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Executive Summary  
 
The Citizens’ Dialogue on Sharing Public Funds for a Better Canada is an 
initiative of the Advisory Panel on Fiscal Imbalance established by the Council of 
the Federation led by Canada’s Premiers. At the request of the Advisory Panel, 
Canadian Policy Research Networks (CPRN), an independent national not-for-
profit think tank, led a dialogue with Canadians to seek their views on how best to 
share public funds between the federal and provincial governments to allow each 
to provide quality services to citizens, invest in future growth, and improve 
competitiveness.   
 
Participants and Methodology  
 
Ninety-three randomly selected Canadians participated in professionally 
facilitated day- long regional dialogue sessions in Halifax, Toronto, Montreal, 
Edmonton and Vancouver in December 2005. A national session, involving 21 
participants drawn from the regional sessions (reflecting a diversity of 
backgrounds and perspectives) was held in January 2006 to further explore 
issues that emerged from the regional sessions. A participant workbook 
described the dialogue process, laid out the ground rules for dialogue and 
provided key facts and background on the sharing of public funds between the 
federal and provincial governments. This background included: current positions 
of governments on vertical and horizontal imbalance (with an explanation of 
these terms), seven principles currently at play in transfer programs, an overview 
of four approaches (see Chart 1) used by the federal government to share funds 
and two case studies used in the dialogue (access to post-secondary education 
as an example of vertical imbalance and the Equalization program as an 
example of horizontal imbalance).  
 

Chart 1 
Four Approaches to Sharing Public Funds  
Approach 1: Provinces / territories get tax points 
Approach 2: Provinces/ territories get federal cash transfers without 
conditions  
Approach 3: Provinces / territories get federal cash transfers with 
conditions  
Approach 4: Federal government provides more direct spending to 
citizens and institutions 

 
In the opening session, participants completed a pre-questionnaire designed to 
rank their individual support for each of the four approaches. Working in plenary 
with the aid of a facilitator and supported by policy experts, participants 
discussed the four approaches to sharing funds, identifying what they liked and 
disliked about each approach and why. They agreed on their common ground 
and differences, probed tensions among competing values and determined the 
tradeoffs that they were prepared to make. Through this process they identified 
the values and principles that they want to see guide the sharing of funds in 
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Canada. In the second part of their dialogue, they moved into small pre-selected 
groups to further discuss, in the context of the two case studies, the possible 
approaches to transfer funds, applying the values that they had identified. They 
then reconvened in plenary to report back and explore common ground and 
differences. Before concluding with their individual key messages to decision 
makers, participants completed the post-questionnaire to again rank the four 
approaches.  
 
Values and Principles  
 
Chart 2 synthesizes the values and principles that emerged from the regional 
sessions and which were reinforced in the national session. Participants are 
looking to decision makers to be guided by these values as they negotiate the 
terms for sharing public funds.  

 
Chart 2 

Fairness  • Promote shared national standards / goals to ensure the ‘same 
acceptable standards’ for all Canadians 

Access • Canadians deserve access to the same acceptable level of 
service across the country 

• Support mobility of people to move across the country 
Transparency  
& 
Accountability 

• Promote greater trust of governments 
• Measure progress and report to Canadians 
• Enhance accountability between governments and to citizens 
• Provide a process to ensure citizen input  

Sustainability  • Embrace a long-term vision for Canada  
• Provide continuity of services across changes in government  
• Ensure affordability 

Efficiency  • Collaborate to avoid duplication, reduce waste and share best 
practices 

• Coordinate services across provinces 
• Remove inter-provincial barriers 
• Enable skilled newcomers to work in their field 
• Improve Canada’s competitiveness 

 
 
Participants’ Advice to Decision Makers 
 
The following five points summarize participants’ advice to decision makers.  
 
1. Create a national vision and define  the same acceptable standards for 

all Canadians  
• Replace the notion of minimum standards with ‘same acceptable standards’.   
• As all Canadians are equal, essential programs and services must be 

accessible regardless of jurisdiction. 
• Common standards for essential services such as education and health help 

to strengthen our competitive position in the global market.  
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• Canadians are mobile and want to be able to move across the country to 
pursue education and jobs or to retire without facing barriers. 

• Provinces can move beyond the acceptable standard if that is where their 
populations choose to invest resources. 

• Provinces should exercise their authority within a common framework of 
services across the country, recognizing the need for provincial flexibility to 
tailor programs to meet specific needs. 

 
2. Define the vision and standards in a collaborative way  
• It is the responsibility of the federal government, working in close 

collaboration with the provinces/territories, to articulate and implement a 
national vision and standards. This does not mean giving the federal 
government free rein. 

• Include all levels of government, citizens and stakeholders in developing the 
vision and standards  

• Governments need to move beyond outmoded territorialism and collaborate 
on programs to reduce inefficiencies and duplication of effort 

 
3.   Set standards first and then determine the transfer formula 
• The Equalization program is an important and necessary part of fair 

federalism but it is not the best vehicle to address the growing horizontal 
imbalance.  

• The current fiscally-driven formula should be replaced with one that is driven 
by what we want to achieve. We need to focus on outcomes rather than 
inputs.  

• Affordability and avoiding increases in our national and provincial debt are 
important and must be considered when designing mechanisms to achieve 
new standards. 

 
4.   Preference for conditional transfers in addressing fiscal imbalance  
• This is a better and fairer way to achieve the ‘same acceptable’ standards 

across Canada while giving provinces some flexibility in how to best meet the 
needs of their citizens. 

• Improved monitoring against standards and transparent reporting will provide 
Canadians with better tools to hold governments to account for how public 
funds are spent. 

   
5.   Support direct federal spending with some conditions 
• This approach is well suited to help address the special needs of both 

individuals and institutions. 
• Direct federal funding facilitates mobility and portability for individual 

Canadians.  
• Some conditions should apply (e.g. institutions to report in a transparent way 

what has been achieved with funds spent; students must successfully 
complete their program). 
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CPRN Observations 
 
The dialogue results demonstrate that Canadians from a wide variety of 
backgrounds can understand these complex issues and determine what is most 
important to them in making decisions for designing how we share public funds in 
Canada. The strong message that Canadians have an appetite to become more 
involved in thinking through how best to deal with these challenging issues as a 
country should be encouraging for all governments.  
 
In addition to the clear advice from dialogue participants, CPRN offers the 
following observations on the dialogue results: 
 
Pan Canadian perspective: Participants’ thinking isn’t limited to their 
geographic location in deciding on how to best share funds. Their sense of 
Canada is broad and they don’t want barriers to inhibit their movement whether 
for school, work or retirement. Transfer programs should support a stronger, 
more competitive Canada which will benefit all regions. 
 
Desire for politicians to focus on the best interests of citizens: Jurisdictional 
arguments that prevent progress in addressing the needs of Canadians are a 
source of real frustration to people. Participants are looking for politicians to 
promote a long-term vision that can move beyond the rigidities of the Constitution 
to address today’s realities.  
 
Trust and accountability are both part of the problem and part of the 
solution: If trust in governments is to increase, we need better accountability 
mechanisms that proactively engage the public in choosing meaningful indicators 
and the means to assess progress in ways that will influence future actions.    
 
Start with what we want to achieve as a country: Participants took to heart the 
constitutional commitment to ‘reasonably comparable services at reasonably 
comparable rates of taxation’. But they want the design of transfer programs to 
first reflect what we want to achieve as a country and then to assess what each 
province needs to attain the desired standards.  
 
There is an opportunity for leadership: Moving ahead, there is a tremendous 
opportunity for all governments to work together to shape a national agenda 
through collaborative efforts to develop common standards for key social and 
economic policies. The Council of the Federation is well positioned to exercise 
leadership in developing a vision and standards as a way to stop the steady 
decline in public confidence in their governments, but it will require governments 
to think beyond their own provincial borders and work in the best interests of all 
Canadians.   
 
In essence, this representative group of citizens has provided the roadmap for 
governments to rebuild public trust. 


