
If you’ve read any previous pieces under this heading, you
may be forgiven for reaching the conclusion that this writer
was a little cynical about government. Not at all. In fact, I

live in eternal hope. If there is a recurring theme, it’s that the
organization of government tends to lead to incentives which
impede its effectiveness in carrying out its stated objectives.

For both elected representatives and appointed officials, the
way to stay in power lies in the avoidance of both controversy
and action, particularly when the two go together. But
government is often only effective in acting on behalf of the
community if it both courts controversy and takes action.

Polarization
Today’s political polarization at all levels may best be
expressed as the self interest of the individual vs. the collective
interest of the community (or, in a wider context, society). The
collective interest is interpreted by self-interested individuals as
merely a competing self-interest; they may think that there is
no legitimate collective interest. But many in government
sincerely believe that they are working for the good of the
community.

This is the central issue of elections in most democratic
governments, both local and national. Today, the split of
opinion often appears to be about fifty-fifty. 

Cynicism and Anger
Whichever group is not in power will harbour cynicism and
probably not a little anger about the other. 

For those in power, cynicism and anger are inherently
destructive. Elected members who are cynical about their
constituents will be unable to represent them, and the
machinery of democracy will fail. Appointed officials who are
cynical and hostile to the elected members of the government
will be unable to do their jobs.

In a representative democracy, the voters have the ultimate
authority, their representatives exercise it, and officials, to use
an archaic but still accurate term, are ‘civil servants’. The role of
officials is to advise, assist, and support those elected, even if
they disagree, or if their advice is not taken. Anything less is

disloyalty not merely to the electorate, but also to the principles
of representative government.

Yes, Minister
One cannot pass this point by without reference to a defunct
British television series entitled Yes, Minister, which satirized
the tensions between appointed and elected officials. The series
was written, not by a professional scriptwriter, but by people
who had considerable experience in government.

Sir Humphrey Appleby, senior civil servant, is depicted as
having a clear disdain for Jim Hacker, the cabinet minister he
serves. Appleby regards himself as the permanent part of the
government, and Hacker merely a temporary nuisance.

But Appleby is far too smart to say so. If he did say so, he
should be instantly dismissed. This seldom happens in the real
world; the Applebys of the real world go on either supporting
or undermining their elected masters according to their own
agendas.

The Islands Trust
We’ve mentioned before the uniqueness of the Trust, in that it
has an ongoing, statutory mandate, ‘Preserve and Protect’, as
set out in its enabling Act. The Islands Trust Act, in fact, serves
as the ‘constitution’ for the Islands. Administratively, it sets out
a sort of federation structure with a Local Trust Committee on
each Island, a Trust Council with two Trustees representing
each Island, and a Chair and Executive. Procedurally, the Trust
leans heavily on the Municipal Act, like other local governments
in BC.

It is in its mandate, however, that the Islands Trust is unique
in North America. The Act requires that the Trust must define
the mandate in further detail in the Islands Trust Policy
Statement, and that it can only act in ways consistent with the
mandate and the Policy Statement.

It’s not all written in stone. The Trust Council can, and does,
make changes and additions to the Policy Statement; but they
must, by law, be consistent with the mandate.
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and the goals of the community, Islands occupy a unique and,
to Islanders, cherished niche. An Island, no matter how large,
has clear boundaries. Depending on geography and its
population, it must be, to some extent, self-sufficient. Islanders
are still inherently interdependent, as they have been since the
Islands were first settled, probably over 10,000  years ago.

Those who would reject the interests of the community also
reject the interdependence of individuals. Margaret Thatcher
said, ‘There is no such thing as society; there are only
individuals and their families.’ This definition of a pure market
economy, populated only by consumers, would be hard to
apply on a small Island. 

Along with the environment, Island communities are
clearly among the ‘unique amenities’ which the Act requires be
preserved and protected. This is the essence of the Islands’
constitution.

Unique Laws for a Unique Place
To the newly arrived landowner who asked in open meeting,
‘Don’t the laws of Canada apply here?’, we could answer, ‘Yes,

but we have some additional laws as well.’
In the Islands’ ‘Constitution’, the community and the

environment take precedence over the individual’s self-interest.
Look at your Island. Isn’t it clear that the Islands Trust has
already accomplished many things that have not been
achieved elsewhere? This precedence is the reason.

So both elected Trustees, and those who work for the Trust,
must be loyal to the mandate of the Trust and the Trust Policy
Statement. No caveats, no exceptions. 

Vision
There is always room for cynics outside government. But
inside government, they blur its focus, sap its efficiency, and
damage its effectiveness. They impede the present, and
obliterate the past.

The clear alternative to cynicism is vision. Vision anticipates
the future and enables discussion of where we are going before
we, to our inevitable surprise, arrive there. For the future is
almost always sooner than we think. ✐


