
THE SCOPE AND CRITERIA FOR 
THE AUDIT

If asked which elements of their political system embody and safe-

guard the democratic principles they hold dear, Canadians would

doubtless mention elections, the media, political parties, and commu-

nications with their elected representatives. Some would mention

interest groups, social movements, street demonstrations, and the

like; a few would even cite Parliament, the provincial and territorial

legislatures, and possibly the courts. Only the most ingenuous — or

those inclined to mischievous answers — might imagine that Canadian

cabinets are in the least democratic.

Certainly, massive concentration of power is a defining feature of

cabinets in Westminster-style political systems such as Canada’s.

Moreover, even in comparison with other Westminster systems, Cana-

dian cabinets are notable for being dominated by their first ministers.

Canadian cabinets, in other words, seem the very antithesis of democ-

racy. Indeed, many blame Canadian democracy’s most serious short-

comings on the scarcely bridled power of the prime minister and the

cabinet.

One response promoted by this line of thought is resigned realism:

in any complex modern political system, democracy can only be about

the processes for selecting and replacing leaders and the methods and

institutions for holding them accountable. Ultimately, in Canada and
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elsewhere, once democratically selected, and subject to periodic

accountability checks, top governmental decision makers wield exten-

sive power with little pretence of democracy, at least in the short term.

A less complacent approach holds that if decision making at Canada’s

highest governmental levels is fundamentally undemocratic, then the

processes on which we stake our claim to be a democratic political sys-

tem — including voting and elections, participation in interest groups

and political parties, and various forms of political mobilization — are

severely undercut.

Both responses rest on the accuracy of the initial premise: that

Canadian cabinets are indeed highly undemocratic, with the corollary

that significant change is unlikely or perhaps impossible. Yet democ-

racy is not an either/or proposition; it is a matter of degree. No one

would argue that the central decision-making processes of Canadian

government are, or could be, democratic in the same ways that elec-

tions, methods of party leadership selection, or open municipal coun-

cil meetings can be. Nonetheless, cabinets can be organized and can

operate in ways that either diminish or enhance democracy. With cabi-

net’s power and importance so far-reaching, even small democratic

improvements or reversals are worth knowing about and worth analyz-

ing. Moreover, while those with a vested interest in maintaining the

status quo may not admit it, the reform possibilities are substantial

and need not entail any heretical or radical deviation from the existing

constitutional order. As one authority has written, “Without altering

one iota of the constitutional conventions that give them their central

energizing force, cabinets can operate in vastly different ways” (Dupré

1985, 3).

In short, including central executive structures and processes — pri-

marily but not exclusively first ministers and cabinets — in the Democ-

ratic Audit of Canadian government and politics is not only appropriate

but essential. We cannot simply describe our system as an elected dic-

tatorship in which every three or four years the voters choose the top

decision makers, who wield enormous power in a fundamentally unde-

mocratic way until the next election. This view certainly has some

truth to it, but the reality is a good deal more complex and may just
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allow for at least a modicum of democracy in the workings of cabinet.

Moreover, the Democratic Audit, like conventional financial audits,

can not only provide an assessment of current conditions but also

point the way to realistic proposals for improvement. And few would

disagree that improvement is needed.

Hence this book brings the Democratic Audit perspective to bear on

the central mechanisms of Canadian government. The approach here

is neither naïve nor fatalistic. Rather than making assumptions about

the undemocratic nature of Canadian governmental structures and

processes, this book asks questions about them, including questions

about how they might be rendered more democratic.

Before proceeding too far down this road, let us ask some questions

that might appear indelicate in a major project aiming at evaluating

and improving democracy in Canada: How democratic do we want cabi-

net to be? Why should cabinet be democratic? The measure of the un-

toward concentration of power in the prime minister is said to be the

relegation of cabinet to the status of focus group for the prime minis-

ter (Savoie 1999), but what’s wrong with focus groups?

Cabinet is, after all, the principal executive body in Canadian gov-

ernment. In any organization, let alone one as mammoth as the federal

government, the executive’s function is to lead, to make decisions, and

to implement policies. In a democratic system, the executive is

expected to carry out its functions within a framework imbued with

democratic values, but ultimately it has the authority — indeed the

responsibility — to take and implement decisions without constantly

returning to first democratic principles and processes. Overall, we

should expect the governmental system to be democratic, but not all

parts all the time (no one would propose that judges commission polls

or hold town hall meetings on important or controversial cases). Par-

liament’s lack of capacity to scrutinize or control cabinet may be cause

for concern about the health of our democracy, but, as an executive

body, cabinet cannot be held to the standards of a legislature. Simply

put, cabinet’s job is to take decisions. As the head of a democratically

chosen government, it has a duty to render decisions and set priorities

expeditiously — although not capriciously or arbitrarily — in order that
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government is able to respond effectively to public wants and

demands.

This is not to argue that a simple trade-off exists between efficiency

and democracy, for accepting such a calculus starts one down a very

slippery slope indeed. Still, the danger is that the need to make a great

many decisions, and some quite quickly, is not conducive to making

them in as democratic a manner as possible.

Moreover, in the Canadian political system cabinet is multifunc-

tional: it does a good deal more than make decisions. Among other

things, cabinet scans the political, social, and economic environment

for trends and problems; it monitors government and its effectiveness;

it engages in strategic planning; it sets the political agenda; it serves

important symbolic purposes; it combats the powerful centripetal

forces in Canadian society; it promotes the inclusion of regional inter-

ests, and those of other social groupings, into the central processes of

Canadian government; it gives leadership both in government and in

society; and, as focus group, it advises the first minister. Thus judging

cabinet and cabinet democracy solely by how decisions are made con-

stitutes too narrow an approach.

How Democratic Can a Cabinet Be?

For all this, few would argue that Canadian cabinets are hamstrung by

too much democracy. As executive bodies, are cabinets inherently and

necessarily undemocratic?

The answer depends on what we mean by democracy. On the most

basic level, democracy — literally, “rule by the people” — is straight-

forward. Rendering this abstract notion into more concrete terms

applicable to modern-day Canadian politics, however, brings out the

often disparate understandings of democracy. Indeed, it is telling that

few serious analyses of democracy proceed very far before the adjec-

tives begin to appear: not just “democracy,” but direct democracy,

social democracy, representative democracy, liberal democracy, and so
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on. Most descriptions of, or prescriptions for, democracy in Canada fall

into one of three broad schools of thought, which share many assump-

tions while differing in important ways. Advocates of the three schools

would evaluate both the democratic potential and the reality of cabinet

quite differently. (The following discussion draws on Cameron, Mulhern,

and White 2003.) These three principal strands of democratic practice

and promise are representative democracy, direct democracy, and

deliberative democracy.

Representative Democracy

Probably the concept of democracy most familiar to Canadians, repre-

sentative democracy is built on the premise that the people elect repre-

sentatives to act on their behalf in formal government institutions.

Citizens delegate extensive powers to these political elites. The House

of Commons, provincial and territorial legislatures, and municipal

councils are obvious and important illustrations of representative

institutions embodying this understanding of democracy.

Important subsidiary principles underpin the basic conception of

representative democracy, though substantial variations are possible

in their practical realization (for example, representatives may be

elected by proportional representation or by the first-past-the-post sys-

tem; see Courtney 2004). Representatives must be chosen through free

and fair electoral processes. Formal mechanisms must be in place to

ensure the accountability of elected representatives and the trans-

parency of their actions. A balance must be struck between the impera-

tives of majority rule and the protection of minority rights. Respect for

the rule of law and for due process must inform governance.

Direct Democracy

Direct democracy is rooted in a populist suspicion of elite-dominated

representative institutions, which are seen as susceptible to losing

touch with the voters who elected them. In order to ensure that gov-

ernments are responsive and accountable to the people, they must be
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subject to direct control by the people. For advocates of direct democ-

racy, “The very essence of democracy lies in recognizing that sover-

eignty rests with all citizens rather than exclusively with a small group

of representatives, no matter how carefully chosen” (LeDuc 2003, 40-1).

Political elites must therefore be constrained to act in accord with pub-

lic opinion. This entails curtailing their discretion, so that elected offi-

cials behave as delegates, who follow their constituents’ directions,

rather than as representatives, who exercise their own best judgment.

Such mechanisms as recall, referendum, initiative (whereby citizens

can launch policy proposals into the formal legislative process), and

term limits give voters direct control over their elected representatives

and over the outcome of specific policy issues. For reasons we cannot

explore here, enthusiasm for direct democracy has been strongest in

Western Canada.

Direct democracy processes have a black-and-white character to

them — yes or no on a referendum question, for example — reflecting a

belief that even apparently complex problems ultimately have simple

solutions. This is linked to the principle that democracy is served

when a clear, direct expression of the public will (i.e., a vote) binds pub-

lic officials to a certain course of action, effectively settling the issue

without need for further deliberation or opportunity for revision. A

related notion is faith in the common sense of the common people,

which translates into distrust of experts and unelected, unaccountable

public servants, be they government bureaucrats, academics, or judges.

Deliberative Democracy

The term “deliberative democracy” has emerged only in the past two

decades, but the essential ideas underpinning it are of long standing.

Elements of what would now be seen as deliberative democracy may be

found in ancient Athenian assemblies, New England town hall meet-

ings, and ideas about so-called participatory democracy in the 1960s.

The consensus style of decision making found in some Aboriginal soci-

eties has strong echoes of deliberative democracy.
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The central tenet of deliberative democracy holds that decisions are

best reached through public deliberation — argument, debate, exchange

of ideas — among citizens: “talk-centric democratic theory replaces vote-

centric democratic theory” (Chambers 2003, 308). The expectation is

not that in real-world situations every person would participate

actively and extensively. Rather, deliberative democracy envisions pub-

lic forums to which the entire citizenry has equal access and thus

equal opportunity to participate, even if most do not, indeed cannot,

take it up. A wide range of views are expressed and discussed in these

forums. Both active participants and passive members of the audience

(who are nonetheless attentive and engaged) are sufficiently open-

minded to revise their views in response to the discussion. The process

of deliberation and decision making becomes intertwined with the out-

come; or, as a pair of writers summarizes a prominent strand of theo-

rizing about deliberative democracy, the “transformative power of

politics makes democratic engagement an end in itself; deliberative

democracy should be advocated precisely because of the beneficial

educative effects it has on citizens” (Bohman and Rehg 1997, xii). Real-

life institutions embodying deliberative democracy principles include

citizen/constituent assemblies, citizen juries, and certain forms of

commissions of inquiry (for example, those with intervenor funding).

Cabinet’s Role in a Representative Democracy

Elements of direct democracy — occasional plebiscites and referenda —

and of deliberative democracy — British Columbia’s citizen assembly

on electoral reform and Ontario’s citizen juries — are emerging in

Canada. Even if such practices become more common, however, repre-

sentative institutions and processes will remain the principal means

by which Canadians practise democracy. 

Accordingly, to return to the question of whether cabinet is inher-

ently undemocratic, the recognition that Canada is and will remain a

representative democracy provides the answer. Cabinet is part and

parcel of the system of representative institutions and responsible
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government that constitute Canadian democracy. Those who advocate

the application of the norms and expectations of direct and delibera-

tive democracy to Canadian core executives will surely be disappointed

and conclude that Canadian cabinets and the system of responsible

government that underpins them are undemocratic. Such standards,

however, are largely unrealistic and inappropriate. Cabinet is drawn

from and is responsible to the elected representatives in our parlia-

ments and legislatures. This book is premised on the assumption that

cabinets can be organized and can operate in ways that enhance or

diminish democracy, but the elemental fact is that executives in demo-

cratic systems are democratic institutions.

Over a century ago, the great constitutional scholar A.V. Dicey, who

embodied conservative, traditional thinking about British-style politi-

cal institutions, had this to say about the constitutional conventions of

the Westminster system: “They have all one ultimate objective. Their

end is to secure that Parliament, or the Cabinet which is indirectly

appointed by Parliament, shall in the long run give effect to the will of

that power which in modern England is the true political sovereign of

the State — the majority of the electors” (Dicey [1885] 1956, 429). The

language may be dated but the message is clear, and all the more con-

vincing given the often narrow ideas about democracy in Dicey’s era:

cabinet is an integral component of our representative democracy.

The concentration of power that is said to increasingly characterize

cabinets (or more accurately, their first ministers) may well constitute

a significant diminution of democracy. Indeed for that reason this

issue is examined at some length in this book. The mere fact that first

ministers and their cabinets possess substantial executive power, how-

ever, is not inherently undemocratic.

The Comparative Context of the Audit

Auditing cabinet democracy in Canada necessarily involves more than

an examination of decision making in Ottawa. Provinces and territories
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play a prominent role in the governance of Canadians, ranking as they

do among the most powerful subnational governments in the world.

Moreover, not only are provincial and territorial cabinets worth evalu-

ating as important players in critical democratic processes, but incor-

porating them into the study substantially enhances its analytical

possibilities. The analysis is thus at once prompted and facilitated by

comparative analysis. 

In general, provincial cabinets conform to the variation of the West-

minster model dominant in Ottawa, but they are scarcely uniform. The

differences they exhibit — both from the federal cabinet and among

themselves — offer additional scope for addressing issues of cabinet

democracy. Typically, for example, they are smaller, less institutional-

ized, and have call on central agencies with fewer resources than does

the national cabinet, though in important respects cabinets in the

largest provinces more closely resemble the federal cabinet than they

do their counterparts in the smallest provinces.

While the territories’ minuscule populations severely limit their sig-

nificance in any national sense, their governments exercise almost all

of the main powers of provinces and, given the critical role of the pub-

lic sector in the far North, they play especially large roles in the lives of

northern residents. But territorial cabinets are worth including in the

democratic audit not simply by virtue of their local importance. The so-

called consensus governments in Nunavut and the Northwest Territo-

ries — in essence Westminster cabinet-parliamentary systems without

political parties — demonstrate the possibility of organizing cabinet

government along lines quite different from those operative in Ottawa

and the provincial capitals.

In addition, though this is not a book on international issues of cab-

inet organization and process, the problems and prospects of the Cana-

dian core executive are hardly unique to this country. Accordingly,

comparisons and insights are drawn from the Anglo-Celtic democra-

cies rooted in the Westminster model.
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Cabinet Principles: Responsible Government 
and Democracy

Before setting out the audit criteria that guide the analysis, it will

be useful to examine whether a “democratic deficit” indeed exists in

Canada in terms of the links between cabinet government and democ-

racy. Is the system of responsible government as practised in Canada,

also known as the Westminster system after the London district con-

taining the British Parliament, rooted in fundamentally democratic

precepts? Has there been a failure to realize the system’s inherently

democratic character, or have democratic impulses been unable to alter

the system’s fundamentally undemocratic core significantly? A sum-

mary of the principles of responsible government will help answer

these questions.

Responsible government cannot be put to a democratic litmus test

in an analytical vacuum. Short of outright dictatorships, all systems of

governance have both democratic and undemocratic features. Accord-

ingly, when we are totting up the democratic pluses and minuses of

responsible government it should be understood that without an

explicit comparative framework that considers warts-and-all portraits

of alternative systems, we must be leery of drawing conclusions about

Canada’s cabinet-parliamentary system. Simplistic overgeneraliza-

tions are not helpful. Still, as the core of Canadian governance, respon-

sible government must be assessed for its democratic strengths and

weaknesses.

Clearly, certain cardinal principles on which Canadian cabinets are

predicated run directly counter to democratic precepts. Cabinet was

never intended to be democratic. On the contrary, the institution took

shape long before current notions of democracy emerged, and it devel-

oped as a vehicle for the exercise of power beyond popular control or

consent. Although cabinet has adapted in important ways to demo-

cratic imperatives, its antidemocratic roots run deep.

Cabinet’s historical antecedents lie in the institutionalization of the

king’s private circle of advisors in the seventeenth century. To this day

the constitutional theory underpinning Canadian government holds
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that the authority exercised by cabinet has been delegated downward

from the monarch rather than upward from the people and their

elected representatives in Parliament. Even the basic tenets of respon-

sible government, which subject the power of cabinet to the consent of

elected parliamentarians, largely predate the democratic era. (In Canada,

as in Britain, parliamentary elections tended to be an elite preserve

until at least the 1860s, by which time responsible government as we

now know it was firmly established.) Responsible government and the

privileged place of cabinet within it was rooted in the strong deference

to authority that characterized British and Canadian politics in the

nineteenth century. Canadian society may have experienced a marked

“decline of deference” in recent years (Nevitte 1996), but its most power-

ful political institutions continue to reflect the mindset of the nine-

teenth century.

The four central principles of responsible government that follow

must be examined with respect to their democratic disposition: 

1 cabinet’s monopoly on executive power

2 the requirement for cabinet to be responsible to the House, in the

sense of maintaining its confidence

3 the collective nature of cabinet, or cabinet solidarity 

4 ministerial responsibility.

Important variations in political practices are evident across Canada’s

provincial, territorial, and national governments (as across the Anglo-

Celtic democracies), but all adhere to these same constitutional princi-

ples. These principles do not hold sway at the municipal level; linkages

between the executives and the legislatures of even Canada’s largest

cities are based on very different principles and hence are not exam-

ined in this book.

Westminster cabinets wield sweeping executive powers, reflecting

their predemocratic origins as agents of the monarch’s authority. This

is evident in their absolute control over the bureaucratic apparatus of

the state: although the democratically elected Parliament can call pub-

lic servants to account, control and direction of the bureaucracy is

The Scope and Criteria for the Audit

13



entirely a cabinet prerogative. An even more telling illustration is the

constitutional restriction on who may impose taxes and spend public

money. While cabinet requires parliamentary authorization to tax or

spend, only ministers are constitutionally entitled to propose such meas-

ures in Parliament; private members of Parliament — nonministers —

are not even permitted to initiate so-called money bills or amend-

ments. Additionally, through the use of regulations and similar legal

instruments, vast swaths of government activity can be authorized

and implemented by what amounts to cabinet decree with no need for

parliamentary approval and precious little parliamentary scrutiny.

Perhaps the most basic element of responsible government stipu-

lates that the cabinet gains and holds power by maintaining the sup-

port of a majority of the members of the House of Commons (or

legislature), as manifested by winning all the crucial votes. This confi-

dence convention does not, as is often thought, mean that any govern-

ment defeat is cause for an election or for the government to resign.

Only on basic elements of government policy, most notably the Throne

Speech and the budget (the overall budget, not individual spending or

taxing measures), or on motions explicitly designated as confidence

matters, do defeats in Parliament threaten the life of the government.

In this important way, Canadian government is characterized by a con-

stitutional separation of legislature (Parliament) and executive (cabi-

net) (Aucoin 1999, 109).

This central precept was not designed to be democratic. (Of course,

no aspects of responsible government were consciously designed by

anyone; they simply emerged over time.) As the House of Commons

came to be elected by universal suffrage, however (universal male suf-

frage until the twentieth century), the confidence requirement took on

a decidedly democratic bent, with cabinet power resting on the consent

of the people’s elected representatives. (Significantly, the appointed

Senate, like the House of Lords in Britain, has never played a role in

confidence questions.) The constitutional convention requiring minis-

ters to hold seats in Parliament, explored in Chapter 2, is inherently

democratic not only in ensuring that ministers are themselves directly

subject to the popular will by obligating them to seek election and re-
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election but also in compelling their regular presence among the

elected representatives. (Constitutional conventions are binding rules

governing the operation of the political system which are not formal-

ized in writing and hence are not legally enforceable by the courts

[Heard 1991].)

This sounds wonderfully democratic but has more than a little air of

unreality. Constitutional theory may be couched in terms of the sepa-

ration of legislative and executive functions, and cabinet’s subjugation

to Parliament, but political reality is very different. In political terms,

the hallmark of the Westminster system is a virtual fusion of executive

and legislative power and overwhelming cabinet dominance. The vehi-

cle for imposing and maintaining this dominance is party discipline.

Party discipline is examined in Legislatures, David Docherty’s (2004)

democratic audit of Parliament and legislatures. For present purposes

we need recognize only that while the theory of responsible govern-

ment is oblivious to political parties and party discipline, the real-life

operation of our cabinet-parliamentary system is literally incompre-

hensible without them. (Note that responsible government itself does

not require political parties, as shown by the legislatures of Nunavut

and the Northwest Territories.) The unusually strong party discipline

evident in Canada’s Parliament and legislatures (working in concert

with an electoral system that typically produces clear majority govern-

ments even in the absence of majority electoral support for the victori-

ous party) effectively gives Canadian cabinets all but unshakeable

control over the House of Commons and its provincial counterparts.

The third responsible government principle ensures that cabinet

government is very much collective government. Unity is more than a

strategy for political survival, reflecting the maxim that those who do

not hang together will surely hang separately; it is constitutionally

required in Westminster systems. (Some experts see cabinet solidarity

as a political convention rather than a constitutional principle, but no

one disputes its importance.) The doctrine of cabinet solidarity

requires ministers to uphold cabinet decisions and government policy

regardless of their personal views. Ministers may vigorously oppose a

proposal during cabinet deliberations, but once the decision is taken,
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they must support it in public and take responsibility for it. This prin-

ciple both enhances and undermines democracy. By clearly identifying

ultimate responsibility for critical government decisions, and thereby

offering the public the opportunity to punish or reward those responsi-

ble at election time, it establishes strong democratic accountability. At

the same time, artificial unity where division exists beneath the sur-

face and the curtailment of the public airing of differences within cabi-

net reduce the ability of citizens and groups to identify possible

cabinet allies and to press their opposition to policies.

The ministerial responsibility principle requires ministers to be not

only collectively responsible for government decisions but also indi-

vidually responsible for their departments. The practical import is that

elected ministers rather than appointed bureaucrats answer for the

conduct of public affairs. This is essential if the political neutrality of

the public service is to be maintained. Again, however, insistence on

individual ministerial responsibility entails pluses and minuses for

democracy. Clear identification of a single responsible figure — the

minister — promotes democratic accountability. As well, many would

see a politically neutral bureaucracy as essential to a healthy democ-

racy. Conversely, democracy may not be served when the bureaucrats

actually responsible for much of what government does are absolved

from public accountability for their actions and omissions. A contrary

view of the merits of a politically neutral public service exists, at least

with respect to the higher echelons of the bureaucracy. To establish

and implement its policies effectively, this argument runs, a political

party requires politically engaged and supportive senior public ser-

vants, especially if the party intends significant change.

Finally, a quirk in how individual ministerial responsibility plays

out in Parliament undercuts democracy. Ministers are responsible for

their current, but not their former, departments; while this reflects a

certain logic, ensuring that someone is always responsible, it also

enables ministers to evade accountability. The current minister must

accept formal responsibility, but this is often inadequate when prob-

lems were clearly the former minister’s doing.



In looking at the principles that underlie cabinet government in

Canada, we must distinguish the fundamental imperatives of responsi-

ble government, with their essential constitutional character, from the

political practices that have emerged in Canadian cabinet construction

and operation. The latter, while crucial for understanding and evaluat-

ing cabinets, could be altered without challenging the essential nature

of the system. Such a fundamental challenge may well be warranted,

but would go beyond the scope of the current exercise; audits seek to

improve existing systems, not replace them. This distinction can be

illustrated by contrasting the four central constitutional precepts dis-

cussed above with important, long-standing Canadian political prac-

tices, such as the rarity of coalition cabinets, and the construction of

cabinets so as to give voice to regions and groups.

So, is responsible government democratic? Important historical

antecedents of modern-day Westminster cabinets, some of which con-

tinue to shape governmental processes, were decidedly undemocratic.

Yet responsible government is ultimately representative government

and thus firmly democratic. The (allegedly) growing concentration of

power in the core executive, which rightly excites concern about the

erosion of democracy by excluding most of the people’s representatives

from wielding real influence, smacks of a throwback to the predemoc-

ratic roots of Westminster cabinets. While indeed worrisome, this

trend is not intrinsic to responsible government. British-style respon-

sible government can and should be an effective means of realizing

representative government. The question of course is whether, as prac-

tised in Canada, this potential is being fulfilled. The nature and opera-

tion of cabinet and core executive figure prominently in answering

this question.

The Audit Target: Cabinet and Core Executive

Before proceeding further, it behooves us to clarify just what is being

audited in this book. Though cabinet is the central focus of attention,
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we employ an expansive understanding of the term, encompassing

rather more than simply the collection of ministers who gather regularly

around the cabinet table. Let us briefly consider the notion of cabinet.

In government circles the term “the centre” has gained wide cur-

rency. Academics have also adopted the term: Donald Savoie’s influen-

tial book (1999) lamenting the decline of cabinet is titled Governing

from the centre. Though the centre is not always defined with precision,

it is clearly not synonymous with cabinet but also encompasses the

central political and bureaucratic agencies such as the Privy Council

Office and the Prime Minister’s Office. Savoie’s analysis explicitly

links the centre with the subordination of cabinet to the prime minis-

ter and his or her political-bureaucratic support system; others implic-

itly make similar assumptions.

Rather than proceeding from the postulate that the centre has

eclipsed the cabinet as the prime locus of power, this book employs a

broad concept of central governance institutions, in which cabinet is

an important, but by no means the only, player. British scholars writ-

ing about cabinet and the web of institutions and relations in which it

is embedded have come to favour the notion of “core executive” as

more accurately capturing the breadth and complexity of the central

institutions of modern governance. R.A.W. Rhodes defines the core

executive as “all those organisations and procedures which coordinate

central government policies, and act as final arbiters of conflict between

different parts of the government machine” (Rhodes 1995, 12). The core

executive in Canada entails cabinet, the central agencies, and related

supporting institutions and personnel, such as ministerial political

staff and deputy ministers of line departments. This is a somewhat

wider notion than Savoie’s centre, which does not include either line

deputies or ministers’ political staff. Another difference is that the

core executive concept is less determinist about the role and nature of

cabinet. Just as powerful central agencies, beholden to the prime min-

ister, may diminish cabinet’s influence, so too, other elements, such as

ministers’ personal staffs, may enhance cabinet power.

For all this, cabinet remains the core of the core executive. Yet when

we address the extent of cabinet democracy and the possibilities for
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enhancing it, two different approaches, and the concerns that arise

from them, must be kept analytically distinct. Essentially, the distinction

is between cabinet as a unitary actor atop the government decision-

making structure and cabinet as a complex, internally differentiated

institution in its own right. Unless this distinction between cabinet’s

external and internal relationships is made explicit, confusion about

the concentration of power at the centre and about cabinets and

democracy is likely.

The first approach, which sees cabinet as one part of a larger entity,

doesn’t ask how cabinet decisions are reached but focuses instead on

the role cabinet (including the first minister) collectively plays within

the governmental system: Who has the opportunity to present requests

and recommendations to cabinet? Who has influence over cabinet? Are

there countervailing sites of power and influence that limit cabinet’s

capacity to act? Are cabinet decisions implemented without question

or interference? Are there effective mechanisms for scrutiny and con-

trol of cabinet? In other words, does cabinet wield unbridled and unde-

mocratic power in setting public policy? This perspective leads to

questions such as those raised by Savoie in his warning about the

untoward concentration of power at the centre. Yet questions pointing

in another direction are also possible. For example, the “hollowing out

of the state” thesis argues that the capacity of the state to take author-

itative action in its traditional realms of activity is being progressively

undermined by a powerful constellation of secular forces. These include

the increasing power of complex webs of interest groups, the shift

away from traditional governmental structures to new modes of gover-

nance such as privatization, alternate service delivery mechanisms,

special operating agencies, and the like, and the growing constraints

on the capacity of the nation-state represented by transnational eco-

nomic and political institutions (Weller, Bakvis, and Rhodes 1997).

The second approach to cabinet derives from the recognition that,

while it often seems an undifferentiated monolith, in reality cabinet is

a complex institution with its own internal power configurations and

decision-making processes. Perhaps the most crucial question from

this perspective is the role and influence of the first minister, though
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many others bear investigation. For example, how do the formal and

informal hierarchies of ministers affect individual ministers’ capacity

to bring their views forward? Does extensive recourse to cabinet com-

mittees make for greater diffusion of power in cabinet decision mak-

ing? To what extent does ministers’ influence over cabinet decisions

reflect the sociodemographic groups that they are seen to represent?

In short, one set of questions asks about the democratic implica-

tions of cabinet’s position within the governmental system and the

other is concerned with the nature of internal cabinet processes. Ulti-

mately, of course, cabinet’s control over government and public policy

is linked to its internal organization and operation, but in our demo-

cratic audit of Canadian core executives, these elements of governance

are kept separate.

The Audit Criteria

As a central institution in our system of representative, responsible

government, cabinet is, as discussed above, a democratic institution.

Democratic considerations, however, are not usually seen to figure

prominently in the organization and operation of Canada’s core execu-

tives. On the surface the key benchmarks of the Democratic Audit —

public participation, responsiveness, and inclusiveness — seem inap-

propriate. They can nevertheless be refined so that they may be sensi-

bly applied to core executives. In addition, the supplementary criteria

of accountability and transparency, often cited as key to effective

democracy, warrant special attention as regards government decision

making.

Public Participation

Public participation in cabinet and other core executive activities is

virtually nil, but if we bear in mind that cabinet is part of a system of

representative democratic institutions and modify the notion to incor-
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porate participation by the representatives of the public, rather more

interesting possibilities arise. 

Before turning to them, however, let us not completely dismiss

direct public participation. Cabinets or cabinet committees may per-

mit organizations or even individuals to meet with them, either on a

routine (albeit infrequent) basis or in special circumstances. Cabinets

and cabinet committees also travel outside the capital, sometimes to

receive deputations from organized interests, sometimes to hear

directly from individual citizens. It is worth exploring how common

such occurrences may be and also how genuine they are: do they have

any significant democratic value as participatory exercises or are they

essentially hollow public relations charades? Rather less frequent and

consequential are instances in which cabinet serves as the appeal body

for decisions of adjudicative agencies. The democratic potential for cit-

izens and groups to challenge administrative decisions through cabi-

net processes is obvious, but is it realized? These questions are

examined in Chapter 4.

A focus on participation by the public’s representatives in cabinet

and cabinet processes suggests several sets of questions about who

takes part in cabinet decision making. First and foremost is the ques-

tion of the involvement and influence of cabinet ministers. At first

blush, asking about ministers’ participation in cabinet might seem

passing strange — ministers are cabinet. Yet accounts of cabinet that

emphasize the overwhelming dominance of the first minister and see

cabinet as little more than a focus group for the prime minister (such

as Savoie 1999) effectively argue that ministers’ participation in cabi-

net is more ritualistic than substantive. A central issue in assessing

Canadian democracy (let alone Canadian cabinets) is the degree to

which power has been concentrated in the first minister to the exclu-

sion of other elected officials, ministers included. Accordingly, Chapter

3 is devoted to evaluating the power of the first minister, especially vis-

à-vis cabinet.

The question of ministerial participation in cabinet goes beyond

issues of the first minister’s dominance. Cabinet is nominally a colle-

gial body in which — the first minister aside — ministers engage in
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genuinely collective decision making, with all participants possessing

voice and influence. The reality is of course that like the denizens of

Animal Farm, some ministers are more equal than others. Assessing

democracy within cabinet thus entails study of the pecking order

within cabinet. It also entails judgments about cabinet decision mak-

ing: How much leeway have individual ministers to act independent of

cabinet? Just how collective and collegial are cabinet processes? Are

cabinets characterized by collective, collegial decision making more

democratic than those in which important decisions are taken by indi-

vidual ministers acting largely in isolation? (These questions are tied

in to issues of cabinet organization and process, discussed below

under responsiveness, and the subject of Chapter 5.)

Ministers are not the only representatives of the public who take part

in cabinet decision making. Though private members of Parliament/

legislatures clearly are not central players, they may also participate

in cabinet processes. This participation takes two forms: individual

private members attending and contributing to cabinet (or more likely,

cabinet committee) meetings, and involvement in cabinet decisions

by the government caucus. Typically such involvement comes after

the fact, through caucus review or approval of cabinet decisions, but

it may take the form of genuine participation prior to cabinet reach-

ing a decision. The extent and effect of such practices are examined

in Chapter 4.

Responsiveness

Responsiveness is primarily about taking action in accord with the

wishes of the public: addressing issues that concern the population

and adopting policies in accord with its wishes. Other authors in the

Democratic Audit project refer to these as “democratic outcomes.”

Accountability and transparency are elements of this calculus but are

treated separately below. Responsiveness also carries connotations of

capacity to respond quickly, which are not directly relevant to demo-

cratic concerns.
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For a variety of reasons, we cannot directly evaluate core executive

responsiveness, or measure whether cabinet decisions are democratic

outcomes. We can, however, consider some second-order indicators.

The involvement of the government caucus, and to a lesser extent indi-

vidual private members, in cabinet processes has a direct and obvious

bearing on responsiveness. So, too, in a very limited way, cabinet’s role

as appeal body may be seen in terms of responsiveness.

More influential for responsiveness are issues of cabinet organiza-

tion and process. These may seem mere plumbing — structural detail

with little effect on substantive decisions — but how issues come

before cabinet, what sort of information and analysis decisions are

based on, and how cabinet deals with the business before it bear

directly on responsiveness. As late as the 1970s some provincial cabi-

nets lacked written agendas or formal minutes, but the “institutional-

ized cabinet” (Dupré 1985) has since become the norm. Core executives

have adopted highly formal processes and routines and developed com-

plex structures in the form of cabinet committee systems and support

agencies. Is the result a boon or barrier to democracy? Does a formal,

disciplined process for cabinet decision making increase or diminish

the likelihood that important issues are accorded sufficient and informed

attention by cabinet so that decisions are not taken precipitately or

capriciously — and by extension unresponsively and undemocratically?

Assessment of responsiveness in the core executive cannot over-

look the role of the senior bureaucracy, especially the powerful central

agency bureaucrats. Do they subvert the will of the democratically

elected political leadership? Are they gatekeepers who filter out ideas

and proposals from ministers and line departments not to their liking,

or even impose their own agendas? Or do they facilitate the flow of

information and advice and assist ministers and their departments in

navigating the shoals and reefs of cabinet decision making?

Political staff are also germane in assessments of cabinet respon-

siveness. Canadian cabinets are characterized by substantial numbers

of partisan political staff, both in central agencies like the Prime Min-

ister’s Office and in individual ministers’ offices. Since political staff



often wield considerable clout, the question arises as to whether they

contribute to or detract from democracy. Given their explicitly political

mandate and orientation, do they promote stronger, more direct link-

ages with the people and serve as a counterweight to the unelected

bureaucrats? Or, by facilitating access to political decision makers for

those with party and political connections, do they constitute an unde-

mocratic avenue of influence for a select few? All these aspects of

responsiveness are addressed in Chapter 5.

Inclusiveness

Cabinets surely rank among the most exclusive bodies in Canada,

limited to twenty or thirty people, who gain admission and retain

membership only with the first minister’s approval. In literal terms,

the discussion of cabinet inclusiveness is over before it begins. Again,

though, an expansive rendering of the notion suggests more promis-

ing lines of inquiry.

One measure of inclusiveness is social diversity. For most of Cana-

dian history, cabinets were anything but diverse, dominated as they

were by middle-aged professional males of Anglo-Celtic or francophone

heritage. In recent years, demographic and attitudinal transforma-

tions in Canadian society have been partially reflected in cabinet mem-

bership, rendering cabinets somewhat more diverse, and hence more

inclusive, in their social composition. Cabinets necessarily reflect the

membership of the legislatures from which they are drawn, however,

and David Docherty’s analysis in this series (2004) demonstrates that

while some sociodemographic groups now have representation in Par-

liament that they lacked not so long ago, changes in the social compo-

sition of legislatures still lag well behind societal changes. And of

course some groups are completely excluded: by definition there are no

poor or unemployed MPs or ministers. 

The extent to which cabinet mirrors the sociodemographic profile of

the Canadian public is certainly significant, but rather more important

are the potential implications for inclusiveness of what has been
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styled the “representational imperative.” A defining feature of Cana-

dian cabinets, this principle holds that so far as possible all regions as

well as all important ethnic, cultural, and linguistic groups and vari-

ous other politically salient groups (such as women and certain occu-

pations) should be represented in cabinet by ministers sharing their

sociodemographic characteristics. The effects of the representational

imperative on decision making must be considered: How is the compo-

sition of cabinet linked to its operation? What role, for example, do

regional ministers play? More generally, does ministerial influence

within cabinet reflect representational considerations? Does having a

regional or group representative at the cabinet table really constitute

inclusiveness? And, harkening back to the point of the previous para-

graph, can we really speak of inclusiveness when many interests and

social groupings are not formally represented in cabinet? The repre-

sentational imperative is discussed in Chapter 5.

Accountability and Transparency

Clear, robust accountability is one of the great strengths of responsible

government. At the same time, the Westminster system has long been

notorious for its thoroughgoing lack of transparency: all the important

decisions are made behind closed doors and cabinet secrecy is suffo-

catingly all-encompassing. (This is not to suggest that other forms of

government are notably more open or transparent, though this intrigu-

ing question cannot be pursued in this book.)

Most of the crucial questions about core executive accountability

fall under the rubric of parliamentary scrutiny and control of the gov-

ernment and are thus more fittingly discussed in David Docherty’s

democratic audit of Parliament, Legislatures. While not abandoning

all concern with accountability, this volume will concentrate on the

transparency of core executive processes. (One facet of cabinet account-

ability that will be explored relates to the accountability-averse realm

of executive federalism.)



Traditionally, cabinet government was shrouded in secrecy: in Britain

until the 1970s, even the existence and names of cabinet committees

were considered state secrets (Hennessy 1986). Canadian cabinets are

hardly paragons of open government, but in recent years court deci-

sions, rulings from freedom of information commissions, and public

inquiries have all breached the ramparts of cabinet secrecy by making

public documents that not so long ago would have been embargoed for

decades. The public has been able to gain limited access to key cabinet

documents, submissions going before cabinet, and records of cabinet

discussions and decisions. Chapter 4 considers whether these are iso-

lated instances that do not fundamentally challenge the opaqueness of

cabinet processes or prefigure a new era of transparency. In this light,

British Columbia’s experiment with “open cabinet,” featuring such

heretical practices as televising certain cabinet meetings and posting

cabinet submissions on the Internet, is intriguing. Easily dismissed as

completely bogus, open cabinet nonetheless warrants attention if only

for the possibilities it presents.

Organization of the Book

In the foregoing discussion, many specific issues could have been

addressed under two or more of the audit criteria. By way of illustra-

tion, evaluation of the first minister’s power, framed as a participation

issue, extends to the role of political staff and central agency bureau-

crats, discussed under responsiveness. Similarly, questions arising

from formal and informal division of cabinets into inner and outer

tiers pertain to both participation and inclusiveness. The analysis in

Chapters 4 and 5 takes a more integrative approach, recognizing that a

practice or structure may have implications for more than one of the

generic audit criteria.

The balance of the book is organized as follows. Chapter 2 is an over-

view of Canadian cabinets: their development, structure, and operation.

This includes description and analysis of the principal components of
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Canadian core executives, discussion of the similarities and differ-

ences among federal and provincial core executives, and a brief account

of the unusual system of consensus government found in Nunavut and

the Northwest Territories. Chapter 3 examines the notion that Cana-

dian prime ministers and premiers and the political-bureaucratic

apparatus surrounding them wield all but dictatorial powers. Chapters

4 and 5 examine the remaining topics mentioned above:

M public access to cabinet processes

M public access to cabinet documents

M cabinet as appeal body

M participation by private members in cabinet processes

M cabinet as collective, collegial body

M cabinet organization and processes

M the influence of central agency bureaucrats

M the influence of political staff

M the representational imperative

M executive federalism.

In Chapter 6, overall conclusions are drawn about core executives and

democracy in Canada, and ideas are offered for possible reforms, draw-

ing on both Canadian and international experiences. An appendix

briefly sets out the sources employed to conduct the audit.

In looking at these various topics, the audit will attempt to provide

explanation as well as evaluation. For example, the analysis will con-

sider not just the extent of public access to cabinet processes and

which forms of public access afford the best prospects for enhancing

democracy, but why differences have emerged across jurisdictions.

Variations within jurisdictions are also important. Core executive

structures and processes are not static, nor are changes in them uni-

directional. Participation and responsiveness, for example, may vary a

good deal depending on the issue area and perhaps on the phase of

budget cycle. The influence of central agency bureaucrats and the dom-

ination of the first minister may vary accordingly to how long a gov-

ernment or first minister has been in power.
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Chapter 1

D British-style (Westminster) political systems are characterized by 
concentration of power in their executives: the first minister and the
cabinet.

S Even by Westminster standards Canadian cabinets and first ministers
possess unusual power.

D Elements of direct and deliberative democracy exist in Canada, but our
system is essentially one of representative democracy.

S Despite the power they wield, Canadian cabinets are not inherently
undemocratic; rather, they form an integral part of our representative
democracy.

D In analyzing the central decision-making institutions of Canadian gov-
ernment, it is often useful to think in terms of the core executive rather
than simply the first minister and cabinet.

S The democratic audit of cabinets and first ministers is premised on the
recognition that core executive institutions can be organized in very dif-
ferent ways (all in keeping with Westminster constitutional principles),
which can enhance or diminish democracy.




