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Why federalism? 
Some reasons to have a federal 
system of governance include 
the needs to reflect the 
economic, cultural and linguistic 
differences within a nation. 
 
 
 

Government 101: Why Understanding 
Government Matters in the Policy 
Process  

I. Introduction  
The ability of organisations to influence government is essential to their success, whether it is the Toronto Board of 

Trade who is interested in business and commercial tax rates within the City of Toronto, or large financial institutions 

such as TD Canada Trust who are concerned with the federal government banking legislation, or a non-profit such as 

the Ontario Council of Agencies Serving Immigrants (OCASI) interested in the provincial governments immigration 

policy.  

 

All organizations are impacted by government, through funding decisions, policy direction as well as legislation. 

Although the impact of governmental decision is apparent, often the different levels, branches, divisions and 

jurisdictions of government can leave one confused and frustrated. 

 

Policy-making in Canadian governments – whether it occurs at the federal, provincial or municipal level generally 

follow a standard process. Each level has a different processes relating to elected officials, committees, staff 

research and the public input for policy decisions. The larger the government the more complex the processes 

become. The level of government does not always indicate how complex or large the government will be, for 

example, the City of Toronto although a municipal government is the 6th largest government in Canada, after Alberta, 

with over 45,000 employees. 

 

This plain English guide has been created as a quick and dirty manual for those interested in gaining a better 

understanding of how decisions and policy is made in the Canadian political system at the federal, provincial and 

municipal levels. 

II. The Canadian State   

Federalism Explained   

The first step towards gaining insight on the policy processes in Canada 

is understanding the way the Canadian state is structured. Canada is a 

federal state (known as federalism), a parliamentary democracy and 

a constitutional monarchy. A federal state brings together a number of 

different political communities with a common government for common 

purposes (federal government) and separate smaller decentralized 

governments to represent particular communities (provinces).     

 

The Canadian Constitution Act of 1867 sets out the different powers of each level of government. Within the 
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These include defence, foreign policy, interprovincial trade and communications, currency, navigation, criminal law, 

and citizenship. The provinces are responsible for municipal government, 

education, health, natural resources, property and civil rights, and 

highways. The federal government and the provinces share jurisdiction over 

agriculture and immigration. Federalism allows different provinces to adopt 

policies tailored to their own populations, and gives provinces the flexibility 

to experiment with new ideas and policies. 

Every province has its own elected Legislative Assembly, like the House of Commons in Ottawa. The three northern 

territories, which have small populations, do not have the status of provinces, but their governments and assemblies 

carry out many of the same functions. 

 
Municipal government is a creature of the province and can be dissolved if the provincial government chooses. 

Provincial governments, by way of legislation, create municipal or local governments and allow them to exercise 

certain provincial powers for the benefit of local residents. Municipal government is usually responsible for policing, 

fire fighting, snow removal, recycling and garbage collecting. 

 
Table 1:  Distribution of Legislative Powers in the Constitution Act (1867) by Level of Government  

Federal Provincial  Municipal 

 taxes 

 defence  

 criminal law  

 employment insurance  

 postal service  

 census  

 copyrights  

 trade and commerce  

 external relations  

 money and banking  

 transportation  

 citizenship  

 Aboriginal peoples in 
Canada  

 fisheries  
 

 property and civil rights  

 administration of justice  

 natural resources 

 environment  

 education  

 health  

 welfare  

 direct taxation in the 
province  

 prisons (except 
penitentiaries) 

 charitable institutions 

 hospitals 

 municipal institutions 

 local works 

 incorporation of provincial 
companies 

 solemnization of marriage  

 property and civil rights in 
the province 

 creation of courts and the 
administration of justice 

 fines and penalties for 
breaking provincial laws 

 

 water  

 sewage  

 waste collection  

 public transit  

 land use planning  

 libraries  

 emergency services  

 animal control  

 economic development  
 

 

Understanding Parliamentary Democracy   

The British North America Act, 
1867, brought the Canadian 
federation (nation) into 
existence. This was an act of the 
British Parliament. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canadian_criminal_law
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Employment_insurance
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canada_Post
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Statistics_Canada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canadian_copyright_law
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_relations_of_Canada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bank_of_Canada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transportation_in_Canada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Citizenship_in_Canada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aboriginal_peoples_in_Canada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aboriginal_peoples_in_Canada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Property_and_civil_rights
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canadian_court_system
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Environment_of_Canada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Environment_of_Canada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Education_in_Canada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Health_in_Canada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Welfare_in_Canada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_transportation_in_Canada
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The Canadian political system is structured after the British parliamentary system (constitutional monarchy), often 

known as the Westminster system. The head of state, usually a monarch or president, is a ceremonial figurehead 

who is the theoretical source of executive power within the system. In Canada, Queen Elizabeth II is the head of 

state, the Queens powers are exercised by the Governor General, Michaëlle Jean (until October 1st, 2010), except 

when the Queen is in Canada. In practice the Queen and her representative the Governor General, does not actively 

exercise executive powers.  

 

It is useful to examine the other major political democratic political systems, the American presidential system 

(democratic republic) to understand how it compares to the parliamentary system. 

 
Table 2: Comparing Parliamentary and Presidential Democracies  
 
  

Parliamentary (Canadian) Presidential (American) 

 Queen is the head of state (represented by 
Governor General) 

 

 president head of state  
 

 prime minister head of government  president head of government  

 executive and legislative branches are fused  
 

 prime minster is part of the House of Commons 

 prime minster is part of the House of Commons 
 

 president or his cabinet cannot be a member of 
the House of Representatives or Senate 

 judiciary is completely separate from executive 
and legislative branches   

 

 executive, legislative and judiciary are all 
independent   
 

 no elected person in Canada above the rank of 
mayor really has a fixed term of office 

 fixed-term limits on president 
 

 bi-cameral  bi-cameral  

 prime minister and premier do not have to be 
sworn in after each re-election 

 

 president or state governor, re-elected, has to 
be sworn in all over again 

 

 prime minister and members of parliament are 
chosen in the same election 

 president and members of Congress are 
chosen in separate elections  

 parliament can vote a governing body out of 
office (non-confidence vote) 

 

 impeachment is the only way to get rid of a 
president before the end of his/her term 

 

 prime minster can call an election at any time if 
he/she wishes 

 president is unable to dissolve government and 
order a new election 
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Figure 1: Structure of the Federal Government  
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Figure 2: Structure of Ontario Provincial Government  
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The Federal and Provincial Government: The Branches of Government and Their 

Involvement in the Policy Process  

The Canadian parliamentary democracy has three branches of government, the executive, legislative and judicial, 

each serving a unique purpose within the policy process. This section examines mainly federal government with 

examples of provincial government sprinkled throughout. The federal and provincial government are structured very 

similarly with only major difference, being that at the provincial level there is only one legislative house (unicameral).  

Executive  

 Prime minister/premier, is the leader of the political party in power or in rare occasion the leader chosen if 

there is a governing coalition. The prime minster sets the overall agenda of the government.   

 Cabinet, which consists of the ministers chosen and appointed by the Governor General.  

 Public service who carry out the government business and laws of Canada and the provinces 

o Is the third and largest component of the executive branch  

o Consists of the deputy minsters, senior officials, professionals and staff whose direction comes 

from the government and legislation 

o The officials are members of the public service who study proposed policy initiatives , provide 

recommendations to the decision-makers and sometime initiate policy development  

 

  

What is Cabinet? 
The Cabinet is comprised of the prime minister and members of parliament, chosen by the prime minster. 
These members are usually elected members of his or her party. Cabinet also exists at the provincial level; 
it includes the premier and members of the legislative assembly. Each member of the cabinet is assigned a 
portfolio to represent a government ministry such as health or environment. Members of parliament serve 
as cabinet ministers until they are dismissed, many times by way of a cabinet shuffle, from their position 
by the prime minister or a new election is called. 
 
The ministers collectively are answerable to the House of Commons/legislative assembly. Cabinet is 
responsible for most legislation introduced and has the sole power to introduce bills related to an increase 
in spending public money and taxation. Any member of the House can introduce a bill to reduce taxes or 
expenditures.  
 
If a cabinet minister does not agree with the policy direction of the government they have the option to 
support the policy or resign. This is known as cabinet solidarity, all members of the cabinet must support 
cabinet decisions   
 
Cabinets in the Canadian provincial and territory governments are similar, except that cabinet ministers are 
chosen by the premier from members of the legislative assembly. 
 

The cabinet is responsible for the administration of government and the establishment of government 

policy. 
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Legislative 

 Parliament, comprised of Senate (105 seats; members appointed by the governor general on the advice of 
the prime minister and serve until reaching 75 years of age) and the House of Commons or (308 seats; 
members elected by first-past-the-post to serve a maximum of five-year terms). 

o The House of Commons is the major law-making body at the federal level. Each Member of 

Parliament (MP) is elected to 

represent a different riding across 

Canada, including the prime 

minster. 

o In addition to serving as the 

representative of their riding MPs 

typically have one or more of the 

following roles as well: minister, 

member of cabinet, member of 

cabinet committee or member of 

parliamentary committee. 

o No bill can become a law unless the 

Senate has passed it.  

o The provincial legislature is unicameral, meaning there is only once house, known as the 

legislature.  

Judicial  

 The basic role of courts in Canada is to help people resolve disputes fairly, whether the matter is between 

individuals or between individuals and the state. In the process, courts interpret and establish law, set 

standards and raise questions that affect all aspects of Canadian society. 

 

  

The Branches of Government in Practice  

The legislative branch would create a law about 

the time of year that a person could fish. The 

executive branch would see it through setting up 

various ministries and agencies that people only 

fished during that time. The judiciary would put 

anyone on trial that broke the law and fished 

outside of the allotted time and would decide upon 

an appropriate punishment. 
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Municipal Government 

Because municipal government is a provincial responsibility, their structures vary across Canada. Most municipal 

government tend to have a simple structure that includes only one elected body, the municipal council (generally 

without political affiliation). 

 

Municipal government consists of council and its staff, the size of Council depends on the City. Cities are typically 

divided into electoral districts called wards. Council members, referred to as councillors (sometimes called aldermen) 

are elected by each ward. The City of Calgary has 14 wards, Toronto has 44 wards, and the City of Vancouver elects 

ten councillors plus a mayor at-large.  The mayor heads council but most of the time does not have additional 

powers.  

 

Municipal government is responsible for passing local laws referred to as by-laws as well as supervising local 

services and the staff to provide those services. See the figures below comparing the City of Toronto and City of 

Vancouver’s organizational structures.   

 

Figure 3: How the City of Toronto Works  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Council and Committee Structure, The City of Toronto, 
http://www.toronto.ca/committees/images/structure.jpg. 

http://www.toronto.ca/committees/images/structure.jpg
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Figure 4: How the City of Vancouver Works  

Source: City of Vancouver Structure, City of Vancouver Biennial Budget, 2003-2004. 
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Figure 5: City of Toronto’s Decision Making Process  

 

Source: Decision Making at the City of Toronto, City of Toronto http://www.toronto.ca/civic-engagement/learning-

material/images/decision-making1-lg.jpg. 

  

http://www.toronto.ca/civic-engagement/learning-material/images/decision-making1-lg.jpg
http://www.toronto.ca/civic-engagement/learning-material/images/decision-making1-lg.jpg
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The Policy Process  

Figure 7: The Policy Process  
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Tips For Influencing Policy 

 Gain a good understanding of the 
issue, do your homework 

  Have constructive ideas to put 
forward 

 Open communication with government 
officials 

 Understand the role of government in 
policy making 

 Identify and communicate with 
potential supporters 

 Launch a public information effort 

 Realize that policy change takes time, 
be patient and persistent 

 Expect setbacks and learn from them  
 
(Dukeshire, S. & Thurlow, J, 2002) 

Influencing Policy Decisions  

 
Various forums where communities and citizens can express their views on public policy issues include: 

 Attending public consultation groups on the policy issues in question  

 Government initiated referenda 

 Legislative hearings 

 Elections 

 Contacting media 

 Royal Commissions 

 Community meetings  

 Town hall meetings 

 Surveys and opinion polls 

 Policy round tables 

 Petitions, demonstrations, letter-writing campaigns or 
other advocacy strategies  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key Players Involved in the Policy-Making Process 

There are two major players who influence the policy making process, that includes government and non-
governmental actors.  
 
Table 3: Key Players Involved in the Policy-Making Process 

Government Non-Government 

Executive/ Cabinet 
Legislature or House of Assembly 
Public Service  
Privy Council Office 
 

Interest Groups  
Research Organizations – university researchers 
Business and labour 
Mass Media 
Community 
Board of Directors 
Regional Boards 
Lobbying Groups 
Individuals 
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The Privy Council Office  

The Privy Council Office (PCO) provides impartial advice and support to the Prime Minister and Cabinet. 
Headed by the Clerk of the Privy Council and Secretary to the Cabinet, the department functions both as 
the Cabinet’s secretariat and the Prime Minister’s source of public service advice on almost all policy 
questions and operational issues facing the Government. 
 
PCO also provides nonpartisan support to the following ministers: 

 Leader of the Government in the Senate 

 Minister for Intergovernmental Affairs, President of the Queen’s Privy Council for Canada and 

 Minister for La Francophonie 

 Leader of the Government in the House of Commons 

 Minister of State (Democratic Reform) 
 
PCO’s primary tasks are to: 

 Provide unbiased advice to the Prime Minister, Cabinet and Cabinet committees on matters 
of national and international importance; 

 Ensure the smooth functioning of the Cabinet decision making process and facilitate the 
implementation of the Government’s agenda; and 

 Foster a high performing and accountable public service.  
 

Source: About PCO,  Government of Canada, http://www.pcobcp.gc.ca/index.asp?lang=eng&page=about-

apropos.  

 

Government Influences  

Government has a large impact on the policy process and for those organizations and individuals interested in 

influencing the policy process understanding the government’s role in policy 

is essential. Different levels of government as highlighted above have 

different responsibilities. It is very important for those organizations or 

individuals interested in influencing policy to target the appropriate level of 

government.  The key government actors in policy development include the 

executive branch including the prime minster/premier, cabinet 

(federal/provincial), the public service and the mayor at the municipal level.  

The legislature branch includes the House of Commons and Senate 

(federal), legislative assembly (provincial) and city council (municipal).  

 
Executive  
 

The Prime Minister working through the Privy Council Office (PCO) is 

responsible setting the direction of policy. 

 

Cabinet is the premier decision making body, when a minster has a policy idea or proposal he or she must bring it to 

the cabinet for approval. This proposal is then sent to a cabinet committee where it is debated and examined (See 

Figure 8). Afterwards a recommendation is made for cabinet approval; the recommendation is almost always ratified. 

The prime minster gives final approval on all decisions; this is carried out through the PCOand the Cabinet Office at 

the provincial level. Ministers are in constant dialogue early in the policy process to ensure proposals are adopted.  

 

The Prime Minister’s Office 
(PMO) 
 
The Prime Minister's Office (PMO) 
is a central. It differs from its 
counterpart, the PCO in that it is 
staffed with temporary political 
appointees rather than public 
servants. 
 
It has been criticized for 
overlapping with the PCO. 
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Figure 8: Cabinet Decision-Making System, Ontario  

 
 

 

 

Source: Cabinet Decision-Making System, Privy Council Office http://www.pco-

bcp.gc.ca/docs/images/pub_decision_26-e.gif.    

 

 

Public Service (Bureaucracy)  
The public service consists of the deputy minsters, senior 

officials, professionals and staff whose direction comes 

from the government and legislation. Public servants 

study proposed policy initiatives, providing 

recommendations to the decision-makers (minsters and 

deputy minsters), they can sometimes initiate policy 

development.   

 

 

 

 

Deputy Minister and the Policy Process 
 
The deputy minister is the top public service 
official within a ministry. He or she is the 
connecting point between policy and 
implementation. As the minsters top non political 
advisor the deputy is expected to anticipate 
trends, initiate policy ideas, advise the minister 
on his own policy ideas and on policy initiatives 
elsewhere within the government. 
  

http://www.pco-bcp.gc.ca/docs/images/pub_decision_26-e.gif
http://www.pco-bcp.gc.ca/docs/images/pub_decision_26-e.gif
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Mothers Against Drunk Driving 

(MADD) one of the most well 

known non-profit organizations was 

started up by Candice Lightner after 

her daughter was killed by a drunk 

driver. MADD was one of the most 

influential actors in lowering the 

legal limit for blood alcohol from 

0.10 to 0.08 in the United States. 

Legislature  

The legislature is responsible for passing laws containing policy. Members might support policy directions but policy 

is not formulated within this forum. The key role the legislative assembly plays is influencing policy directions is 

through debate and discussion. This is often done when demands are made to address a certain social problem, 

such as poverty or racism.  

Non- Government Influences (Howlett, 1995) 

 
1) Interest Groups 

Interest groups usually have a single goal in mind in regards to influencing policy. Examples of interest groups 
include the Retail Council of Canada, Canadian Jewish Political Affairs Committee, Greenpeace and the Assembly of 
First Nations. 
 

2) Mass Media 
The mass media is one of the most powerful platforms to influence public policy. Media including radio, television and 

newspapers are a major source of information for people and play a large role in creating awareness around issues. 

Media is one the key determinants of how issues are viewed by people and if government action is taken. 

 

3) Community 
Communities in all different forms (political, social, religious) play a 

large role in impacting public policy. Whether it is a religious group, 

such as the Sikh community who has pushed to allow Sikh members 

of the RCMP to wear a turban on the job, or to those geographically 

based such as the Parkdale Residents Association in Toronto who 

has pushed for social justice causes within their community.   

 

4) Board of Directors 
A Board of Directors is a legal body managing either a private 
company or non-profit organization. A Board can play an important role by supporting a policy put forward by another 
group helping to push for the adoption of certain legislation. Budget submissions are one way that Boards can 
stress where they feel money should be spent.    
 

5) Research 
Research can often influence policy. Research bodies such as the Toronto Regional Research Alliance can have an 
influence on the types of policies which are adopted by government.    
 

6) Individuals  
The individual also plays an important role in the policy process as they can serve as champions and supporters of 

policy. Individuals have the ability to let elected representatives know how they feel about their policies, many times 

this can be done through the election process, at the ballet box.  

Types of Policy  

Reactive – policy responding to crisis situation. Bill C-36, the Anti-terrorism Act, enacted after the September 11th, 
2001 bombing in the United States is an example. This policy is usually developed in a short time frame responding 
quickly to an event or situation.    
 

Proactive – policy that has followed a more prescribed process allowing for research and consultation.   
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IV. Glossary 
 

At-Large: This is the process in which the members of a governing body (parliament, city council) are elected to 
represent the entire electorate (city, province, country) rather than to smaller subsets of that membership, such as 
electoral districts (ridings).  
 
Bi-cameral: The practice of having two legislative or parliamentary chambers. In Canada, these two chambers are 
the Upper House (Senate) and Lower House (House of Commons). 
 
Budget Submission: The process in which different organizations provide their opinions on where money should be 

allocated in federal, provincial or municipal budgets.  

 

Cabinet (provincial):  Established under the Executive Council Act and consists of the Premier and Ministers, 

including Ministers without portfolios. It makes all key policy, financial, resource, and statutory decisions of 

government. 

 
Cabinet Solidarity: Cabinet solidarity means that all members of cabinet must support cabinet decisions. Cabinet 
ministers must declare their opinions as cabinet decisions are made, and must maintain cabinet confidentiality once 
cabinet decisions are made.  
 
Cabinet shuffle: is an informal term for an event that occurs when a prime minister rotates or changes the 
composition of ministers his/her their cabinet  
 
Constitutional Monarchy: is a system in which the monarch acts as the head of state within the bounds of a 
constitutional outlining their role and powers.  
 
Democratic Republic: Republics where the people elect their representatives. 
 
Federalism: A system of government which has created, by written agreement, a central and national government to 
which it has distributed specified legislative (law-making) powers, and called the federal government, and regional 
governments (or sometimes called provinces or states) governments to which is distributed other, specified 
legislative powers. 
 
First-past-the-post: voting is a generic term referring to an election determined by the highest polling candidate.  
 
Head of State: The individual who serves as the chief representative of a state (commonwealth, federation, 
republic). 
 
Head of Government: the individual who is the chief officer of the executive branch of government.  
 
Party Solidarity: After the prime minister and cabinet have made a final decision, all members of the caucus are 
expected to publically and also vote in favour of that policy/law. This is the case unless a rare, “free-vote” is declared 
where members of parliament are not expected to vote along party lines and can vote according to their personal 
conscience.  
 
Parliamentary Democracy: is a system of government in which the head of government and ministers of the 
executive branch are drawn from and accountable to the legislature. In such a system the executive and legislative 
branches are fused. The head of government (prime minister) is both the chief executive and chief legislator.  
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Public Policy: a set of interrelated decisions, taken by public authorities, concerning the selection of goals and the 
means of achieving them. 
 
Policy Tool: methods used to implement a policy.  
 
Riding: an electoral district, colloquially known as a riding or constituency is a geographically-based constituency 
that elect representatives to the House of Commons and the provincial legislature. 
 
Unicameral: is the practice of having only one legislative or parliamentary chamber. The Canadian provinces are 
unicameral as they only have legislative house. 
 
 

Please send your comments and feedback on how to improve this guide at aktehara@gmail.com.  

  

mailto:aktehara@gmail.com
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