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Provincial/Federal Governments: 
Structures, Systems, Decision-Making and Influence

HOW GOVERNMENT WORKS: STRUCTURE DISCUSSION

THE PARTY SYSTEM
In parliamentary tradition, each riding sends an MPP or MP to represent their interests. Their voice ought to reflect the will of the community. That’s who they are accountable to. 
PREMIER/PRIME MINISTER

All the things MPs and MPPs want are controlled by their leaders. That puts a lot of power in a few hands. 
The leader of the governing party gets to be the Premier or Prime Minister. They make all the government appointments. They assign people to Cabinet posts, the best jobs. They also assign people to committee chairs, house leader roles, and other important posts that not only give profile but also extra pay. They have the right to take away those jobs as well, any time they want. 
So, in most situations, government MPs and MPPs are strongly inclined to do what makes the leader happy.

In opposition parties, the same is true. The Leader appoints critics for each ministry –the critics of the prominent ministries get on TV more and they play a bigger role in parliament. Committee appointments are also done by the leader and give some prominence but also, again, provide extra pay. So opposition MPs and MPPs are also strongly inclined to do what makes the leader happy.

CABINET
The Premier or Prime Minister chooses MPs and MPPs to be Ministers, responsible for parts of the government. There’s a Finance Minister who looks after the budget. 

· What other Ministries are there at the Federal Level? 

· What other Ministries are there at the Provincial Level? 

The Ministers meet together, usually once a week, to talk about key issues. The Premier is the key decision maker but the Cabinet Ministers are powerful people and potential future leaders, so their input means a lot.  The more powerful the cabinet post, and more potential for future leadership, the more their input means. 

Cabinet ministers know that resources are limited though. If funding goes to one program, there is less funding left for theirs. If a piece of legislation gets prominence, theirs gets less. So, even though they are all working for the success of the government, it is a somewhat competitive environment.  If Cabinet opposes an issue, it’s in big trouble. If Cabinet supports it, it will do well.


CABINET COMMITTEES
Some of the early work in approving items to go to Cabinet gets done in Cabinet Committees. They meet less often and usually are required to give ideas a thorough review before they can get before Cabinet. Then tend to focus on particular policy areas, such as social policy, economic policy. Cabinet Committees aren’t always the most rigorous review, but they can tie up or slow down a policy initiative. 
PREMIER’S OFFICE/PRIME MINISTER’S OFFICE
Though power should reside with elected officials, the overwhelming power of the Premier or Prime Minister means that the people closest to him or her have a lot of power. Usually the Premier or Prime Minister will have a Chief of Staff or Principle Secretary, as well as Policy Advisors assigned to most ministries. These people have power that is similar to that of Ministers. If the Premier’s Policy Advisor for Energy says that an energy policy is a bad idea, it will probably be opposed by the Premier and probably won’t get through Cabinet. That means the Minister has to think twice about pushing it forward, and the people who work for the Minister will be hesitant to put as much energy into a doomed plan. 

CAUCUSES/WHIPS
While most of the power rests with the leader, each party does have many MPs or MPPs. Together they are called the “party caucus”. When it comes time to vote on legislation, or to run in elections, the caucus needs to show up and be supportive of the government. 

Sometimes, they disagree with their leader. Sometimes they have ideas of their own. To keep things in order, every caucus has a Whip – a person assigned to keep the MPs or MPPs doing what they need to do (showing up for votes, attending committees). 

· How do you think a Whip can do that?
The Whip will use a combination of rewards and threats to get that to happen.  
· What do you think happens if the caucus gets asked to do too many things that they don’t want to do?

· What happens if the caucus gets asked to do something they think their local voters won’t like? 
The Whip tries to keep a good sense of the mood of the caucus. The meet regularly and talk about what’s happening.  If the caucus is really unhappy, there can be a “caucus revolt” where the caucus tells the leader they won’t cooperate unless something changes. Leaders have a lot of power, but they only stay leaders if they can show they can lead effectively. If the leader loses the caucus, his or her leadership is in trouble. 

THE OPPOSITION 
Winston Churchill’s father once famously said, “the duty of the opposition is to oppose”. While few people think that is still an adequate description of the job, much of the opposition’s efforts are spent in finding ways to disrupt the government agenda. That’s their main activity. 

They want to win the next election so they have to make themselves look good and make the government look bad. 

Though not in government, they have a lot power. They get to play a role in deciding who gets heard by committees, what laws are voted on when, and they get to raise issues in Parliament. They can introduce new laws, read petitions, make statements and hold the occasional vote. 

While none of this has the prominence of what the government does, it gets issues in front of decision makers and with enough repetition, increases their visibility.  

If you’re opposed to the government, on an issue that will potentially draw attention and votes, the opposition will likely be an ally. 

If you’re working closely with the opposition, the government will, however, see you as opposed to them and will not want to work with you. 

THE CIVIL SERVICE
Behind the elected officials are staff – the Civil Service. Some of them are very, very powerful. A deputy Minister is a staff person working directly for the minister. Deputy Ministers generally stay in place longer than Ministers and know more about the issues than the Ministers and can have a lot of influence. Since Deputy Ministers can hire, fire and promote the staff in the Ministry, staff are loyal to the Deputy more than the Minister. Staff give a lot of advice to the Minister, and, since the Minister is usually not an expert in the field (John Snobelen was Minister of Education without having completed high school), that advice has a lot of impact. 

Staff can also speed up or slow down policies. If a Minister wants a new policy in place, there are proposals to write and papers to submit. That can take weeks or months, and sometimes years. If staff are driven to make it happen, it happens faster, if they really want it to slow down, it can take so long it never comes about. 
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