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O
ne of the chief tools of management nowadays, in both
the public and private sectors, is something called the
‘Mission Statement.’ This is a short sentence designed to

express and encapsulate the purpose of an organization or
program, in such a way that it will be absolutely clear to everyone
concerned just what they are trying to do. It has a second
purpose: to enable an independent observer to determine
whether or not that purpose has been achieved. The mission
statement is thus supposed to communicate clearly to persons
both inside and outside the organization.

The term ‘mission’ has, over the years, morphed from a
statement of religious purpose to one of war. A ‘statement’ has
evolved from a simple, clear declaration to a prime instrument of
obfuscation.

Nevertheless, it is sometimes possible to divine from the
words employed what is actually intended, whether or not this is
clearly stated. It is then sometimes possible to determine the
sincerity of the statement by examining the resources that have
been dedicated to its accomplishment.

An Old Mission Statement
Take, for example, the original mission statement for BC Ferries.

‘The British Columbia Ferry Corporation is dedicated to
satisfying its customers’ needs for safe, efficient, effective and
reliable ferry transportation services. As a publicly owned Crown
corporation, BC Ferries facilitates the social and economic
development of the province.’

Well, there are some clear and measurable objectives there.
‘Safe’ means ‘safe’, not risky in any way. ‘Efficient’ means that the
objectives are accomplished without unnecessary effort or
expenditures. ‘Effective’ means that however the ferry
transportation is accomplished, it actually fulfills the need.
‘Reliable’ means that you can depend on it—and over the years,
depending on the route, ferry users have learned what ‘on time’
means. As far as ‘facilitate social and economic development of
the province’ it’s clear that the Ferry corporation had to have
some idea of what that development might mean, and provide
for it. It’s that broad responsibility towards the customers and
the province that made it, very logically, a Crown corporation.

This is an example of what has been termed a ‘multiple
bottom line’—the organization is supposed to accomplish a
number of things simultaneously, and its success is measured by

how well it does all these things, and they may involve some
trade-offs and compromises. They are all measurable to a certain
extent. But note that there is no mention of a financial
objective—‘satisfying its customers’ needs’ is number one.

A New Mission Statement
Compare this to BC Ferries’ new mission statement: ‘. . . efficient
ferry service which consistently exceeds the expectations of our
customers and communities, and creates value for the
shareholder.’

‘Safe’, ‘effective’, and ‘reliable’, have been replaced by the
marvelously fuzzy ‘consistently exceeds the expectations of our
customers and communities’, whatever they happen to expect.
Not even ‘expect more’ as one of our grocery chains encourages
its customers to do. Nope, if you don’t expect much, you won’t
get much. And if you expect better, they don’t have to listen to
you. 

It’s set up to be immeasurable, and to facilitate a continuing
lowering of expectations—leading to a continuing reduction of
the amount and quality of service. 

Oh sure, ‘efficient’ is still there. It leads straight to the new boy
on the block: ‘ creates value for the shareholder’.

This is one of the great illusions of 21st century capitalism—
‘shareholder value’—a term straight from Wall Street. It means
profits before any other objective—the single bottom line so
beloved of financiers and speculators. Profits before safety,
effectiveness, reliability. Profits before employees, customers,
communities. Profits now before the future. Profits before the
public good.

And who is the shareholder? Right now, the provincial
government, who took their ‘shareholder value’ in advance;.
$330 million in the value of land and terminals, $428 million
from the working capital of BC Ferry Services Inc. So much for
dedicating resources. 

And in the future? Privatization, they hope. New ferry
operators who will put profit before any other objectives—and
short term profits at that. The infrastructure is neither
maintained nor renewed, the prices go up—that’s the record for
British and Brazilian water systems, US and Australian electrical
power systems, British railways, etc.  Imagine. All in a simple
mission statement.✐


