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Guest Column/Ed Clark 

Making Government 
Work 

G overnment matters. Political 
 leadership matters. And the  
 civil service matters. 

Together, they not only help create 
a society that makes us proud, but 
also an environment that supports 
an economy strong enough to allow 
us afford it. 

Public health care is an obvious ex-
ample. Embedded with the Cana-
dian values of fairness and equality, 
it contributes to a standard of living 
and quality of life envied around the 
world. In concert with our public edu-
cation system, it ensures social mobil-
ity and better economic performance. 

However today’s public sector faces a 
huge paradox: driven in part by our 
aging population, demand for govern-
ment services is growing rapidly. But 
a shrinking labour pool and slowing 
domestic economy are putting down-
ward pressure on its revenue streams 
and constraining its ability to act. 

If we want to preserve the programs 
that matter most to us, we must be 
prepared to jettison ideology, deal 
with the real issues and pursue solu-
tions that work in the modern world.

Many of us grew up in a different 
world. Back in the 1960s and 1970s, 
productivity gains, the recovery in 
Europe, the baby boom and grow-

ing rates of female participation in 
the work force fed a period of ex-
traordinary growth. Politicians in all 
parties had the resources to embrace 
the same mission statement: find a 
problem to fix and make the world a 
better place. A lot of good came from 
this period, including Medicare and 
Old Age Security. 

B ut governments face harder  
 choices in this Age of Auster- 
 ity. Not just managing in a 
world of scarcity, but also dealing 
with forces that can make society less 
fair. The combination of technologi-
cal change and globalization exacer-
bates income and wealth inequality, 
and decreases social mobility. 

Today there’s a growing divide be-
tween what governments can afford 
to do, and what they have promised 
to do. And because our population 
has a limited willingness to tax them-
selves, we need to take a hard look at 
the kind of government we want and 
can afford. How can we adapt to the 
times, promoting economic growth 
and preserving social cohesion for 
generations to come? 

This challenge places a big responsi-
bility on our civil servants. They’re 
expected to do more with less; to 
think of innovative solutions; to re-
engineer the delivery of government 
services; to manage change. They 
have to think boldly, but remain 
firmly focused on what’s genuinely 
doable. Guided by evidence and in 
pursuit of the best solutions, they 
need to stand up to political pressure 
and constantly ask: “what if”, “why 
not”, and “is that actually possible?”

In short, we need a civil service willing 

to look at all our institutions, public 
and private, to see how we can lever-
age two of Canada’s advantages—we 
know how to co-operate and we’re 
not ideological—to build the kind of 
knowledge-based clusters necessary to 
compete in the 21st century. 

I n my volunteer capacity with the  
 Ontario government as well as  
 the city of Toronto, I have the op-
portunity to work closely with officials 
at both the provincial and municipal 
levels. I can tell you we’re fortunate to 
have political leaders who value their 
civil servants as advisers and opera-
tors. And we have civil servants who 
are, themselves, smart, dedicated and 
enormously hard working. 

This bodes well for all of us. It gives 
us flexible and dynamic government, 
willing to change when the world 
around us does. 

But the onus isn’t all on the civil 
service. People in the business com-
munity must recognize the role and 
contribution of government, and 
those who manage it. They must sup-
port the discussions and decisions 
required for our society to keep pace 
with an increasingly complex world. 
And they must lend a hand, sharing 
their own expertise to make better 
ideas a reality.    
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