. That’s a really important message 

going forward. The challenges of today, as seen with the economic crisis, suggest that we 

need, more than ever, excellence in public service and so that’s what we’re going to be 

hiring for the future. 

The other thing I should note, in terms of government priorities, is the focus on execution, 

on excellence in implementation. I think we’ve had some very good examples of how the 

public service has delivered for the government including the response to the earthquake 

in Haiti, the delivery of the Vancouver 2010 Olympic and Paralympic Winter Games and 

the delivery of the economic stimulus package. We can take pride in being among the 

best countries in our approach to dealing with the economic crisis. In addition to the 

focus on excellence in implementation, the government maintains a continued focus on 

accountability. We need to be concerned not only with what we’re doing but how we’re 

doing it. For example, in the delivery of the Economic Action Plan, we are reporting to 

Canadians on a quarterly basis for what we were delivering. But, in addition, the Auditor 

General has done an audit on how we’ve been managing the delivery of this. So we’re 

focused on excellence—both in what we’re doing and how we’re doing it. 

In 2009 the Prime Minister called for a new human resources governance structure 
that would streamline HR practices across the federal government. This decision 
led to the creation of the Office of the Chief Human Resources Officer (OCHRO). 
What is the role of your Office?

My Office is both directly and indirectly involved in the management of people across 

the public service. In terms of its direct responsibilities, first, my Office is responsible for 

pension and benefit programs for over one million people, including current and retired 

public servants and their dependents. Second, we negotiate with bargaining agents on 

the salaries and other terms and conditions of employment for a population of over two 

hundred thousand public servants. At the same time, we have to make sure that the 

basis on which we’re negotiating salaries is sound.  So, for example, we have begun to 

review the professional group structure that underpins the public service to ensure that 

it is relevant to the modern work force. We’re working in two broad areas right now, one 

being the program administrators group, which comprises over 90 000 employees. We’re 
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looking at the distinctions between these various classifications and saying, “Should the 

distinction be there or not? Is the nature of the work that this group is doing appropriately 

described in today’s environment?” Many of these groups were defined 40 years ago 

before anybody had a desktop or any kind of information technology platform. So you can 

imagine that some of the “job descriptions” are a bit out of date. This is challenging work 

because it makes us think through our business models and ask, “Who do we need? 

What work do we need for the future?” Whereas previously, administrative services staff 

may have been delivering typed documents, they’re no longer doing that. They’re prob-

ably doing more scheduling and organizing of information. In fact, we have evidence of a 

migration toward more knowledge intensive activity. 

My Office’s indirect role in managing public servants stems from its responsibilities for 

setting policies for and reporting on the state of people management in the public ser-

vice. We’re now in the final stages of updating our Code of Values and Ethics for public 

servants, and determining the conflict of interest and post-employment policy for public 

servants. We also report to Parliament on the health of the public service and the man-

agement of HR. We have several reports that go to parliamentarians annually on issues 

such as employment equity in the public service, official languages, HR modernization, 

and incidents of wrongdoing and what we’re doing about them - a whole range of issues. 

We also provide leadership in moving human resources management to a more modern 

platform. We really want to move from a rules-based system of management to one 

that’s based more on acting according to our values and principles and understanding 

the outcomes of our actions verified by the management information we collect.  For 

example, we are strengthening our demographic analyses and talent management 

information systems to support corporate coherence and central strategic management 

for the executive cadre of the public service. 

This movement away from rules-based management to information and outcomes 
seems to be part of a cultural shift, not only in HR, but across government more 
broadly. Could you expand on this? 

We have, just this spring, put on every Deputy Minister’s desktop, data on 190 perform-

ance indicators of people management. Every Deputy can look at how their own perform-

ance stacks up against the average from every other department. I think this is very 
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empowering. They can look at how their departments vary. And while departments may 

vary for very good reasons, since every operation’s different, Deputies may find examples 

of performance they want to emulate. So it becomes a platform to understand leading 

practices. You need that. You need the information in order to know what practice you 

want to pursue. That was just introduced this spring and I think it is a powerful driver of 

change. 

By streamlining human resource governance, Deputy Heads are given greater 
flexibility in managing their own HR practices. What impact does this have within 
departments and across government? 

This puts more pressure on human resource professionals to advise their managers and 

leaders on how to manage people well, especially in relation to their unique operational 

circumstances. Managing people in the Department of Finance is going to be different 

from managing people in the Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA). CBSA has a 

large contingent of Border Officers dealing with real life situations everyday, whereas the 

Department of Finance operations are more conceptual, for example, setting frameworks 

and determining policy directions. So each department has its own operational setting 

and we think managers in those settings need to be flexible in order to inspire, motiv-

ate and mobilize their people around the tasks at hand, without us constraining them 

by setting out common rules for everybody. But it does put more pressure on their HR 

advisors and on them to think outside the box and to work out the solutions to problems 

themselves. Whereas in the past, the dynamic might have been one of HR people calling 

the Centre for direction, they now need to think through the solutions themselves. We 

don’t have people waiting at the other end of the line for their calls anymore. It requires 

them to be more independent, which, in a sense exposes them a bit, but can be more 

motivating for them in the long run. 

One of the most important initiatives undertaken by your Office, or at least as I 
see it, is the evolution of the Values and Ethics Code. How does your Office view 
this evolution? Is it a reaffirmation of the fundamentals? Or, does it address new 
challenges? 

Well, I don’t think it’s an either/or proposition. The new Code will both reaffirm the funda-

mental values, which if they are true values, need to be enduring, while addressing the 

new challenges. The Code is the best place to turn for someone considering becoming 
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a public servant because it articulates what it is, in essence, to be a professional public 

servant in the federal government; it outlines the responsibilities of public servants as well 

as to what they should aspire. For example, democratic service or respect for democracy 

is the sort of overarching value articulated in the Code. That’s never going to change; 

that’s always what public servants have to do, to situate ourselves within our democratic 

system and to recognize our role in supporting the government in power. Another value 

that’s enduring in any code is integrity. Another is excellence, which actually has greater 

profile perhaps in our revised Code, but is very much something to which we aspire as 

public servants. 

The values are enduring. The language we express them in is, perhaps, more up to 

date. We’ve had extensive interaction with public servants in all the regions, in all parts 

of our federal public sector whether in Crown corporations, at the centre of government 

or in line operations, with new public servants as well as old, and through discussion we 

tested language that we think will resonate with them. And so we have done updating in 

that sense. We recognize with this Code that the world is evolving and we can modernize 

the language and speak to the concerns of new employees. For example, we refer to 

our responsibility as public servants to consider the present and long-term effects of our 

actions on the environment. 

Applying the Code can only be done properly through dialogue because there’s no single 

set of rules that will apply perfectly in all situations. Each workplace may be very different 

and present different challenges. 

For example, there is a focus now on the challenges that new technology brings. And 

those are issues that are evolving, in ways that we can’t anticipate. We have to talk 

through what a public servant’s obligations are with respect to what they put on the Inter-

net whether at work or at home and how what they do in their private life might impinge 

on their duties as a public servant. The new technologies are opening up a new world to 

us and we have to talk through how to deal with the challenges they present.  

The Values and Ethics Code for the Public Service states that, “In carrying out 
their official duties, public servants should arrange their private affairs in a manner 
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that will prevent real, apparent or potential conflicts of interest from arising. If a 
conflict does arise between the private interests and the official duties of a public 
servant, the conflict should be resolved in favour of the public interest”. How 
is this complicated by pervasive social media outlets that blur the distinction 
between public and private? Do you think that new public servants are aware of 
their obligations to the public interest? 

I think new public servants can be and should be excited about their obligation to the 

public interest because that, in a sense, is what is motivating about being in the public 

service; the ability to contribute to the public interest. That it should come at a cost 

should, therefore, not be a surprise. The question is, at what cost? The notion of dealing 

with conflicts is not particular to public service either. People working in the private sector 

also need to worry about conflicts of interest. So, we’re not special in terms of worrying 

about conflicts of interest. I think we have to be more aware of just where those conflicts 

might arise, because it might not be obvious to the new public servant or, frankly, to long-

standing public servants. Especially in today’s open, transparent, operating environment, 

we have to be aware that what we do and what we say can be interpreted in different 

ways outside of us and that can in turn reflect poorly on the government. We have a 

responsibility to serve the government and to be aware of anything we do that could 

damage them. 

We have a flexible approach, but one that requires the public servant to be aware of 

where their private activities may either present or be perceived to present conflicts. 

Conflicts of interests can stem from financial interests, paid activities outside of work, or 

even voluntary activities outside of work. In these situations, public servants are expected 

to declare the conflict and to get special approval for them or direction on how to address 

the conflict. 

Despite the current era of fiscal restraint, the federal public service is in 
recruitment mode. Do you anticipate any problems in recruiting the talent the 
federal government requires? What aspects of federal public service employment 
do you think will be most attractive to future graduates?  

Yes, you’re right. We are recruiting and, in fact, right now we’re preparing for this year’s 

post-secondary recruitment campaign. So we are going out to universities and colleges 

to look for talent. I don’t see a problem in attracting talent. Last year alone we had over 

two hundred and fifty thousand individuals looking for jobs in the public service and we 
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hired fewer than thirteen thousand permanent employees. That’s not all post-secondary, 

of course, but it gives you a sense of the volume of interest that we manage. There isn’t 

a problem finding people who want jobs in the federal public service. There is always a 

challenge in finding the best talent and, of course, all organizations that aspire to being 

excellent or outstanding will be competing.  That’s one of our special challenges; to find 

the best, because we need the best, because we want to be the best, so we can provide 

the best to Canadians. 

Do I think we have a challenge in that respect? No, I don’t. I think the federal government 

is a great employer. We have good, competitive pay and benefits. We have a respectful 

workplace. We have, probably most importantly, interesting and intellectually challenging 

work and the power to make a difference to our citizens and our communities. I would 

add to that, the opportunity to develop as a leader, in Canada’s largest and, I would 

argue, most important institution. So, from a personal development point of view the 

opportunity is fantastic. 

For policy and public administration graduates, one of the great draws of the 
federal public service is its breadth and the opportunity for exposure to many 
issues, departments and careers. What is your advice to future public servants 
on how to balance the tension between i) taking advantage of all the breadth and 
opportunities for mobility in the public service; and ii) staying in one place or 
position to build depth and mastery in particular areas. 

I think the choice is entirely a personal one. Some prefer to develop as experts, and may 

have the opportunity to develop as worldwide experts in a particular area whether it be 

energy policy, health policy, financial sector policy. For those individuals who choose that 

course, usually the more they know about something, the more they’re interested. Their 

career path may lead to, not only contributing domestically within our own public service, 

but also gaining a network of experts outside of Canada as well. That’s a wonderful 

choice to make and it can be very rich as a career path.

Others, and I’d include myself among this group, may be stimulated by changing policy 

area and becoming integrators of policy expertise, more on the end of advising the 

government directly and playing a role in horizontal coordination. There is a need for both 

and there is a demand for both within the government. So the choice is a personal one. 
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Both can be extremely stimulating and both can lead to career advancement if that’s what 

the individual wants to pursue. 

The one thing I would counsel though, to anyone in the public service including new 

recruits or graduates from public administration programs, is to stay in a job long enough 

to learn (the most important thing is to learn) and to deliver something; to deliver results 

that you can be proud of. In other words, become enough of an expert that you’re able to 

contribute before you move on, because there’s great satisfaction in doing that and that 

is, in fact, part of your development. For example, I have on average stayed in every pos-

ition for at least three years, and I felt that was absolutely essential to my development. 

Nobody will blame you for staying in a job long enough to make a contribution. 

What are the important competencies for future public servants? Is there much 
difference between competencies needed for policy work and those needed for 
operational and management work?

Basic competencies, I would say, are strong analytical and communication skills. Those 

are fundamental to whether you’re going to be effective doing policy work, operational or 

management work. Whether you’re analyzing policy options and communicating them 

to policy managers and Ministers, or whether you’re taking on a complex operation and 

analyzing how it can work efficiently and communicating your intentions to the people 

working for you, you need those skills. In addition to strong analytical and communication 

skills, I would say teamwork is very important in government, because of the complexity 

of the issues. You need to work with the people within your team or operating unit. That’s 

not different from anywhere else, but you have to be aware of what’s happening around 

you and be able to make linkages in how your work might affect somebody else’s work, 

or how their work might affect yours. You need to have good antennae as to what’s 

happening around you and take advantage of the intelligence you gain in order to make 

yourself more productive. 

Knowledge of government and how it works is really important and something you get 

through studying public administration - the underpinnings of democratic government and 

the Westminster system. I think it’s valuable to know the operating context. Also, basic 
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management skills. These are the kinds of skills that might be similar to those offered in 

MBA programs, but basic management is going to help you throughout your career. I’ve 

talked about the importance of excellence in HR management and how the government 

really needs to rely on that. So an awareness of human resources management models, 

drivers, how to manage people in big or small organizations is going to be very useful, no 

matter where you go in the public service after you finish your degree. 

Is there any difference between the policy work competencies and operational 
management? Or is it, as you mentioned, that these are all encompassing 
competencies that would be important for both? That management work also 
informs policy work? 

That’s a great point, because there’s no point in advising the government on policies that 

don’t have a hope of being operationalized. The skill of a smart policy analyst is in know-

ing what can be implemented on the ground and being informed by what’s happening 

on the ground. You can be a good conceptual thinker and develop policy at a theoretical 

level, but if it can’t be implemented, it’s not beneficial for government. That awareness of 

how ideas can be communicated, politically, while being operationalized so as to deliver 

results, I think is the essence of a good, solid public administrator whether they’re doing 

policy work, managing or working in operations.

Public administration programs, offer a variety of courses that allow students to look at 

past experiences, to explore theoretical models, to test them, and to look at the experi-

ences of governments in creating and putting policies into practice. 

Do you have any advice for directors of Masters-level public policy and public 
administration programs in Canada and the students who enroll in them? .

I think it is important to find the equilibrium between the theoretical and practical; that is, 

knowing the theory but being informed by experience. It is important to have the manage-

ment fundamentals.  I talked about HR, which I think is (of course) absolutely fundamen-

tal. Competencies in public sector accounting would be useful. An understanding of the 

function of audit and evaluation and how that can inform you. Also knowledge concerning 

the tools that are there to help you improve your performance as a public service is 

useful. There are certain mechanics that you need to learn, as well as the theory. But 

I’d say, a broad appreciation of policymaking and public administration is important. You 
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need both.

The other thing I would make a plea for, and it may not be delivered directly by the public 

administration schools, but it’s something that I would really encourage students to 

pursue, and that is to have a foundation in both official languages. That’s a basic tool. In 

operating at the federal level. 

What kind of relationship do you see between the Government of Canada and 

CAPPA, the Canadian Association of Programs in Public Administration? 

We are working with CAPPA to identify the key competencies public administration 

students should have in entering the federal public service. Once we have defined those 

competencies, universities can assess their programming to determine whether there 

may be gaps.  This has been a key area of collaboration between universities and the 

federal government and is for the benefit of students, for the benefit of those running 

public administration programs, to make sure they’re delivering their curricula cost-

effectively, and for us, to hire more productive public servants.
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Public Policy and the Media: How does media shape or frame our dialogue of 
important policy? When is it good for policy and bad for policy?

Well it’s generally not good for policy. I think media is largely impatient with public policy, 

unless it generates news within its definition, and news usually means that there’s got to 

be some consumer implication. There’s got to be some conflict, some division of opinion, 

there has got to be political consequence. It’s detached from the intrinsic importance of a 

public policy, there are lots of public policies that are very important media has got very 

little interest in. Then there’s lots of public policy that are marginal, and they become the 

focus of the news. Media has no patience with incrementalism; it really likes to cover 

things at the beginning and the end, not in the middle. And public policy by definition is 

developed slowly, is usually incremental in steps and hardly ever is dramatic. That does 

not generally fit with media models, and then, the implication of that is that media ends 

up often distorting public policy in terms of its importance, its relevance, its place in the 

hierarchy. 

[Media] ends up often exaggerating the conflict or the narrative or the divisions of opinion, 

or sometimes, tremendously overemphasizing the potential implications or consequence 

in order to make it newsworthy. In that kind of environment, policy makers tend to really 
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worry about media impact on what they do and how media distributes information about 

public policy. It’s a real conundrum because you can put all the material you want on 

websites, and generally people still get their information pushed at them by media, as 

opposed to pulling it down from websites. So the best way to get information out still, is 

through media, but media has got very little intrinsic interest in what government is saying 

or doing. It’s a very, very difficult problem. And often, public policy is shaped with an eye 

on media and an eye on what the final framing will be. Sometimes that [shaping] ends up 

distorting what should be the policy content into something else because the view is after 

media is done with it, there’s going to be significant damage, and it may not be able to 

communicate it in this particular political context. 

Do you think that decreasing access to information or by having the media 
“off policy makers backs” they could develop policy more easily and with less 
scrutiny?

Well that’s clearly what this government believes. Let me put it this way, this government 

I think believes the less media scrutiny and the less information, the better off it’s going 

to be. Because I think its starts from a point of departure that “media isn’t going to do us 

any favours.” But you know, there are democratic reasons for the public to know about 

policy development and content, and there’s a responsibility in my view for media to treat 

it dispassionately. Media tends not to do that; at least most media tends not to do that. 

Would we be better off without that kind of transparency? The ultimate answer is no, with 

a caveat, that in some cases the answer is yes. Because, complex policy that is import-

ant but may be unpopular has an awful time surviving in the current context. Absent the 

media coverage and scrutiny, it may get into place more easily. The problem with that of 

course is that it places a tremendous amount of faith in the government to act appropri-

ately and govern appropriately. I think the evidence we have is that government will take 

advantage of those circumstances and not often do what’s right but do what it wants to 

politically. 

Could there be a shift in media coverage perhaps?  

That’s likely impossible, since they’re independent and they operate according to a set of 

business principles and professional principles that we can’t control. We have an endless 

conundrum. In my world, media would change its practices and its coverage patterns, but 
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I just don’t see it happening. 

You know, the more expert the media, and the more independent the medium, the more 

dispassionate treatment you tend to get. But that’s not true of the mass media vehicles. 

That’s true of newsletters, the specialized media and the truly expert. The media that 

exists in the marketplace, that’s in competition with its competitors, it’s a very tough world 

out there these days for them as you know.  There’s tremendous competition among 

these organizations and between mediums, least of which is the digital world. They’re 

all living in a jungle of survival and they do what they need to do to attract attention to 

themselves. Often that doesn’t help dispassionate coverage of things that don’t seem to 

be terribly interesting or sexy or attractive.

With your experience from working on the “other side,” how do you go about 
packaging policy for public consumption?

Well it depends how you are. I don’t know how to answer that because I’ve never worked 

for people like this government. Its answers would be different than my answers. It 

depends on your objectives I guess.

Okay. So before we were talking about dealing with unpopular policy, even divisive 
policy, how do you deal with that?

In general terms, the more technical, the more complex, the more you can get control of 

the narrative to make it seem complex and technical, the less interested media will be. 

And the more chance you have at getting it done. If you’re packing it and it’s inevitable 

that its going to be fought out in the mass media pit, it just then becomes the battle of the 

storylines. Often you’ve got to simplify and distort the emphasis to emphasize the posi-

tive outcomes, and dismiss or belittle the negative consequences. Yet, it’s very hard to 

put out dispassionate analysis and presentations of divisive policies and expect them to 

move forward easily because the opposition has entrenched tendency to trash it. Media 

tends to see itself in an adversarial relationship to government and often a critical one. 

So it tends to act as an addition opposition. Its very hard to get a fair shake or treatment 

unless you line up your own third party supporters and get them in the battle, and you 

treat every policy issue as a campaign or war.
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Does the public ever surprise government in how they react to policy?

Oh of course. All the time. 

I think a recent example is the B.C. government was surprised by the reaction to the 

HST. It never would have proceeded had it understood that it would drive their premier’s 

popularity rating down to 8 per cent. But sure, there are all sorts of instances. I think the 

public’s proroguing response (2010 prorogation) stunned the government. There are 

dozens of examples.

Moving into questions on the role of an advisor, here in public policy school we 
learn about speaking truth to power. I’m wondering what your understanding of 
that phrase is?

That it’s an aphorism that makes people feel better. It’s honoured more in the breach 

than in the execution. I think there’s noble intent and clearly without hardheaded, clear-

eyed analysis, you can make mistakes. The civil service is there to provide that sort of 

analysis. In my experience, the civil service is also there to get the government’s program 

implemented. And that can be a conflict, particularly if it disagrees with the substance 

of the program. So you run into an interesting circumstance where you have to speak 

truth to power, but once power rules and makes its decision, you have a responsibil-

ity to implement. It’s a weird kind of power, where it says “speak the truth” but maybe 

implementing something else. There’s some truth in it and there’s some hyperbole, and 

that is an unfortunate reality, at least from my experience. Civil servants in some depart-

ments feel that they are really the experts and the keepers of the faith, and the politicians 

come and go. And, they have their own agendas based on their own policy analysis. You 

get into circumstances of manipulation, of “Yes Minister” kind of circumstance. It’s very 

dynamic, and sometimes, you see politicians trying to speak truth to the bureaucrats as 

well. It really depends on the personalities, the ministry, and the policy that’s on the table. 

Sometimes a better phrase is “Do no harm” instead of “Speak truth to power.” 

What do you mean that, “Do no harm?”

Because you can’t always get your way, you can’t always get governments to do what 

you think is right if you’re a civil servant. At least you can stop them from doing significant 

harm. Often the bureaucrat’s job is to smooth out the really rough edges and the things 
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that have significant implications for causing damage, but allow the government to 

proceed with the way it wants to proceed. 

How do different governments use the public service? How do they differ in how 
they rely on them?

That certainly changes. This current government does not particularly rely on the public 

service and can be very suspicious of the public service. There are some departments 

of government where department offices and ministers offices barely speak. There are 

other offices where the relationship is better. As the years go on, the hostility weakens in 

most places and gets more cooperative. Then there are governments wholly dependent 

on the public service and believes our public service should move policy forward for 

options. In some ways it’s perfectly natural [for the current government’s stance]. This 

government came in after 11 years of Liberal rule. The Liberals appointed every senior 

servant. Brian Mulroney was confronted with the same thing in ’84. There is a presump-

tion sometimes that the bureaucracy, who have largely been appointed by a previous 

government, represent that government’s views. And, there’s some truth to that. I mean 

why would a government appoint senior bureaucrats it knows are hostile to its agenda? 

So when you get a dramatic change in government, there’s a cynicism and suspicion that 

comes almost automatically. Then the job of the civil service is to wear down that hostility 

and cynicism, and establish that it really is an attendant committed to implementing the 

agenda of the new government. As that trust is developed, as it was during the Mulroney 

era, then things move forward. It’s a little early in this government’s mandate to know if 

it’s going to get there. 

Is there a trend for politicians or ministries to look outward for strategic advice 
rather than downward into the bureaucracy?

Yes. It’s been ever thus. Part of is human nature. When there’s someone you know very 

well there’s a mystique for someone you don’t know who’s allegedly an expert. Second 

of all, when you’re suspicious of peoples’ motives or objectives, as a new government 

may be with the existing civil service, you want a reality check sometimes. You want 

somebody from the outside who doesn’t have the baggage to come in and give you 

advice. On a third level, the civil service is not supposed to give political advice, but all 

political leaders require political advice. So often, consultants are brought in to deal with 
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the communications and politics because the civil servants themselves really don’t want 

to mix into that. And, sometimes you need outside or third party expert advice just as a 

check and balance on the internal advice. Lastly, as government was downsized year 

after year, a lot of the policy capacity and some of the communications capacity was 

eliminated or atrophied, so governments went outside. Now its been built back up but in 

the current government’s case there’s a lot of mistrust of the civil services, so communi-

cations is done largely by the minister’s offices and outside consultants who are generally 

affiliated with the Conservatives. 

What about policy advice?

In some ministries they don’t want policy advice from the bureaucracy because they don’t 

trust them. In other cases, they want a broader set of options than the bureaucrats are 

willing to give them. You know, part of this “speaking truth to power” means favouring 

options that you believe to be the truth right? And thirdly, civil servants are generally 

reasonably expert but they’re not the only pool or always the best pool of expertise. There 

are people in the private sector who make a lot more money and have a lot more experi-

ence and expertise with things the civil service don’t deal with on a regular basis. So you 

want to use the outside expertise. 

Look, the Governor General’s civil servants were not expert enough to talk about 300 

years of tradition on proroguing, so she called in the country’s constitutional experts. 

That’s the most kind of benign example, but it’s a reasonable example. 

There are all sorts of complex policy where you really need to canvas expert opinion 

in the country or in a sector. It improves things to get a variety of expert opinions. That 

minister who is ultimately accountable wants some comfort that he or she really under-

stands the complexity of a particular issue or the options that were available to them. 

That requires outside expertise and I don’t see anything wrong with it. 

And it’s not detrimental to the role of the role of the public servant then? The 
deputy minister? 

Well a competent deputy minister will manage that process and make sure a variety of 

inputs are heard. 
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But sure, it can be terribly damaging. There are current ministries relying almost entirely 

on outside advice, disregarding policy advice from within the department. I mean it’s not 

a secret and it’s obviously the case that the Department of Justice does not agree with 

virtually all the law and order agenda that the government is proposing. 

So with that said, how does a senior public servant do their job in that context?

Well they have two basic choices: they can resign on principle, or, do what they’re 

supposed to do and implement the government’s policy. If they think government policy 

is wrong and going to do harm, then they have an ethical dilemma. They have to resolve 

the conflict between their job as a deputy minister to implement the policy and their job 

as a citizen or professional to ensure that harm isn’t done. And, that is a difficult thing for 

people to do. Some, very few, resign on principle, and others kind of punker down and 

convince themselves that the government is within its rights to implement the policy and it 

wont do significant damage. 

These are not clean issues. Nobody elected a deputy minister to speak truth to power, or 

even to determine what the truth is. Why would a civil servant have a better grasp on the 

truth than a politician? It’s not inherently true. 

I understand. Politicians’ motives are venal and civil servants are not, I get all that stuff. 

But, in a democratic system where there’s accountability, I’m not sure I want someone 

who is appointed and literally could almost never be fired, to be the guardian of the truth.
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What traits do you most admire in a policymaker?

Integrity. I admire policymakers who base decisions on the best facts and who make 

decisions in full candour.  

What traits do you most admire in a politician?

Integrity. I particularly admire integrity in issues that require compromise. 

What traits do you most despise in a policymaker?

Fooling himself/herself or believing their own spin. 

What traits do you most despise in a politician?

Fooling himself/herself or believing their own spin. 

What advice would you give a young policymaker?

Is there such a thing as a young policymaker? I think what you mean is a young policy 

advisor. I would advise getting to know your subject as well as you can so that you can 

give the policymaker the best advice that you’re capable of giving. 

Who is your favourite author?

I read a large breadth of subjects and genres, but I always enjoyed reading John le 

Carré. le Carré’s work is intricately plotted, contains good characters, and is very 
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well-written.  

What’s your idea of happiness?

My wife and I have spent many happy, long weekends at a small golf resort where the 

food is great for her and the golf is entertaining for me. 

What do you hate the most?

I hate people who are not honest with themselves and who are unprepared to put resour-

ces into understanding difficult matters. I dislike those who have opinions on subjects 

they have never thought about. 

What is your present state of mind?

I’m calm and relaxed, currently listening to Henry Purcell played by Yehudi Menuhin. 

What is your favourite food?

I have a very restricted diet, but one of the things I eat and really like is a mixture of nuts 

and dried fruit.

What is your favourite drink?

Although I don’t get it often enough, I love a glass of peach nectar. 

What talent do you wish you had?

The talent I really wish I had is the ability to play either the piano or a string instrument 

really well. 

Who most inspires you?

At this particular point in my life, my friend Bill Dymond. 

If you could make one overnight change in government, what would it be?

Cut it down to about half its size. 


