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It was with sadness that I read this week of the demise of the Canadian Policy Research Networks 
(CPRN). All public policy makers should note its passing as a dark day. 

During the last 15 years, CPRN has done excellent work in areas such as social protection policies 
involving children, youth and families, communities and diversity. Its experts have published 
extensively in the area of the labour market, employment and human resource development and 
education. This work will stand the test of time. More current work on citizen engagement has also 
added to our overall understanding of evolving best practices and opened our eyes to other possibilities 
in the ways we currently "make policy." 

Why should senior public policy makers care about the existence of strong, independent advice in how 
government works? It is essential in a well functioning democracy to have sources of sober second 
thought with the ability to study the entrenched problems of our time without the day-to-day pressures 
of having to "manage a file" for a minister or a government. While this is always an important role for 
independent think tanks to play it is even more essential in a time of successive minority Parliaments 
when the medium and long-term is hostage to the daily news cycle. 

In this public policy environment there is an even greater need for a healthy community of think tanks to 
provide the knowledge, capacity and public space to continue to evolve our common understanding of 
data and knowledge of our thornier issues. As the minority government situation continues, who is 
leading the public discourse on the toughest questions of our time? 

We are at a crossroads in the capacity of governments to function as they have in the post-war period. 
The weight of existing bureaucracies, the outdated governance models and fiscal pressures will soon 
consume the entirety of leadership capacity within the senior public service in every jurisdiction. At the 
national level, the ability to reach out and consult with Canadians on the significant tradeoffs that will 
need to be made is constrained by the minority situation and management style of the governing 
regime. 

Yet significant progress will not be possible unless ideas are developed and considered in a broader 
public space with a greater number of public actors than is currently the norm in national policy making.

This is a vital role that independent, not-for-profit think tanks operating in the broader public space can 
fulfill. Whatever decisions governments ultimately make will have a better chance of meeting with 
acceptance and therefore success if open and deliberate discussions of the consequences of potential 
options are better understood. 

This brings me back to the demise of CPRN and the funding of public institutions like it. Independent 
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think tanks cannot really exist if they are funded exclusively or primarily by government. We have come 
a long way as a society that is sophisticated, diverse and wealthy enough to value and help fund the 
work of these instruments of democratic necessity. 

Furthermore when we look to our American neighbours we see a rich tapestry of think tanks that 
occupy the political spectrum. Many are endowed and many operate through a combination of 
providing advisory capacity for clients as well as undertaking multiyear funded work for well-known 
foundations. Canada's corporate community can and does rise to the challenge when asked to fund 
specific projects or events in this public space. However what is needed is a more robust engagement 
that will help corporate social responsibility to actively fuel the public discourse. This will add to the 
transparency that is also more evident in debates and the development of public policy options in 
President Barack Obama's vision of America. While their debates may have gotten off to a rocky start, 
the final product will be better for it. 

Canada needs the institutional capacity to have strong independent voices added to our debate. Our 
governmental systems and policies are in need of innovation. They cannot achieve it in isolation from 
the thinking, strategies and leadership that reside outside of government in business, labour, 
academia, and the not-for-profit sector. 

Think tanks are a vehicle for contributing to the expansion of the necessary discourse in the shrinking 
public space. Indeed we have a duty to step up to the plate to fulfill this essential public role. 

Maryantonett Flumian is president of the Institute on Governance. E-mail: mflumian@iog.ca 
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