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Friday, July 2, 2004 – There was much talk during the recent federal election 
campaign, and in its aftermath, about not knowing who to trust, much talk of 
betrayal. Some described their election choice as that of the least of all evils. 
There were even those who decided not to vote for much the same reason. (This 
prompted Rick Mercer, the wag, to respond that if you choose not to vote for the 
least of all evils you are actually abetting the greater evil!) 
 
But the lack of trust so evident and widespread in the electorate is a serious 
problem and threatens to undermine the legitimacy of the political process. The 
call for antidotes is now part of the rhetoric of political reform. Concrete action 
is harder to come by. 
 
In a recent presentation to the 14th John K. Friesen Conference at Simon Fraser 
University in Vancouver, Mary Pat MacKinnon, Director of CPRN’s Public 
Involvement Network suggests one response. In Institutionalizing Citizen 
Engagement: What We Hope For and Where We Are Today, MacKinnon 
maintains that expanding the public’s role in governing through engagement may 
make government “less convenient, but should rebuild trust.” 
 
She agrees with the OECD that,  

“active participation recognizes the capacity of citizens to discuss and 
generate policy options independently. It requires governments to 
share in agenda setting and to ensure that policy proposals generated 
jointly will be taken into account in reaching a final decision.”  

 
MacKinnon argues that the process of deliberative dialogue practiced 
by CPRN has proven itself an important tool for enhancing 
engagement. She cites the citizens’ dialogue undertaken by CPRN on 
behalf of the Romanow Commission. Critical to its success was the 
identifiable impact it had on the Commission’s report (in particular, its 
recommendations concerning a Canada Health Covenant, a Health 
Council of Canada, and the addition of “accountability” to the list of 
principles in the Canada Health Act).  
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Unfortunately, MacKinnon finds the First Ministers’ take-up of those 
recommendations has fallen short on a number of counts, from the 
inclusion of accountability as a principle, to the provision of adequate 
and timely information, to ensuring continuing citizen engagement in 
the work of the Health Council and other aspects of the First Ministers 
Health Accord.  
 
She calls on us to update our “civic infrastructure…if civic literacy 
and citizen engagement are to be more than a nice idea.”  
 
To access or download a copy of her presentation, click here. 
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