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Overview

• Complexity Context 

• Why: Purpose of the Dialogue

• Process: What & How 

• Dialogue Results 

• So What?

• Reflections & Questions 
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Context 

• Complex public policy issue
– Sharing public funds (taxes and revenues) for public 

good

– Equalization program and transfers  

• Conflicting concepts of fairness and equity

• Highly politicized and contested 
– Parallel federal & provincial processes 

• Federal Expert Group 

• Council of Federation Advisory Panel (co-Chaired by Janice Gross 

Stein and Robert Gagne)
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Context (2)

• Impenetrable to public 
– ‘Horizontal and vertical fiscal imbalances’

– Policy wonks “only 5 people in Canada understand 
equalization formula”

• Yet big implications for quality of life & 
national unity 
– Education, income security, health etc 

– Basket of services and programs: availability and 
standards 

• No easy answers  



5

Purpose 

• Advisory Panel on Fiscal Imbalance 2005-06 
(Council of the Federation) 

1. Learn about the values citizens want to guide decisions 
about sharing public funds to allow each to provide 
public services, invest in future growth & enhance 
competitiveness

• How they address the tension of competing values;

• Identify choices and tradeoffs they would make and why.

2. Citizens’ values & choices help define the policy space 
and as input to the Panel’s report to Premiers 
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Deliberative Dialogue Process 

• Participants randomly selected by professional polling 
firm

– 93 participants in 5 regional dialogue sessions 

– National Dialogue (21 citizens from regional sessions)

• Deliberative process

– 4 value-based approaches to issue

– Plenary and small group learning and deliberation 

– Structured discussion with professional facilitation and 

expert resource persons
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Dialogue Results
Citizens’ 5 Point Roadmap

1. Create a vision and define common acceptable 
standards
– Not lowest common denominator
– Provincial flexibility above acceptable standard 
– All citizens are equal and deserve similar services

2. Define the vision & standards collaboratively
– Provinces/Territories; Stakeholders and experts; Citizens
– Role of federal government to make final decision

3. Set standards, then determine transfer formula
– Start by defining outcomes not inputs (fiscal)
– Citizens understand complexity
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Road Map (2)

4. Strong preference for conditional transfers (dislike 

unconditional approach)

– Traded off provincial autonomy for greater fairness 
across Canada

– Expect federal govt to show leadership and create 
conditions needed for collaboration 
• Voiced distrust of both levels of govt and called for better 

monitoring and transparent reporting on achieving national 
standards 

5. Direct federal transfers to people / institutions
– To address inequities
– And facilitate mobility and portability for Canadians 
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So What? - Short Term Impacts

Participants
– Over 95% pleased to participate, appreciated opportunity, 

surprised at commonality across regions 

– Demonstrated citizens’ capacity to engage on complex issues  & 

strengthen agency/efficacy (87% indicated interest in becoming more 

involved with public issues)

Panel report & recommendations
– High consistency of views across sessions impressed Panel-

supported its decision to recommend a national approach 

– Citizen values & choices were referenced in the report 

– ES of Citizens’ Dialogue report included in Panel report
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Longer Term Impacts? 

Policy outcomes 
– Uncertainty and challenge of timeframe

– Non linear relationship: incremental change in 
political / civic culture and policy practice 

– Federal budget ‘07 solution to EP and fiscal 
imbalance hasn’t advanced constructive problem 
solving 

• Policy issue still bound by executive federalism & ongoing 

friction and dysfunction 

• NL and Sask govt opposition; lack of clarity on NS Accord
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Reflections & Questions 

• Citizens demonstrated capacity to engage on 
policy & citizenship dimensions and balance 
local, provincial and national needs 

– How can executive federalism be adapted to make 
seek out and better use of the contributions of 
citizens and stakeholders to address complex 
problems? 

– What conditions are needed for – what are catalysts 
for – ‘deliberative’ federalism?
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Reflections & Questions (2)

• Citizens’ lack of trust is pushing for greater 
accountability and more emphasis on third 
party oversight and performance reporting
(Canada’s track record on performance reporting is not encouraging)

– What are the implications of this? 

– What is the potential for positive or negative impacts 
for dealing with complex public issues? 
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Taxpayers (Individuals & 
Corporations)

Provincial Tax 
Revenue Federal Tax Revenue

Provincial Treasury Federal Treasury

Federal Programs and 
Services

EqualizationEqualization

Provincial Programs 
and Services

Equalization: 
sharing between taxpayers

Source: Prepared by Participants in the Edmonton Session of the Citizens’ Dialogue on Sharing Public Funds 
for the Advisory Panel on Fiscal Imbalance, December 10, 2005.
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VISION

“I would like to see a national vision in Canada…more 
cooperation and collaboration among provinces and regions and 
national standards that enable every Canadian to be truly 
Canadian.” (Edmonton Participant)

“The people of Canada deserve fair, equitable reasonable 
programs that are essentially the same from coast to coast to 
coast…. We need to know the vision and the milestones to be 
reached along the way… Without this vision there is no central 
focus, nothing to aim for.” (Toronto Participant)

“I found [it] quite surprising that with the diversity here, with
so many ages, and communities, that even in the early stages, 
there was consensus.  It was a lot more difficult than I thought
but we experienced a wonderful discovery of shared principles.”
[Translation] (Montreal Participant)

In their own words…
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In their own words….
STANDARDS

“It is important to maintain acceptable standards especially
with respect to health and education…The federal
government should have the final say with input from 
provincial premier groups and a group of citizens.”
(Vancouver Participant)

“…A person in Ontario does not need different healthcare or
different education than a person in Newfoundland.” (Halifax
Participant)

TRUST/ACCOUNTABILITY
“The issue of trust (or lack of it) must be actively tackled by
federal and provincial governments.” (Halifax Participant)

“[Canadians] deserve and I sense demand that governments
are accountable and transparent in their service.” (Toronto 
Participant)



17

Canadian Policy
Research Networks

For additional information:

www.cprn.org

e-mail: info@cprn.org

Receive news of our publications, presentations and 
events on your desktop by subscribing to CPRN’s 

e-network, our free weekly electronic newsletter.

www.e-network.ca


