
If you have the feeling that you understand less and less
about what your governments are doing, you are not alone.
Michele Brill-Edwards, formerly of Canada’s Health

Protection Branch, would confirm that for you. She is one of the
leaders in calling for greater ‘transparency’ in government, and
has been instrumental in the formation of the Ottawa-based
Alliance for Public Accountability, which has started to catalogue
and describe some of the deceptive behaviour patterns of
government departments and institutions. 

Transparency
Brill-Edwards says that institutions tend to act in their own
interest, rather than in the public interest, and that this leads to
deliberately deceptive behaviour. As examples, she cites the
sequence of events that led to the distribution of tainted blood,
the dismantling of protection-related systems in the federal
health department, the fisheries scientists issue, and the handling
of unethical behaviour by senior levels of Canada’s military.

Deception, she says, comes naturally to any organization that
is not acting in the public interest. In the same way, deception is
practiced by politicians who put their self-interest ahead of the
public.

In order for government to act effectively, the public interest
must be clearly defined, government must be transparent
enough so that it can be seen that that interest is being served,
and there must be intelligent public discussion of the issues that
are raised.

This is a circular process; you go round and round, hopefully
doing it a little better each time. You get closer to being right, but
you are never absolutely right. A realistic description of good
government.

So where do you start? Deception clearly derails the process,
so let us start by trying to recognize it.

Recognizing Deception
Here are some characteristics of deception by government:
1. Legalistic rather than humanistic behaviour: follow the letter

of the law, rather than achieve the purpose of the law. Often
used to evade moral responsibility.

2. Management of news: provide limited or carefully ‘spun’
stories, rather than making those responsible available to

answer questions. Besides keeping people in the dark, this
also diverts them from real issues towards those more easily
explained.

3. Suppressing professional opinion: knowledgeable people are
subject to ‘gag orders’, or are punished, fired, or personally
attacked for expressing opinions contrary to the official line.

4. Emphasis on technology or methodology, rather than the
purpose or results of what is being done. Just because it’s
clever doesn’t mean it’s beneficial or ethical.

5. Inappropriate use of a ‘business’ model: relying on the
common misconception that business is always efficient and
government is always inefficient, substitute ‘provision of
services to customers’ for ‘government’. Not the same thing,
particularly when the ‘customers’ do not represent the public
interest.

6. Another version of this is the government/business
‘partnership’. This means that ‘market’ or ‘business’ values
are being used to make government decisions, probably
inappropriately. Also beware of anyone using the phrase ‘the
bottom line’ in a government context. Government has many
bottom lines, and they are not all financial.

7. Non-disclosure of total costs, including non-financial ones or
costs incurred by citizens or other organizations. It’s easy to
look good if all the costs are borne by someone else.

8. Restriction of information to the public: this broad
classification covers activities ranging from a contrived high
level of confidentiality to actual shredding of paper records.
It also includes making access to information impossible,
difficult, or expensive, not maintaining adequate records to
establish responsibility, firing people who remember what
actually happened, and restricting communications with
outsiders.

9. Inadequate funding of auditors, ombudsman commissions 
of enquiry, or other watchdog activities.

10. Top-down control of the democratic process, to restrict 
dissenting opinion or enquiry by elected representatives.
Sometimes, says Brill-Edwards, governments put more work

into deception than it would take to actually do the right thing.
As small children, weren’t we advised to tell the truth because it
was more difficult to lie well enough not to be found  out?✐
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