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Many thanks to the Canada School for getting us together. I would like to share with you a few 
ideas resulting from writing A Public Servant’s Voice.

The book follows the arc of my professional journey from joining the public service of Canada 
as a student, learning about the public sector, becoming a manager, Deputy Minister and later 
Clerk of the Privy Council before pursuing an international career.

The central question of the book is: Can ideas inherited from the past help today’s public 
service leaders steer Canada through an unprecedented period of change? 

Some may find the chapters on the Canada-USA negotiations, the Charlottetown constitutional 
negotiation, the 1994-95 Program Review or the 1995 referendum particularly relevant.  But 
for me, the most important insights were not in the individual chapters but in the patterns 
that emerged across chapters. 

Two patterns have stayed with me since.	

First, I was struck by how much we knew about the challenges Canada is facing today 10, 15 
and even 20 years ago. These are the signals we missed or the problems we choose to ignore.  
Time and time again there were opportunities to introduce corrective actions and to capture 
emerging opportunities.

The second pattern is about the scale of the untapped potential of the public service. The 
Canadian public service has a strong capacity to invent solutions for managing the crises of 
the day, but these assets will be lost unless they become part of the institutional memory of 
the public service.  We invent and then move on to the next crises without reaping the benefit 
of our own ideas.

Countries with the capacity to accumulate knowledge and to operationalise it have a comparative 
advantage. They adapt faster. They gain momentum in speed and scale.

Individual knowledge walks out the door at night. Collective knowledge that accumulates as 
institutional memory is an asset that keeps giving.  

We need to capture knowledge to reap the benefits from our own innovations and apply these 
insights on a larger scale.

Let’s explore these two ideas further. 

How Much We Already Knew
By the mid-1990s we knew that the trajectory of the world was not inexorably moving toward 
more democracy and that the international systems that had provided years of relative peace 
were fraying. We knew that authoritarian regimes were gaining in influence and that protectionism 
was on the rise well before the election of President Trump.

Fifty years ago we knew that climate change was an existential threat. Twenty-five years ago 
we knew about the challenges of an aging population, and the need to reconceptualise the 
health system, the social safety net, immigration, labour force policies, and so on. 

Many of the challenges Canada is facing today have been in the making for a long time. 
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On the domestic front, one finds a similar picture. The Canadian economy has been underperforming 
for quite some time.  The productivity gap with the USA is not new and has been accelerating 
since around 2010.  Interprovincial barriers are a self-inflicted drain on Canada’s economic 
performance that we have tolerated for as far back as I can remember.

The public sector has run into difficulties over the last 10 to 15 years. It was designed for 
another time and has difficulty adapting to the reality of serving in the 21st century.

The first quarter of the 21st century was difficult for Canada. Other countries have done better 
and moved faster. They may not be as well-endowed as Canada, but they have made better 
use of that time and are better positioned to prosper in a fast-changing geopolitical, technological 
and ecological landscape.

You did not create the problems Canada is facing today but this is your turn to invent solutions 
to set Canada on a better trajectory. This is your time.

The world over, public sector leaders are exploring how to ensure that their country will be 
among the few that will successfully navigate through an unprecedented period of change. 

Your challenge is to ensure that Canada will be among them. 

The current circumstances present a window of opportunity on a scale I have not seen in a 
long time with an impetus for change that was lacking before. You have what it takes to face 
the challenges ahead.

The Untapped Potential of the Public Sector
This brings me to the untapped potential of the public service. 

This is a time that requires the full productive use of public, private, and civic assets.  For 
the public service, this means to distill past experiences to their essential elements so that 
they can be operationalised on a broad scale in different context and circumstances, and to 
transform individuals’ insights into collective assets that can be used across the public service. 

Collectively you know more than you know. The deep knowledge and the know-how of the 
public service of Canada is second to none when it is marshalled to serve a common purpose. 

Let’s take a few examples. 

Trade negotiations with the USA are top of mind these days.  The public service of Canada 
has deep experience in Canada-USA negotiations going as far back as the 1960s with the Auto 
Pact.

In the 1980s Canada built a web of Sectoral Advisory Groups (SAGITs) that brought together 
industry leaders and provincial governments to support the negotiating team and to network 
with their US counterparts on behalf of Canada.  The negotiating team brought past experience 
– Simon Reisman, who had negotiated the auto pact – and leading-edge knowledge of the 
industry with Gordon Ritchie, then Associate DM of Industry.

A committee of Cabinet ensured a whole of government approach and regular First Ministers 
meetings ensured a coordinated approach.
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In summary, Canada put in place an ecosystem operating at multiple levels to support a 
negotiating effort and influence their American counterparts.

The point is not to repeat history but to make history with the knowledge of what was learned 
before, to improve the likelihood of success of today’s solutions.

A long view helps to put events in perspective: the August deadlines are just one step along 
many years of negotiation with the USA that will extend well after President Trump.

The big picture is that these negotiations are not about tariffs but about sovereignty: the 
capacity for Canadians going forward to build the future of their choice exempt from coercion.

The machinery and the approach to support such an effort remains to be invented.

Let’s turn to other examples.

The public service knows how to lead ambitious structural reforms. This is a lesson learned 
in the late 1980s with the GST reforms. This expertise can be put to productive use so that 
the public service is ready when the time comes. 

The public service knows how to eliminate a sizable deficit. This is a lesson learned in the 
mid-90s. This knowledge should be adapted to make use of the tools of the 21st century. 

The public service knows about high-quality service to citizens. It was once a world leader 
and can be that again. 

Everything that came before is part of the DNA of the public service. Your challenge is to put 
to productive use the knowledge assets the public service has accumulated over the years to 
make better decisions, prevent amnesia, and avoid repeating the same mistakes. This is how 
a country gains momentum and does better faster. 

Conclusion
For people in government today, the challenge is to figure out how to propel Canada forward. 
You deserve all the help you can get.  For people outside of government and for former public 
servants the question is how can we help?  

Those who came before can only share what they have learned along the way knowing full 
well that the ideas that matter most are the ones you will invent. 

It is a challenging and yet most meaningful time to be in government. This book was intended 
as a helping hand. Enjoy the reading and let me know if I can help.
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