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Definitions 

 

What do we mean by “public policy”? 
 

No common definition  
 

ña set of inter related decisions, taken by 

public authorities, concerning the 

selection of goals and the means of 

attaining themò 
     VSI Code of Good Practice on Policy Dialogue 
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Definitions 

 

ñA course of action or inaction chosen by 
public authorities to address a given 
problem or inter related set of problemsò 
     Carleton Prof Leslie Pal  

 

ñé the actions of any level of government 
expressed in laws, administrative 
practices, regulations or executive or 
judicial orders.ò  
     COF1999 Task Force 
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Definitions 

No consensus but some common 

themes… 
 

Public policy is about: 
 

•Governments -  (all levels) 
 

•Problems 
 

•Decisions 
 

•Actions (or lack of) 
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Public Policy Toolkit 

•Legislation, regulations, by-laws 

 

•Policy diagnostique, criteria, objectives 
and options 

 

•Programme/operations – criteria and 
processes 

 

•Financial instruments – taxes, tax 
expenditures, grants, loans, fines 
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Public Policy Toolkit 

•Procurement policies – purchase of 

goods and services  

 

plus 

 

•Judicial decisions 

 

•International/multilateral agreements 
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The Decision Bush - External 

Public policy making more art than 

science  
 

Jurisdiction - which government has 

responsibility? If more than one, which is 

primary?  
 

Focus - legislation? regulation? 

programme directive? 
 

Endgame - add? revise? delete? 
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The Decision Bush - External 

Target – civil servants? politicians?  
 

The politics – party platforms? Opposition 

critics? Public statements? 
 

Critical path? When is an intervention 

most likely to have impact? election cycle 

– pre, post, during? 
 

Third parties – Who else will support the 

changes?  Who will oppose? 
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The Decision Bush - External 

Internal support? – are their bureaucrats 

who might champion or sabotage from 

inside?  
 

Strategies -  Good cop/bad cop? Inside/ 

outside? Platform/SFT/ Budget 

reference? 
 

Media – if?  when?  who to engage? 
 

Public – if? when? who? How to engage? 
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The Decision Bush - Internal 

 

Evidence – supporting facts? Examples 

for other jurisdictions? 
 

Winners/losers – who stands to benefit 

from the change? Who stands to lose? 
 

Cost – what is the impact on “the fisc”? 
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From the inside looking out é 

Common mistakes by those trying to 

influence public policy 

 

•ñmy issue is more important than anyone 

elseôs issueò 

 

•Failure to understand: 

–Myriad of variables that affect the decision 

–Trade-offs that may be required 

–The political context  
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Inside looking out é 

 

Common mistakes 

 

•Failure to articulate the “ask” 

 

•Personalizing the issue  
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Keys to Success 

•Do your homework – understand 

everything there is to know  

•“walk” in others’ shoes … opponents, 

critics, politicians 

•Engage expertise if/when necessary 

•Be clear and specific about the “ask” 

•Be persistent 

•Don’t personalize 

•Balance criticism with compliments 
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Charities & Public Policy 

ñmany charities have acquired a wealth of 

knowledge about how government 

policies affect peopleôs lives étheir 

expertise is also a vital source of 

information for governments to help guide 

policy decisions. It is therefore essential 

that charities continue to offer their direct 

knowledge of social issues to public 

policy debates.ò * 
     * CRA policy statement on political activities CPS-022 – September 2, 2003 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

WATER FELLOWS 

MEETING 2008 

 

Charities & Public Policy 

 

Key distinction to be made between:  
 

•public policy  
 

•partisan activity 
    

•political activity 
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Rules of Engagement 

CRA says charitable organizations: 
 

•Canôt do anything illegal 
 

•Canôt engage in partisan activity “that 

involves direct or indirect support of, or 

opposition to, any political party of 

candidate for public office” 
 

•Can engage in political activities – but 

with constraints 
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Rules of Engagement 

CRA definition of permissible but political 

activity 
 

•Explicit call to political action e.g. 

urging the public to contact politicians 

or civil servants to ask that a law, policy 

or decision of any level of government 

in Canada or a foreign country be 

retained, opposed or changed  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

WATER FELLOWS 

MEETING 2008 

 

Rules of Engagement 

Permissible but political activity (cont) 
 

•An explicit communication to the public 

that a law, policy of decision should be 

retained, opposed or changed 
 

•An explicit communication (internal or 

external) that the intent of an activity is 

to retain, oppose or change a law, 

policy or decision 
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Rules of Engagement 

Constraints to political activity 
 

•Charities with $200,000 > annual 

income can devote up to 10% of its 

resources to political activities 
 

•Charities with < $200,000 annual 

income  can devote between 12-20% of 

its resources to political activities 

 


