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I THE DEPUTY  WILL SEE YOU NOW 
The Deputy Minister’s secretary spoke quickly 
on the phone: “Would you mind coming 
immediately to Mr. Thompson’s office? The 
meeting will be brief. Mr. Thompson has 
another meeting in ten minutes. He also has a 
sheaf of phone messages. His wife is 
expecting him to meet her at the Chateau 
Laurier at six-thirty. They are going from there 
to the Swedish Embassy for dinner.” 
 
David Thompson’s secretary smiled slyly upon 
my arrival in the outer office and motioned me 
to a chair beside the Deputy’s door. “He is 
speaking to the Minister right now. You know 
how she is,” she whispered, giving me her 
best all-knowing look. 
 
I wondered what David was about to say. As 
his Assistant Deputy Minister, you never know 
what to expect when the big boss asks you to 
come “immediately” to his office. 
 
“Good of you to drop by”, David said, as he 
looked up from the signature book bristling 
with letters lying open before him on his 
otherwise clear oval desk. “How was your 
day”? 
 
As he talked I grunted, nodded, smiled and 
laughed (at what I hoped were all the 
appropriate times). Mistakenly thinking I had 
picked up the spirit of the occasion – a 
pleasant chat – I launched into a description 
of the problems I had been having recruiting a 
new person. This was fair conversational 
game. But I hadn’t said more than a few 
sentences when, obviously not having heard a 
word I said, David abruptly intervened. 
 
“I just got off the phone with the Minister. 
She’s as mad as hell about that lead editorial 
in the Globe this morning. That is the second 
call from her in the last hour. Her Executive 
Assistant’s phone has been ringing off the 
hook. The Chairman of her constituency 
association has warned her to smarten up. 
And her colleagues gave her a ribbing at the 
Cabinet Committee meeting this afternoon.” 

 
“Sounds like another fine mess our Minister 
has got us into,” I said. 
 
I stood up and promised that I would sort out 
the problem. I raced down the stairs, picked 
up the right files, stuffed them into my 
briefcase, and went to my car.  I drove home 
through the heavy darkness of an Ottawa 
winter's evening. The stars were coming out.  
But I knew they were not for me.  
 
II DRAFT 1.0 
After dinner, I retreated to the bedroom with 
my briefcase and started to read.  
 
Two weeks ago, the Minister had made a 
speech in Calgary to a group of social workers 
advocating a program change that pleased 
them tremendously. But it infuriated the 
Minister of Finance who, in a press interview 
the following morning, had disavowed the 
whole idea as utopian. Our Minister then tried 
to paper over the rift by announcing that 
budget cuts could be made elsewhere in her 
department to pay for the new program.  "The 
net cost will be zero," she had promised 
reporters.   
 
Tasked by the Deputy to come up with a 
solution that would support our Minister at 
Cabinet, we quickly discovered that the 
Minister’s proposed program would cost at 
least a quarter of a billion dollars a year, or 
twenty per cent of our department’s overall 
budget!  Although they were never heard from 
when they received their cheques, thousands 
of voters in sensitive ridings would scream 
bloody murder if their cash stopped flowing.  
And while it was true that the beneficiaries of 
most of our programs were powerless and 
poor, there were many advocates in the sector 
who were capable of organizing a crusade 
against Ottawa. 
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But how to back off the Minister's promise 
without making her – and the government – 
look foolish? All the newspapers had reported 
on the promise and the Minister of Finance 
had very loudly challenged it.  The Prime 
Minister, while publicly silent on the matter, 
was probably in private savoring the Minister's 
troubles for she had been getting too big for 
her boots lately. And what was worse, she 
probably would not deliver her own seat in the 
next election, much less her own province. 
 
After two weeks of intra-departmental 
meetings, we officials had come up with 
nothing.  Yesterday’s editorial in the Globe 
underscored our dismal lack of progress by 
demanding that the Minister reveal precisely 
and immediately which cuts to her existing 
programs she had in mind in order to fund her 
promised program. 
 
Reaching for my laptop, I began the first draft 
of the Memorandum to Cabinet following the 
prescribed formula: "Statement of the 
Problem, Background, Analysis, Financial 
Implications", and, finally, 
"Recommendations."   
 
The draft went quickly.  The heart of my 
strategy was to cut the rate of growth of 
existing programs while backing off from the 
immediate implementation of her Calgary 
proposal.  In the public service, "phasing" is a 
euphemism for at least delaying and, perhaps, 
shelving a proposal.  What is phased-in today 
need never be completed tomorrow.  
Fortunately for the politician and the 
bureaucrat, the journalist's "bring forward" 
filing system doesn't work well.  And other 
issues usually distract the public when the 
magic implementation date appears on the 
calendar. 
 
I went to sleep in the early hours of the 
morning thinking about how I would brief my 
staff on the strategy. 
 

III  INTERNAL CONSULTATIONS 
 
The next morning I summoned my directors to 
review my first draft of the Memo to Cabinet.  
They were unanimous in their rejection.  In 
their view, there was no fat to trim from future 
funding given current demographic and 
service need projections.  And more 
importantly, as one director put it, every voter 
in the Minister's riding - indeed, in the 
Minister's province - seemed to be a direct 
beneficiary of our programming.  
Implementing the strategy I was proposing 
would result in constituents and voters 
mounting the ramparts and looking for the 
blood of politicians and maybe even 
bureaucrats. 
 
I got the same response from my counterparts 
at an intra-departmental meeting that 
afternoon.  Phillip was the first to speak. 
 
“I think the draft is excellent, except for one 
problem: Which cuts do you propose we 
make?  I know my own program is lean. I've 
not had an increase in budget for two years - 
over and above the increases fully warranted 
by inflation and the increasing number of 
beneficiaries.  I'd love to make a contribution. 
But how?  Last Tuesday I had a meeting with 
my Directors and there wasn't a single idea 
forthcoming. Do not count on any savings 
from my area.” 
 
Martha spoke next. "You can cut my programs 
all you like. I don't give a damn.  If there are 
going to be layoffs of staff I'd like to give you a 
list.  The first name would be the Executive 
Assistant to the Minister and the second 
would be the Deputy’s secretary.  After that 
you can slash my program's budget all you 
want.  I don't care whether those people in 
Summerside starve.  Maybe then they’ll stop 
pestering me."  So much for Martha’s help.  
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Berton was far more reasonable. "It seems to 
me, and after discussing it with my staff, that the 
approach you suggest has a great deal of 
promise." He then proceeded to paraphrase my 
Memo rather badly and then concluded as 
follows: "May I suggest that we reconsider the 
wording on the last line of the second full 
paragraph on I page eight. You say, 'the new 
program will first be initiated on an experimental 
basis in two provinces'. It seems better to us 
that the text read, 'in one or more provinces'." 
 
Thanks for nothing, I thought as I concluded the 
meeting. At least they couldn't complain that 
they had not been consulted. 
 
 

IV  REPORT BACK TO THE DEPUTY 
 
Another late night of revisions and the next draft 
of my Memo to Cabinet was complete. Every 
new word, revised phrase and re-ordered 
paragraph was strategically designed to pacify, 
reassure, and console my staff and colleagues 
across the department.  The result, I was sure, 
was a masterpiece of bureaucratic art: round, 
soft, and colourless. 
 
When I walked into the Deputy’s office the next 
morning, I realized my “masterpiece” would not 
last the hour.  David took off his glasses, 
pushed back his throne on wheels, and looked 
vacantly out the window.  I was sitting across 
from him at his still-clear desk - clear except for 
my draft that lay open.  It was covered with 
marginal comments, question marks, and 
underlining. After what seemed to be the 
passage of a month, he started:  "An excellent 
draft.  A great start.”  With those words, my 
heart sank.  I knew that it was back to the 
drawing board for me. 
 
. 
 

"I've had calls from your counterparts across the 
department. They are really upset. While they 
acknowledge that they were consulted and that 
some of their concerns have been dealt with in 
the new draft, they are frightened out of their 
wits - if they have any.”  It was not lost on me 
that when he spoke about my colleagues like 
that to me he undoubtedly spoke about me in 
the same way to them 
 
He continued. "My biggest problem is Philip – 
he can hold me up for ransom on this.  He has 
too much discretion under the Act and I can't 
police every bloody grant that goes out of his 
shop.  But the people who are getting the grants 
– essentially from him – will mount the ramparts 
if he makes even a half-dozen phone calls. The 
rest of your counterparts I can deal with. Their 
bargaining power is zilch.  If Berton tried to 
press me I'd arrange to have him posted to 
Whitehorse within the week! 
 
“I want you to go back and insert a paragraph 
about how this department would implement the 
Minister's proposal and how the new program 
will be part of Philip’s responsibilities. This will 
not only increase his territory but I can persuade 
the job classification committee to raise his level 
– and salary - by one step.” 
 
 
This sparkling suggestion was easy to 
implement but hard to swallow. If it was 
approved Philip would then be one level ahead 
of me. 
 
"And I want you to check out all your numbers 
with Finance and Treasury Board.  The last 
thing we need is to have their Minister tackling 
ours in Cabinet on the ground that we have not 
done our homework or, what would be worse, 
that we tried to cook the numbers. They have 
caught our Minister once and are no doubt lying 
in wait. Their deputy would just love to kill our 
Minister in order to nail me."  
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As I expected, the next day officials from 
Finance and Treasury Board reamed me out 
for playing fast and loose with the numbers.  I 
was going to have to ratchet down my 
strategy even further. The phasing of the new 
program would now be so slow that the 
proposal would lose any semblance of 
plausibility to anyone who knew anything 
about the subject.   
 
I slouched back to my office and incorporated 
the comments from the Deputy, Finance and 
Treasury Board into the Memo.  The thin, 
almost tasteless stew I had prepared had 
been converted into clear bouillon – but a 
bouillon that would at least be served in an 
elaborate tureen. 
 
"Sorry to disturb you,” David said when I 
answered my cell phone on my way home that 
evening.  "I haven't had an opportunity to read 
your latest draft but I assume that you made 
the changes Finance and Treasury Board 
suggested.  I also wanted you to know that the 
PM is extremely worried about this whole 
mess and has asked a few key officials to 
meet tomorrow morning at 10:30 to discuss 
the situation.  Oh, and you’ll have to sit in for 
me.  I agreed six months ago to be the 
keynote speaker for the Housing Association 
Conference.  There is no way I can get out of 
it." 

V  FINAL ACT 
It took all my willpower to get out of bed the 
next morning. Imagine the joys of defending 
yourself at your own murder trial: all the 
circumstantial evidence against you, no 
witnesses, many on the jury hating your guts.  
But just before I left the house the phone rang.  
It was David again. 
 
“I’ve just heard from the Minister.  She was 
almost in tears.  Apparently the PM had just 
called her to announce her ‘promotion’ to the 
Senate.  Still go to the meeting this morning 
as planned but don't worry 
 
 

.  No one will press you now.  They'll all know 
what's happened before you get there.” 
 
I arrived in the East Block boardroom just as 
the Deputy Secretary to Cabinet sat down at 
the head of the table. 
 
"The Clerk of the Privy Council has asked me 
to convene this meeting at the Prime 
Minister's request," he intoned. "The PM is 
concerned that a rift may be developing 
among key Cabinet members. Although the 
former Minister’s call to the upper chamber 
may keep the rift from widening, the PM wants 
to be reassured that the problem is fixed 
before proceeding with the appointment of a 
new Minister.  Do you have any comments 
before we proceed?" 
 
"Thank you, Mr. Chairman, I do,” I began.  
“There can be no doubt that our former 
Minister was playing a dangerous game and 
that her bluff was called.  She clearly broke 
the rules and was caught doing so.  She is 
now being 'punished'.  Having said that, a 
public promise is a public promise. Our former 
Minister may not have appreciated the 
nuances of Cabinet solidarity, but she was 
incredibly astute in assessing voter demands. 
 
“Dumping the proposed program would, in my 
view, be a serious error.  There is no doubt 
that implementation will result in some 
discontent out there.  But there would be far 
more voter antagonism if the promised 
program were to be abandoned entirely.  And 
quite frankly, the rigid positions taken by 
Finance and the Treasury Board on this issue 
could seriously hurt this Government, 
particularly out West. 
 
 "In my view, Mr. Chairman, Cabinet should 
strongly endorse the strategy proposed in this 
Memo and the Prime Minister should make 
advocacy of the program a condition of 
appointment when choosing the new 
Minister." 
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What was I doing? I thought as I folded back 
into my chair.  I've become an advocate of a 
program that, until a few days ago, I was 
convinced was not worth the paper it was 
scribbled on.  I've taken on Finance and the 
Treasury Board simultaneously and presumed 
to advise the Prime Minister of the country on 
the terms of the new Minister’s appointment.  
Oh well, I thought, at least I can hold my head 
high as I’m escorted from premises. 
 
I waited in silence while the Deputy Secretary 
considered my fate.  No one else moved 
forward to speak.  This was curious, as all in 
attendance were key players from all the key 
departments.  The Prime Minister’s Office 
must already have made a decision on how it 
wanted Cabinet to proceed and instructed 
everyone on its plan prior to the meeting.  
What else hadn’t David mentioned on the 
phone? 
 
"Thank you for your observations,” said the 
Chairman.  "I believe the strategy you propose 
in your draft Memo steers a prudent course 
between some dangerous shoals.  I will inform 
the PM that a degree of accord has been 
reached and that in making his selection of 
the next Minister he might wish to take into 
account the need for the proposed program.” 
 
As I went back to my office, I didn’t know 
whether to feel relieved, angry or grateful to 
know that I would live to fight another day. 
 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
1. Can a distinction between politics and 

administration be made in the real-world of 
Canadian public administration? 

 
2. Who holds the reins of power in Canadian 

government – elected representatives or 
bureaucratic elites? 

 
3. Are bureaucrats accountable for the power 

they exercise? 
 
4. How does the media impact upon 

Canadian public policy and 
administration? 

 
5. Would Deputy Minister be a good job?  

Would Assistant Deputy Minister? 
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