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IN DEFENCE OF POLITICAL STAFF
Presented by Ian Brodie

INTRODUCTION
I would like to thank the Johnson-Shoyama Graduate School of Public
Policy for oﬀering me the opportunity to deliver the annual Tansley
Lecture. It is a true honour to be associated with Donald Tansley,
a renowned public servant both in Saskatchewan and in O awa. If
the longevity of someone’s policy achievements is a measure of the
importance of his or her life’s work, then Tansley ranks as one of the
very best ever to have plied the trade of public servant in Canada. There
must be something in Saskatchewan’s soil, or maybe the water, that has
produced so many fine public policy prac oners and scholars.
Now, I have never given a lecture of this sort before, and I find it
especially in mida ng to deliver one at a school of public policy. Despite
having earned three degrees in poli cal science and all the years of
study involved, I never actually took a course in public policy. I have
no formal training. I cannot say I deliberately avoided studying public
policy. I guess I should have taken a course or two. The graduates of the
program here will be immeasurably be er equipped than I was to go
into government; if that is the direc on they decided to take. I hope my
status as a rank amateur does not hobble my contribu on tonight.
POLITICIANS, CIVIL SERVANTS AND POLITICAL AIDES
I only had one formal introduc on to public policy before I became
Prime Minister Harper’s chief of staﬀ, and that was from watching the
superbly cra ed BBC documentary, Yes, Minister. It looks at life inside
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the very top of a li le known part of the Bri sh government called the
Department of Administra ve Services. It focuses almost en rely on
the working rela onship between the minister, Right Honourable Jim
Hacker and his permanent secretary, Sir Humphrey Appleby. When I
first saw the show, I thought it was one of those great Bri sh comedies.
But soon a er Mr. Harper was sworn in as prime minister, I was telling
a joke about the show in a group of public servants and one veteran
deputy minister was quite upset. He told me that the show was not
at all funny, and let me know that in O awa, Yes, Minister is seen as
a documentary, which made me admire the show even more. Those
Bri sh documentarians are very droll!
Hacker was a very well-meaning man. He becomes the minister with a
dual democra c mandate: first, he was elected to Parliament, and then
he was named by the prime minister to serve in Cabinet and preside
over the department. Along the way, he acquired many fine ideas he
would like to implement in his department.
But when it comes to running the department, Sir Humphrey always
seemed to hold the upper hand in his dealings with the minister. There
are several reasons for this. First of all, Hacker was new to government
and Sir Humphrey was a veteran civil servant. Sir Humphrey knew his
way around government. Secondly, Hacker did not really know anything
about his department, whereas Sir Humphrey knew a great deal, and
even when he did not know something about the department he
controlled the flow of informa on to the minister. Thirdly, Sir Humphrey,
not the minister, controlled the future career paths of the public
servants working in the department. So everyone on staﬀ had a direct
interest in pleasing the permanent secretary rather than the minister.
Fourthly, Sir Humphrey was very close to the cabinet secretary, the
prime minister’s top civil servant, so he had his own channel to the
prime minister and most days it func oned be er than Hacker’s. And
finally, of course, Sir Humphrey took a first at Cambridge, whereas poor
Hacker finished with a third from the London School of Economics.
Now, the minister did have one assistant to help him do his job, and
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that was his private secretary, Bernard Woolley. Bernard was wise to the
wily ways of Sir Humphrey. He understood the odd habits and tradi ons
of the civil service and he was terribly sympathe c to Hacker’s more
altruis c eﬀorts on behalf of the Bri sh people and the public interest.
Bernard was a considerable asset to his minister, but when push
comes to shove, in a true conflict of wills between the minister and the
permanent secretary, Bernard was also a civil servant and Sir Humphrey
was quick to remind Bernard that he, Sir Humphrey, prepared Bernard’s
annual performance evalua on for civil service progression. So while
Bernard is a considerable asset to his minister, there were limits to his
value.
You have to have a certain sympathy for the minister’s plight. He was
in an almost impossible posi on. Dispatched by his prime minister
to oversee a department he knew nothing about, only to find he was
outnumbered, outmaneuvered and regularly outsmarted by the loyal
civil servants for whom he answered to Parliament. The viewer was led
to wonder, and this is surely the lesson the documentarians wished to
convey, whether the civil servants are working for the minister or is it
actually the other way around?
The series never really confronts the fact that Hacker is the one with the
democra c mandate. That presumably should ma er in a country that
calls itself democra c. It is true that if Hacker were smarter, he would
probably be able to even the odds and ensure his democra c mandate
wins the day more o en. But in a democracy, the most skilled ci zens
are not always elected to Parliament and the best and brightest do not
always end up on the government benches. As Sir John A. Macdonald
is reported to have said, in response to cri cism of the quality of his
Cabinet, if you want a be er Cabinet, send me be er wood. In our
parliamentary system, the prime minister selects his ministers from
among those elected to the government caucus and even the very best
of those members faces a very diﬃcult job when they become ministers.
I have no doubt that the Department of Administra ve Services would
be be er administered if le solely to the preroga ve of Sir Humphrey
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and his staﬀ. In fact, the Bri sh and Canadian governments alike would
probably be be er administered if career public servants were le
to run them unburdened by ministers at all. A er all, public servants
are recruited on something akin to the merit principle. They are
trained experts and promoted on merit. There is great appeal in the
bureaucra c ideal. But even if all career oﬃcials were philosopher kings,
government by bureaucrats is not terribly democra c and we know not
all bureaucrats are philosopher kings, even the ones with a good first
from Cambridge.
The ques on then I would like you to consider tonight is whether Yes,
Minister would have looked a bit diﬀerent, and quite a lot less alarming
for democrats, if Hacker had had some good poli cal aides. I say aides
in the plural; it is no use having just one. A er all, remember the fate of
Hacker’s one poli cal advisor, Mr. Weisel. He got stuck in some terrible
oﬃce miles from the Minister and eventually ended up being appointed
to the QUANGO that supervises the appointments to other QUANGOs, a
sort of Bri sh equivalent of the late Public Appointments Commission.
THE INDICTMENT AGAINST POLITICAL AIDES
Ministers in the Government of Canada have poli cal aides or poli cal
staﬀers. They are employees whose salaries and benefits are paid
from government revenues, but who are not part of the regular public
service. They are hired and fired by the minister, or the prime minister,
and are permi ed to be explicitly poli cal. In the federal government
they are called “exempt staﬀ ” in recogni on that they are exempt
from the provisions of the Public Service Act. They are not recruited by
compe ve processes. They have none of the guarantees given to public
servants and they are free from the strictures of strict non-par sanship.
They are not quite the same as the parliamentary aides that members
of Parliament hire to staﬀ their oﬃces on Parliament Hill and in
their cons tuencies. MPs manage enormous workloads from their
cons tuents back home and the regular business of the House of
Commons. Parliament gives them a budget to hire two or three
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people to help and I have never met anyone who begrudges MPs
their parliamentary aides. In fact, parliamentary aides are some of the
hardest working people in Canada and every day they help thousands of
Canadians with the CPP or OAS payments, immigra on files or passport
applica ons.
Ministers have long had the power to hire poli cal aides to help with
their ministerial and cabinet work, and to do that without following
the rules governing the public service itself. Thus, these days in the
federal government, most ministers are charged with a department of
public servants headed by a deputy minister and they are responsible
for the work of hundreds or even thousands of public servants in that
department. They also have a group of poli cal aides, headed by a
chief of staﬀ, usually numbering less than a dozen. Other than in the
Prime Minister’s Oﬃce, a ministerial chief of staﬀ has the pay of an
assistant deputy minister or a senior director general. This arrangement
was established at the outset of Mr. Mulroney’s government, although
poli cal aides existed long before 1984. Although the size of each oﬃce
and the pay rate for chiefs of staﬀ have changed over the years, the
overall arrangement has been constant.
The Prime Minister‘s Oﬃce, where I worked, is a special case. These
days, as when I le , the PMO has about 80 poli cal staﬀers on the
payroll. The tles of the senior staﬀ change over me, but the roles
hardly ever do. The largest branch of PMO is Tour, or Opera ons,
which handles the onerous and exactly job of moving the PM around.
Then there is Correspondence, which handles the poli cal le ers and
e-mails sent to the prime minister. Speechwri ng, the Press Oﬃce,
Appointments and Policy - these are all venerable branches of PMO.
Since 2006, the PMO has had a separate Issues Management and
Strategic Planning branch.
What is the jus fica on for ministers having poli cal aides paid out of
tax revenues? Why should poli cal staﬀ not be paid out of the funds of
the poli cal party in power? Quite simply, it is because the government
has long recognized that ministers require something more than the
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expert, but non-par san, advice of the public service to meet the
demands on them. To make wise policy decisions, ministers need “a
combina on of sound technical and poli cal advice” (Schacter 1999, 27).
The Privy Council Oﬃce and the prime minister provide the following
guidance to ministers. A minister’s oﬃce is:
“[T]o provide ministers ... with advisers and assistants
who are not departmental public servants, who share
their poli cal commitment, and who can complement
the professional, expert and non-par san advance
and support of the public service. Consequently, they
contribute a par cular exper se or point of view that the
public service cannot provide” (Canada 2011) (emphasis
added)
Thus, poli cal staﬀ are able to dra speeches, press releases and
other documents that conform to the overall poli cal direc on of the
government. They keep their ministers in touch with the government
caucus, their opposi on cri cs and outside groups or experts that help
serve the government’s poli cal agenda. They also provide advice to
the minister about pending policy ma ers or cabinet or parliamentary
business that must be managed in accordance with the government’s
poli cal environment. These are all func ons that cannot and should
not be assigned to non-par san public servants. Poli cal aides cannot
do par san work, and so must resign or take a leave of absence from the
public payroll when they work on elec on campaigns or party events.
Providing this support to ministers is important enough that it is rightly
financed from tax revenue. It cannot be dependent on the ups and
downs of party fundraising, nor should such an important support for
ministers be provided en rely by lightly regulated private contribu ons
from private donors, which is the alterna ve to the public payroll.
There are very few systema c studies of poli cal aides in Canada.
It seems likely that the average poli cal aide is quite young. When I
was chief of staﬀ, the average age of a poli cal aide was probably 30,
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maybe younger. I would guess that not many have much professional
or work experience outside of poli cs, but I could be wrong. Many, but
not all, get started by working on local poli cal campaigns. Some start
as parliamentary aides in the O awa oﬃce of a backbench MP, others
start in the government caucus services oﬃce or party headquarters
and a number are hired into ministerial oﬃces right out of university.
Since a minister’s oﬃce is pre y small, the presence of just one or two
recent grads inevitably gives the place a very young feel, but I convey
this portrait of the poli cal aide anecdotally. We need some con nuing,
systema c research on poli cal aides.
The rest of the scholarly literature is largely an indictment of the role of
the poli cal aide. The most recent study is Paul Thomas’ report for the
Oliphant Commission (Canada 2010). He was commissioned to look into
how the PMO and the Privy Council oﬃce handle the massive volume of
mail sent to the prime minister. The issue was germane to the mandate
of the commission. Since this part of the commission‘s work reviewed
ma ers which I oversaw, I will not comment further on that aspect of his
work, except to say I was never contacted by the commission, its counsel
or anyone else connected with the undertaking.
Thomas went far beyond this remit to comment on the state of
rela ons between poli cal aides and public servants in the federal
government generally, and his comments were uniformly nega ve. He
writes, for example, about poli cal staﬀers who are “rela vely junior,
do not understand the cons tu onal founda ons of the poli cal
system, lack deep knowledge of the machinery of government, and
do not have the training or exper se to judge the importance and
sensi vity of communica ons” (Canada 2010, 18). He also worries
that “the expansion of the role of poli cal staﬀs [might be] a sign
that governments do not fully trust the willingness or the capacity of
the bureaucracy to implement new policy direc ons” (Canada 2010,
10). “[T]he concern about poli cal staﬀ,” he writes, “is that they are
poten ally too zealous in their loyalty to the prime minister of their
minister, and too inclined to see governing as a permanent campaign
in which protec ng the boss is the number one priority” (Canada 2010,
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35). “Poli cally savvy aides,” he argues, “have learned…that keeping
careful records of interac ons can be poli cally hazardous for their
bosses” (Canada 2010, 48). He writes quite casually about a empts to
“manipulate informa on” to lessen the chances of embarrassing the
prime minister by covering up problems. There is, he says, a problem of
the “undue influence of prime ministerial advisers” (Canada 2010, 49).
His report was not, I would submit, balanced or even systema cally
executed. It is not clear how he selected the sources he consulted,
and there is a dis nct shortage of data or facts reported. The Prime
Minister’s Oﬃce filed an oﬃcial response. It was prepared a er I le the
Oﬃce and I was not involved in preparing it, but I agree with it en rely.
It describes Thomas’ report as a “heavily flawed document that contains
numerous errors” and refers to its “unsubstan ated claims” and lack of
“authorita ve sources” (Canada 2009). Tom Flanagan, the noted poli cal
scien st, my former teacher and once Mr. Harper’s chief of staﬀ as
opposi on leader, also thought the Thomas report needed more balance
(Flanagan 2009). I regret that such an important inquiry leant its name
to the eﬀort.
Another recent academic study was also prepared for a commission
of inquiry, by Liane E. Benoit, for the Gomery Commission (Canada
2005). This study is more balanced than Thomas’ and comes to some
useful conclusions. Indeed, we drew on the study in devising the Harper
government’s first legisla ve ini a ve, the Federal Accountability Act,
and yet even Benoit’s study leans to a nega ve view of poli cal staﬀ. It
refers to poli cal staﬀers as “statutory orphans”, and reports that “Of
the many foo alls heard echoing through O awa’s corridors of power,
those that o en hit hardest but bear the least scru ny belong to an elite
group of young, ambi ous and poli cally loyal opera ves,” namely the
exempt staﬀ. Benoit con nues:
“[T]his group of ministerial advisors can, and o en
do, exert a substan al degree of influence on the
development, and in some cases, administra on,
of public policy in Canada… [T]hese powers can and
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are, on occasion, open to abuse. Though unelected,
uneducated in the theory and opera on of the machinery
of government and regularly devoid of professional
qualifica ons relevant to the ministries with which they
are involved, these individuals, by virtue of their poli cal
rela onship with the party in power and/or the minister
they serve, are well placed to influence both the bounce
and bobble of bureaucra c-poli cal interface and the pace
and progress of public policy in Canada” (Canada 2005,
146)
Benoit surveys several scandals involving poli cal aides, and these are
serious ma ers. There is no doubt that some of the episodes unearthed
by the Gomery Commission show appalling and inexcusable behaviour
by poli cal staﬀers and bureaucrats alike. That is partly why the Harper
government passed the Federal Accountability Act, to make essen ally
all poli cal aides subject to the Conflict of Interest Act, to prevent
them from going on to lobby the federal government for five years
a er they leave, and to repeal the right of poli cal aides to bypass the
compe ons of the Public Service Commission and move directly into
public service posi ons. The federal government has come a long way
since the days of the sponsorship scandal. The regula on and scru ny of
poli cal aides has increased markedly since 2006.
THE REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT OF POLITICAL AIDES
In my view, the most diﬃcult indictment to answer is that poli cal aides
are not clearly accountable for their ac ons. Benoit and others argue
that the cons tu onal status of the poli cal aide is ambiguous. They are
not ministers, who are accountable to Parliament, nor are they regular
public servants governed by the Public Service Act and other pieces of
legisla on. Benoit, then, concludes they operate in a sort of grey zone.
As the PMO response to Thomas’ report notes, this is just flat out wrong.
Poli cal staﬀ were made subject to the Conflict of Interest Act by the
Harper government‘s Federal Accountability Act. The Treasury Board also
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has a set of Policies and Guidelines for Ministers’ Oﬃces. PCO has issued
guidance to ministers that includes expecta ons about how poli cal
staﬀers will interact with public servants. And, of course, poli cal staﬀ
are subject to post-employment restric ons in the Conflict of Interest
Act and the Lobbying Act.
The major cause for concern about the regula on of poli cal aides
is in protec ng the public service from undue pressure from poli cal
aides. More precisely, the worry is that poli cal aides might interfere in
ma ers that are in the exclusive purview of the public service - staﬃng
ma ers, spending decisions or determina ons of what informa on to
release under the Access to Informa on Act. The Gomery Commission
confronted several ques ons about poli cal interference in public
service hiring and spending. More recently, the Harper government
came under fire when a poli cal aide seems to have instructed oﬃcials
on what to release and what not to release under Access to Informa on.
In instances of blatant overreaching on staﬃng, spending or access
to informa on ques ons, the posi on of the public service is already
protected by clear, powerful legisla on. The Public Service Act and the
Financial Administra on Act set out clear rules governing the hiring
and appoin ng of public servants, and the responsibility of deputy
ministers for spending decisions. Both acts were intended to insulate
public servants from poli cal pressure of all kinds - not just from
poli cal aides but from ministers as well. The Access to Informa on Act
is similarly clear that decisions about what informa on to release and
what informa on to withhold are en rely reserved to deputy ministers
and whomever they delegate authority to under the Act. The Act does
not grant any authority to ministers or their poli cal aides. They regulate
and sharply limit the authority of poli cal aides.
There will be mes when a poli cal aide will, either inadvertently or
on purpose, try to influence decisions that are properly le to public
servants. In such instances, deputy ministers have clear legisla ve
authori es. They are not only allowed, but indeed required, to stand
up for their public servants and the ins tu on of the public service
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generally. This may require a blunt conversa on with the minister. Since
deputy ministers are appointed by the prime minister on the advice
of the clerk of the Privy Council, a deputy that faces a minister who
disregards these well-established laws must take up the ma er to the
clerk. If the clerk cannot resolve the ma er, then he or she can raise the
ma er with the prime minister. Since the legisla ve basis of the public
service is well established, I cannot imagine a prime minister would
remain irresponsible to such entrea es from the clerk. The Gomery
Commission rightly looked into the role of the deputy minister of Public
Works and Government Services in the sponsorship scandal.
Even in areas that are not regulated by statute or Treasury Board
guidelines, ministers are en rely and personally responsible for the
conduct of their poli cal staﬀers. This is crystal clear in the PCO guidance
to ministers, Accountable Government. I do not think PCO’s guidance
means a minister must resign every me one of his or her poli cal aides
makes a serious mistake. The doctrine of ministerial responsibility has
never required a minister to resign over anything but the most serious
lapses or oversights. But since ministers are personally responsible for
the conduct of their poli cal aides, aides therefore have no job security
of any kind, and the price of a serious mistake is o en immediate
dismissal. Very few poli cal aides, once fired, are later hired back. I
am simply not aware of any public service that metes out discipline so
quickly for similar mistakes.
Nor is making a serious error on the job the only way poli cal aides can
suddenly be unemployed. Aides lose their jobs one month a er their
minister ceases to be a minister. When a minister suddenly resigns
or loses an elec on, or if an en re government is voted out of oﬃce,
aides get a few months of severance or separa on pay, and may have
great trouble returning to poli cal work. A senior aide whose minister
is suddenly out of cabinet may have to accept a more junior post with
another minister. Most poli cal staﬀ deeply envy the life-long job
security oﬀered to regular public servants.
Now, it is true that this kind of accountability is pre y rough. It depends
en rely on the willingness of ministers and, ul mately, the prime
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minister to sanc on bad behaviour that falls short of breaking the
law. As we saw in the sponsorship scandal, this rough accountability
does not stop things from ge ng out of control, but if ministers take
a lackadaisical or even overly tolerant approach to accountability for
their poli cal aides, the ul mate sanc on comes at the ballot box. The
accountability of poli cal aides is some mes rough, but the electoral
accountability of governments is much rougher.
IMPROVING POLITICAL STAFF
Flanagan writes that “Exempt staﬀ are human beings, and like all human
beings they may make mistakes; they work in a human ins tu on, which
like all human ins tu ons, is imperfect” (Flanagan 2009, 4). In this way,
poli cal aides are like public servants. You cannot impugn the work of
poli cal staﬀ by saying they some mes make mistakes or overreach.
That would be cri cizing poli cal staﬀ for being human.
Humans can improve their skills and knowledge with appropriate
training and any organiza on can improve its ethical performance with
careful a en on. Ministers’ oﬃces are high pressure environments and,
as I have noted, there are not that many poli cal aides in O awa. They
are under pressure to keep costs down, and in such an environment it is
hard to set aside the me or resources for necessary tasks like training
and supervising ethical development.
Carleton University, at the behest of Preston Manning, has launched
a graduate degree program in the poli cal management program as
a formal, year-long program of courses. Some of the faculty in the
program have experience as poli cal aides and one full- me faculty
member has what I would consider substan al senior experience as
a poli cal aide. There is more work experience among the part- me
instructors. The first cohort of students is just finishing the program and I
hope they will all find good jobs when they graduate. I applaud Carleton
and Mr. Manning for their eﬀorts to create the program. Academic
training will help improve the quality of ministerial poli cal staﬀers.
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Focused, applied, on-the-job training is also required, and is now
being done by the Prime Minister’s Oﬃce. I wish, frankly, I had spent
more me on this sort of work in the first two years of the Harper
government. Training diverts resources from other government eﬀorts,
but failure to train leaves staﬀ with informal, uneven ideas of how
they are expected to do their jobs. I gather that this training includes
the formal ground rules governing poli cal staﬀ and protec ng public
servants.
Some observers argue that the federal government needs a formal code
of conduct for poli cal staﬀers. One study commissioned by the OECD’s
governance and management program recommends that the roles
of public servants and poli cal aides be set out clearly in legisla on,
backed up with codes of conduct. I agree that se ng clear expecta ons
for poli cal staﬀ is easier when those expecta ons draw from prior
experiences. An unduly formal code of conduct for poli cal aides,
beyond the guidance PCO already provides to ministers, might do more
harm than good if it were to detract from the absolute accountability
of ministers for their poli cal aides. If a code of conduct implied that
bad behaviour by poli cal staﬀers can be defended if it fits within a
strict reading of a legalis c text, then that code would impede rather
than assist in their accountability. Poli cal aides serve at the will of the
minister involved, they have no par cular job security and they lack of
job security is the essen al corollary to their cons tu onal role. Any
code of conduct would have to be dra ed around that central premise.
Benoit’s study suggests that all poli cal staﬀ be, in eﬀect, cer fied
before star ng work by means of a short course run by the Treasury
Board Secretariat. The idea of a mandatory course for poli cal staﬀ is
helpful. However, I would submit that the course will only be eﬀec ve
if it is run by other poli cal staﬀ, and not by public servants. Forcing a
new poli cal aide to listen to veteran public servants explain their legal
protec ons and powers might help protect the status of the public
service generally, and any cer fica on course should give poli cal
aides a full understanding of that status. But training for poli cal staﬀ
is more likely to be eﬀec ve if it is largely conducted by people with
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poli cal staﬀ experience. Since poli cal staﬀs change with the change of
government, there will be limits to how far such training or such codes
of conduct can be ins tu onalized. The very value of poli cal staﬀers
is that they are not normal public servants and ins tu onalizing their
role might help prevent some of the downside of having poli cal staﬀ,
but it will also deprive us of some of the advantages of poli cal staﬀ in a
democra c system of government.
Moreover, all the training in the world will only go so far in improving
the quality of poli cal staﬀ unless we can improve the a rac veness
of poli cal staﬀ work as a career path. We do well at recrui ng young,
capable, energe c and publicly spirited Canadians to poli cal staﬀ. We
also, I think, do a good job of winnowing out innately talented staﬀers
and promo ng them to posi ons of responsibility. But along the way,
we lose too many poli cal aides to other careers. When an aide is fired,
there is o en no route back onto the career path. The hours are long,
and the demands are high. And there is, I think, a view among poli cal
staﬀers that the longer one stays in O awa or elsewhere, the harder it is
to make the transi on to a private sector career. Moreover, because the
job of poli cal aide has no job security it is diﬃcult to recruit mid-career
and late-career people from other walks of life to work in ministers’
oﬃces. If mature judgment seems in short supply in ministers’ oﬃces,
these might be the reasons. My biggest staﬃng challenge as chief of
staﬀ was to find really deeply experienced staﬀ.
It is true that the Federal Accountability Act has made this a bit more
diﬃcult since lobbying is no longer a poten al exit path for poli cal
staﬀers. Most poli cal aides must now wait five years a er they leave
before they can lobby the federal government. That puts a burden on
many former staﬀers. It is, however, in my view well jus fied and I am
glad to see the recent parliamentary review of the Lobbyist Act reaﬃrm
that view.
I do wonder, though, if Canada’s corporate sector values the execu velevel skills and experience that even very young poli cal staﬀers get.
Again, we do not have dependable studies, but I do not recall many
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poli cal aides leaving ministers’ oﬃces for comparable jobs in the
private sector. In my experience, poli cal aides have to start again at or
near the bo om of the corporate ladder. Maybe if poli cal staﬀ work
were more valued in other sectors of Canadian society, it would also be
easier to recruit mid- and late-career individuals to government service.
SOME PERSONAL CONCLUSIONS ON DEMOCRACY, BUREAUCRACY AND POLITICAL
STAFFERS
Now, to return to Yes, Minister. The show is great fun to watch,
superbly wri en and acted, and it is slyly instruc ve, but I do think it
is fair to cri cize the show for giving the viewer a pre y narrow view
of government and of public servants. They are not typically, in my
experience, venal and status-driven protectors of the status quo. Public
servants are o en frustrated by bureaucracy and the diﬃculty of ge ng
things done. They are o en very demanding taxpayers themselves and
usually hate waste more than other taxpayers because they have firsthand experience seeing it at work.
Sa re works by exaggera ng and isola ng certain aspects of a situa on.
Yes, Minister was a great show but it portrays only a par al picture of
public policy at work. If we can admit that, that there is a lot more to the
public service than Sir Humphrey Appleby, then perhaps we could also
admit that the view of poli cal staﬀ as “Hitler Youth” (Canada 2005, 180)
is also only a par al picture.
These issues are not unique to Canada. Are there ways we can improve
the quality of our corps of poli cal aides? No ques on! Are some poli cal
aides venal, cruel and maybe too easily tempted? No doubt, just as
some public servants are. Government is a human enterprise and James
Madison was undoubtedly correct that if humans were all angels, it
would be easier to design a system of government. But poli cal staﬀers,
at their best, are as essen al to government as are public servantsat their
best. A.W. (Al) Johnson, Thomas (Tommy) Shoyama and Donald D. Tansley
were dis nguished Canadians and dis nguished public servants, but so
too were Jim Cou s, Derek Burney, Hugh Segal and Eddie Goldenberg.
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THE TANSLEY LECTURE
Named in honour of Donald D. Tansley and his remarkable career as
a senior civil servant in Canada, this lecture highlights the various
organiza onal approaches which have been used to implement
innova ve and o en conten ous policy decisions by governments.
Each lecturer is selected on the basis of knowledge of, or experience
with, using or adap ng the machinery of government or the non-profit
sector to achieve an ambi ous policy objec ve or be er serve the public
interest. At mes, this requires a major restructuring of government
and its agencies or a reorienta on of the public sector rela ve to other
sectors in society.

Donald D. Tansley (1925 - 2007)
Born in Regina on May 19, 1925, Donald
Tansley served overseas with the Regina
Rifle Regiment. He joined the Government
of Saskatchewan in 1950 a er gradua ng
in arts and commerce from the University
of Saskatchewan. During his me in
government, Mr. Tansley played a pivotal
role in several areas, including chairing
the commi ee that implemented the
country’s first working model of medicare.
Mr. Tansley spent four years as a key
deputy minister in the moderniza on of
the New Brunswick government before
moving to O awa where he served the
federal government in various posi ons, including Deputy Minister of
Fisheries and Oceans. Mr. Tansley was noted for his great organiza onal
skills and his ability to work in challenging public policy environments.
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