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Back to the future?

Is there a case for re-establishing the economic council and/or the science council?

By

Laurent Dobuzinskis

Simon Fraser University

In 1992, the Economic Council of Canada (ECC), the Science Council of Canada (SCC) and the Law Reform Commission felled victim to the budget cutters’ axe. 
 Although at the time many observers felt that this was a regrettable decision, especially in the case of the ECC, the issue of whether there is still a need for institutions such as these has quietly disappeared from the policy agenda. This would seem to suggest that the decision to abolish them was not, after all, without grounds. Since then, however, the Law Commission of Canada, which looks rather similar to the Law Reform Commission of old, has been re-established in 1997. The purpose of this paper is to examine the case, if any, for re-creating either the ECC or the SCC, or both.


The question of whether something equivalent to the ECC or the SCC is needed today depend obviously on a judgment concerning not only the value of that legacy but also the present circumstances, the extent to which they are significantly different from the situation that prevailed something like twelve years ago, and on whether or not existing institutions fill the gap left vacant by their demise. The term ‘judgment’ clearly implies that it is not a strictly factual question. Policy problems always involve value choices because policy-making aims at the achievement of some more desirable goals among the myriad of possible ones, and further down the choice of better means of achieving these goals in some sort of recursive loop endlessly re-linking ends and means. Indeed the contemporary policy studies literature is replete with works that undermine the positivist faith in the possibility of solving policy problems in a technocratic manner and stress the interplay of empirical and normative considerations (Fisher 1980; Goodin 1982; Amy 1984; Bobrow and Dryzek 1987; Gilroy 1993; Pal 2001; Imbroscio 2004). Section III offers an analysis of what is minimally needed in formulating a policy recommendation such as deciding whether to re-create either one or both of these councils. My contention is that it s not enough to pay lip service to the importance of norms and values; one has to carefully articulate the relevant values and to examine their (often contradictory) implications. But if policy problems inevitably raise difficult normative questions, it does not mean that one can dispense with an analysis of the relevant facts. Thus what follows in the next two sections is an examination of the historical record, which prepares the ground for a reflection on the desirability of re-establishing these agencies in the final section
I. Historical Background

For more than a century, governments in Canada have used commissions of inquiry to investigate a wide range of problems. As the administrative state developed in the post-war decades, however, the need for more permanent institutions became more obvious. Many at-arms length advisory councils were established at both the federal and provincial levels in the 1960s and 1970s. Their members could only be dismissed for ‘just cause’ and they had control over their research agenda, research publication and hiring practices (Pal 1986: 78-9).  Most of them have since then been abolished as the determination of all levels of government to reduce or eliminate their budgetary deficits became firmer in the 1990s. Other, more political, factors also played a role: bearers of bad news are rarely welcome at the prince’s court, and in the 1980s and 1990s criticisms expressed by advisory councils became more pointed, even if they often diverged significantly.

The Economic Council

The Economic Council of Canada was established in 1963, after the return to power of the Liberals. Arthur J. Smith, who became one of the Council's first two Directors, recalls that ‘Parliament moved relatively quickly to pass the Economic Council Act. Indeed, the act was unanimously endorsed and approved by all parties represented in Parliament. It also received widespread public support and acclaim’ (Smith 1981: 76). However, unanimity was achieved at the cost of considerable vagueness in the wording of the Council's objectives.

Long term planning was a popular concept then. Thus one of the objectives of the newly formed council was to serve as a means of building a consensus on social and economic goals. More than a decade of sustained economic growth and high levels of employment had created new expectations and a belief that long term planning was required to sustain such favourable economic conditions.  Foreign examples seemed to point in this direction (e.g., the French General Planning Commissariat and the then recently established British National Economic Development Council which was composed of representatives from government, unions and employers
). In Canada, the Diefenbaker government had created the National Productivity Council to improve labour-management relations and to facilitate economic growth.

Medium to long term planning, at least in an advisory capacity, and consensus-building figured prominently among the statutory responsibilities of the Economic Council.
 Each Annual Review outlined the economic trends supposed to prevail over the next five to ten years. At the time when the ECC was set up, it was envisioned that the Department of Finance would play a complementary role: the Council would be in charge of long term projections while Finance would focus on short term issues. However, it was not long before Finance began to work on the preparation of multi-year economic projections of its own.

The Council was composed of three full time members: a Chairman, two Directors and of not more than twenty five part-time members. They were appointed by the Governor-in-Council. Partisan considerations played a part in the selection process; nevertheless, the Council's members represented a variety of social, professional, and regional interests. Labour union officials sat on the Council until the implementation of the anti-inflation program of 1975. They never returned officially but labour's point of view was ignored during all these years, as retired labour leaders were appointed to the Council from time to time (e.g., Paul-Emilien Dalpé); closer working relations between the Economic Council and the labour movement developed in the last few years of its existence.

The Economic Council was a Crown corporation that reported to Parliament through the Prime Minister. This status provided the Council with a fair degree of autonomy in its internal affairs, especially as far as its research program and policy recommendations were concerned. Throughout its existence the Council received rather substantial funding. In 1991 its operating budget amounted to approximately $11.2 million, which was considerably larger than the budget of any other policy research organization in Canada at that time, and would still be large by today’s standards.

The Chair—always a professional economist—was appointed for seven years. He or she—two women held this position: Dr. Sylvia Ostry and the last incumbent, Mrs. Judith Maxwell—’[was]   the Chief Executive Officer ... and has supervision over and direction of the work and staff of the Council.’
 (The size of the staff varied over the years; it was above 130 in the early 1980s, but it fell below that mark in the late 1980s.) The Chair was most directly involved in the preparation of the Annual Review, and in the screening of research topics.
 He or she also played ‘managerial role ... by mediating between the technical and the representative elements on the Council’ (Phidd 1975: 430). 

Dr. John J. Deutsch, who chaired the Council from 1963 to 1967, is widely credited as having been successfully launched the Council and for steering it away from political and bureaucratic sandbars. He had the advantage of a considerable experience with bureaucratic politics, and he believed in consultative planning. He was convinced that one of the most important roles of the Council was ‘to improve public understanding of basic economic policy.’
 Dr. Arthur J.R. Smith (1967-1971) found it more difficult to gain influence with the policy-makers, largely because ‘he had never been involved with the Canadian governmental bureaucracy or research commissions to the degree that his predecessor was’ (Phidd: 445). In fact, conflicting relations between the Economic Council and the Department of Finance developed during his tenure. On a more positive note, CANDIDE, an econometric model of the Canadian economy which was used in the preparation of the Annual Reviews,
 was developed under Dr. Smith's leadership. Under the next four Chairs, i.e., André Raynauld (1971-1976), George Post (1976-77), Sylvia Ostry (1977-79) and Dr. David W. Slater (1980-85), the Council was slowly transformed into a policy research institutes staffed by economists and producing research relevant mostly to other economists. 

Mrs. Judith Maxwell's appointment as Chair of the Council in 1985 marked the beginning of a period of renewal. Indeed government officials had indicated to her at the time of her appointment that they felt the Council was not having as much impact on the policy debates of the day as they wished; her mission was to enhance its profile.
 Earlier in her career, she had held a senior research position at the C.D. Howe Institute but she had left the institute in the early 1980s, before it took a turn toward a resolutely more market oriented approach. Her priorities differed in subtle ways from those of her immediate predecessors or of private sector think tanks in the late 1980s. The subtlety of these differences stems from the rather muted but apparent contrast between the Council's economic policy goals that continued to be entirely consistent with mainstream economics, on the one hand, and a distinctive concern with the social policy implications of this orientation. Under Judith Maxwell's leadership, ‘the Council...diversified its research agenda in order to address simultaneously a range of topics of interest to Canadians and to take advantage of the insights of other disciplines such as sociology and political science’ (Economic Council of Canada 1991: 8). 
 Maxwell was committed also to making Council’s reports more readable and more topical.

The news of the Council's termination came as a total surprise to its members when the budget was presented to the House of Commons on 25 February 1992. Apart from the general argument about deficit reduction—an argument that, ironically, the Council itself had made repeatedly—the specific justification given by the Minister of Finance, Mr Don Mazankowski, was that advice on economic policy matters was available from universities and private sector think tanks. He mentioned in particular the C.D. Howe Institute and the Conference Board of Canada.
 Many commentators suggested that other motives laid behind that decision. It was known that the Council had few friends in the Department of Finance or the Bank of Canada, i.e., the two other sources of economic advice to the government. And most observers of the Ottawa scene agree that since the mid-1980s the Department of Finance has regained most of the influence and power it had lost in the previous decade and a half or so. Several Conservative backbenchers also had voiced criticisms of the Council for years. The most often heard explanation in terms of retribution, however, was that the Council had miscalculated badly when it issued its 1991 report on The Economics of Constitutional Options. According to that report, the economic cost of Quebec's separation would not have been very severe. Rumour had it that this analysis had infuriated Prime Minister Mulroney but, as could be expected, he denied it. Responding to critics who implied that the government was trying to silence critics, the Prime Minister argued that, in fact, the Council had supported the government's economic priorities.

Reactions to the announcement of the elimination of the Economic Council were generally negative, even from the business community which is usually supportive of cost-cutting measures.
 Most commentators
 pointed out that the ECC had acquired a good reputation for producing timely and rigorous studies. Many also noted that its budget, although large by comparison with other research institutes, was merely a drop in the bucket of the federal deficit. A few critics, however, suggested that the Council had been severely handicapped by its attempt at finding a middle road between the divergent positions of its members, and thus had not been able to speak with a strong voice on crucial issues.
 Michael Walker, of the Fraser Institute, portrayed the Economic Council as a bureaucratic agency which was ‘largely reflective of a public sector viewpoint’
 and suggested that it was too expensive for what it was worth.

The Science Council

The Science Council was created three years after the Economic Council in 1966, at a time when rational policy analysis was an idea ‘whose time had come.’ Until the end, the Science Council demonstrated a commitment to rational planning and certain scepticism with respect to the capacity of market mechanisms to produce spontaneously the desired response to changing circumstances. We live in a scientific and technological age and, therefore, science policy touches upon a wide range of issues. The broad mandate of the Science Council reflected this reality. It was expected to make recommendations concerning: 

1.  the adequacy of the scientific and technological research and development being carried out in Canada; 

2.  the priorities that should be assigned in Canada to specific areas of scientific and technological research; 

3.  the effective development and utilization of scientific and technological manpower in Canada; 

4.  long term planning for scientific and technological research and development in Canada; 

5.  the factors involved in Canada's participation in international scientific or technological affairs; 

6.  the responsibilities of departments and agencies of the government of Canada, in relation to those of universities, private companies and other organizations, in furthering science and technology in Canada; 

7.  information on scientific and technological research and development that should be obtained in order to provide a proper basis for the formulation of government policy in relation to science and technology in Canada; and 

8.  the best means of developing and maintaining cooperation and the exchange of information between the council and other public or private organizations concerned with the scientific, technological, economic or social aspects of life in Canada. 


The Science Council of Canada Act was amended in 1978 to add a further responsibility with respect to public awareness of science and technology, and of the interdependence of the public, governments, industries and universities in the development and use of science and technology.
 

Research in any established scientific discipline was never an objective of the Science Council. The function of the Science Council consisted in doing science policy research, i.e., research intended to explore policy options concerning the development and utilization of science and technology in Canada.  For example, the Council's study on genetic predispositions to disease did not contribute new knowledge about genetics nor did it help in developing new medical technologies; rather it was concerned with the importance given to these questions in the curriculum of medical schools, the economic impact of further investment in this area, the ethical and legal aspects, etc.
 The difference between these two activities is perfectly rational. However,  it proved to be a source of ambiguity that made it harder for the Science Council to gain acceptance in the bureaucratic environment or to build a constituency outside of it. Even the members of the Council who, for the most part, were practicing scientists or engineers rather than policy analysts, felt unsure about its mandate. This situation was not helped by the fact that science policy is a more unfamiliar concept than, say, economic policy and is not a matter of urgent concern to most Canadians.

When it was first established, the Science Council reported to the Prime Minister via the Science Secretariat which was located within the Privy Council Office (PCO). Thus the relatively marginal nature of the Science Council's activities was balanced by its strategic place in the policy-making system. However, as G.B. Doern (1982: 248) explains, 

This relationship created many difficulties, not the least of which was the strain and ambivalence which the confidential and secretive PCO environment placed on a supposedly open and public body such as the Science Council was intended to be. The relationship also often meant that the Science Secretariat would be called upon to evaluate Science Council recommendations, recommendations which Science Secretariat personnel had already helped to formulate. 

The Council acquired more independence in 1968 when it was made an autonomous body. It was established as a departmental corporation. After the creation of the Ministry of State for Science and Technology (MOSST) in 1971, a measure that the Council itself had recommended, it reported to Parliament through the minister in charge of MOSST.
 (After that ministry had been eliminated, the Science Council reported through the Minister for Science.) However, according to Ray W. Jackson (1985: 33),

A difficult choice presented itself. The Council could remain internally oriented, and quite possibly be ignored, or it could do its studies and reach its conclusions in public, so that it could be seen to be advising and its ideas could be publicly seen to have merit....The public mode was the one chosen by its first chairman, Omond Solandt. 

The Science Council was not well prepared to take advantage of this strategy. Commenting on these early years, G.B. Doern (1971, 264) noted that it was ‘operating in an intensely political environment but its own political skills and strategies regarding [the question of how to function as a public forum] seem[ed] to be undeveloped.’ It failed to realize early enough the difference between authoritative advice given in confidence and recommendations expressed publicly. Since most of these recommendations involve some degree of criticism of government policies, ‘[i]t is hardly surprising that the reactions of the bureaucrats and politicians ranged from annoyance, to ignoring or belittling the work of the Council, to outright animosity’ (Jackson 1985: 33). Over the years the Council learned to play the political game but it seems to have been a case of ‘too little too late.’

The Council was composed of twenty-eight (originally twenty-three) part-time members appointed by the Governor-in-Council for a three-year term, a Vice-Chairman and a Chairman who served for five years. The membership varied somewhat over the years but it included academics, individuals who came from the private sector, and a few public servants. The first four chairmen, namely, Dr. O.M. Solandt (1966-71), Dr. Roger Gaudry (1971-75), Dr. Josef Kates (1975-78), and Dr. Claude Fortier (1978-81) were only part-time officers. This placed the council in a position of relative weakness in the bureaucratic system.  Dr. Stuart Smith, a psychiatrist and former leader of the provincial Liberal party in Ontario, became the first full-time Chairman in December 1981. Dr. Geraldine A. Kenney-Wallace, a physicist, succeeded him in October 1987, but she did not complete her mandate.
 Mrs Janet E. Halliwell was appointed in 1990 to replace her.

The staff, numbering twenty nine in 1990-91 including less than a dozen policy analysts, was headed by two Directors (one for Policy Analysis, and one for Programmes). The number of person-year in 1985-86 had stood at 67, but ‘severe and unjustified’
 budget cuts were forced upon the Science Council in the fiscal year 1986-87 when its budget was cut almost in half, from $4.7 million to just under $2.6 million. The budgetary situation of the Council improved modestly in the late 1980s but never returned to the pre-1987 level.

An attractive feature of the Science Council was the multidisciplinary nature of its research personnel. Practically all the disciplines that are relevant to policy research had been represented, at one time or another. Some researchers with a background in the natural sciences were included but social scientists formed a clear majority. This created occasional tensions between the Council and its staff, for they shared neither the same vocabulary nor the same outlook on science and technology. The difference between the Science Council and the Economic Council in this respect was evident. While economists and business people cannot be expected to agree on everything, they share many assumptions and concepts. Engineers and scientists have far less in common with social scientists trained in the policy sciences. It was the Chairman's role and that of the Council's senior executives to act as bridges between these two camps.

The Science Council covered a wide range of topics (see next section). Too many, in fact: the Council failed to position itself among the various policy communities that were its potential audience. The constituencies that had been the objects of its attention at one point in time, and with which it could have established lasting contacts, lost interest in the Council as it kept on moving in different directions. The Council's fuzzy identity was one of the factors explaining the relative indifference that greeted the announcement of its closure. This is not to say that no one objected to it
 but typically the press devoted far more attention to the disappearance of the Economic Council than to that of the Science Council. As for the scientific community, it was more directly concerned with the fate and the budgetary allocations of the granting councils than with the Science Council. Even Dr. Solandt, the Council's first Chairman, was reported as saying that over the years it had become ‘just another think tank,’ adding that ‘we lost the rudder, that's true, but maybe it wasn't a very good rudder anymore.’
 As the saying goes: With friends like this, who needs enemies?

It was stated at that time that the Council's advisory function would continue to be performed by the National Advisory Board on Science and Technology (NABST). These two organizations, at first sight, appeared to have overlapping mandates. The members of the NABST, and of its successor, the Advisory Council on Science and Technology (ACST), however, enjoy less independence than did the members of the SCC and lack the support of a comparable research staff.

II. The Evolution of Policy the Councils’ Research Agendas

The research produced by the Economic Council offers an interesting window on the evolution of economic policy analysis in Canada. The Council gradually moved from a lukewarm but undeniable commitment to long term economic planning in the 1960s and early 1970s to a more resolute advocacy of market-oriented approaches in later years. The Science Council, by contrast, was always more interventionist—indeed its mandate pre-supposed the validity of the market failure paradigm. Its demise at the hand of a government that had turned away from the market failure model was not very surprising.

The Economic Council’s Contribution to Policy Research: An Overview

The publications of the Economic Council fell under five categories. First, one of its statutory obligations was to produce an Annual Review. It used to be released in September, that is, before the traditional date of the Budget Speech in order to give government a chance to consider the Council's policy recommendations, and to provide the attentive public with the information needed to evaluate the government's stated economic objectives. Although the Council's mandate was to analyze the medium and long term prospects of the economy, its annual reviews often dealt with more immediate concerns. 
Council Reports on specific topics were also issued frequently. The Council assumed responsibility for both the Annual Reviews and the Council Reports (after 1978 dissenting comments were added when necessary). Research Studies, Discussion Papers and Conference Proceedings were documents attributed to individual authors and did not engage the responsibility of the Council. With the exception of authored Discussion Papers that were available only in the language of preparation, all Economic Council publications were printed in both official languages. This enhanced the visibility of the Council in Quebec where it was probably the best known Canadian policy research organization.

--------------------

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE

--------------------

The scope of the Economic Council's interests and concerns was impressive. An analysis of its output supports the impression held by a majority of academic policy researchers in the 1980s that no competing policy research organization had a broader research program.
 The breakdown of the Council's publication list given in Table 1 shows that it had either initiated or sponsored studies ranging from highly theoretical problems to quite specific policy issues, e.g., mortgage finance. Also, the research effort was well balanced: no category accounts for more than 12 percent of the total number of citations. (Of course, this is due in part to my somewhat arbitrary choice of categories; nevertheless, it should be obvious that the Economic Council avoided putting all its eggs in the same basket.) 

That many publications dealt with the medium or long term economic horizon is not surprising. This was consistent with the Council's mandate. But more immediately pressing issues were addressed from time to time, such as the extent to which the government should attempt to control or reduce its budgetary deficit.

It is difficult to fault the Council for obvious or systematic bias. And examples of apparent bias go against the conventional wisdom. For instance, the Council produced more studies of the Newfoundland economy than of the Ontario economy. (Admittedly, many studies not explicitly concerned with Ontario deal at length with economic sectors that are essential to the economic well-being of that province.) Similarly, the western provinces were the subject of a fair number of studies and reports. Or, to choose another sensitive topic, the place of women in the Canadian economy received significant attention.
 Only about one percent of the titles could be regarded as being primarily concerned with ecological issues; however, in absolute terms, the Economic Council's output on environment related topics was far from negligible.

Nevertheless, there were some noticeable gaps in the research output of the Council. The attention granted to savings and investment outweighed the resources devoted to the study of poverty. The small number of studies dealing exclusively with the latter did not even warrant the definition of a separate category; they are subsumed under the rubrics ‘incomes’ and ‘income support programs,’ accounting respectively for 4.93% and 1.85% of all titles. Poverty in Canada was identified as a serious problem in three consecutive Annual Reviews, i.e., 1968, 1969 and 1970, all of which were prepared when Dr. Smith was Chairman. ‘As a result of the Council's studies in the poverty area,’ noted R.W. Phidd, ‘the Senate established a committee which published a report entitled Poverty in Canada’ (Phidd 1975: 465). But, after having initiated the debate, the Council did not return to it until the very final year of its existence when it revisited the issue in extremis, as it were. The unpublished 1992 Annual Review would have dealt with this issue, as I indicated already.

It could be retorted that these poverty is not so much an economic problem as it is a social and moral issue. What economists can do about it is to suggest ways of accelerating economic growth, and to achieve full, or near-full employment; there is no doubt that these matters are addressed and dealt with at great length by the Council (see Table1). The social aspects of poverty are more adequately being studied by other bodies, such as the National Council of Welfare. As for environmental issues, they only become an economic problem when they have a noticeable impact on the price structure. Yet, if policy issues form a seamless web, the Economic Council's rather literal reading of its mandate prevented it from fulfilling its mission as a public institution. The last Chair tried to overcome the constraints inherent in the economists’ worldview. However, the change of direction for which she was responsible possibly came too late or was too modest to generate the kind of political support the Council would have needed.

Contrary to the Science Council, the Economic Council argued on many occasions against an interventionist industrial policy. It consistently supported trade liberalization, if possible on a world-wide basis but, as a matter of priority, with the United States. With the publication of Looking Forward (1975) by the Economic Council and of The Weakest Link (1978) by the Science Council, the lines between the proponents and opponents of free trade were drawn. From then on, the two Councils never moved very far away from their respective positions 

So far, the emphasis has been placed on some of the most obvious gaps in what was an otherwise comprehensive and rather well balanced research and publication program. What follows is more concerned with the content of that program.

The Economic Council Outlook: From Long Term Planning to Laissez-Faire—Well, Almost

The themes raised in the Annual Reviews have changed as a result of a variety of factors including the preferences of the Council's chairmen, the domestic economy, and international influences. One can also discern interesting shifts in the theoretical and practical concerns of professional economists.

Employment and human resources were always significant preoccupations of the Economic Council. The first two reviews paid considerable attention to full employment and to the means of achieving it (e.g., education); the eighth review dealt with the structure of the job market and manpower training (to use the vocabulary of the times). Paradoxically, however, this theme became less central in the 1980s when unemployment worsened. Employment continued to be an important theme, but it was more typically discussed in relation to other dimensions of economic policy, namely, free trade, the budgetary deficit, investment, productivity, inflation, and so on. Thus the Nineteenth Annual Review, Lean Times—Policies and Constraints (1982) gives the impression that the Council was rather more preoccupied with inflation than with unemployment. The Twenty Fourth Annual Review, Reaching Outwards (1987), strongly endorsed the idea of ‘reaching out to new markets’ by entering into a comprehensive free trade agreement with the United States. The rationale offered was that the single-minded pursuit of an objective (e.g., full employment) without regard for the new global environment risks bringing about unexpected, and potentially damaging, consequences. This argument was bitterly criticized by several dissenting Council members in whose opinion free trade could not improve Canada's unemployment situation.

This shift reflected a change in the value system of the present generation of economists who, contrary to those of John Deutsch's generation, have not experienced the Great Depression and are perhaps more condescending toward unemployed people. The Council stated in its Fifteenth Annual Review, A Time for Reason (1978), that the unemployment rate does not today ‘portray the same economically, socially, or politically trying conditions that prevailed when a family's sole income earner was out of work in the 1930s’ (83). This is true to an extent, of course, but it is also a way of ignoring the real social and political problems linked to it. Beginning with the Twenty Seventh Annual Review, Transitions for the 90s (1990), the seriousness of the problems posed at that time by the persistence of unemployment was acknowledged. But this did not exactly mean that full employment was put back on the agenda.

Not surprisingly, inflation and energy are two themes that reoccur often in the reviews issued in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The Council made a rather positive assessment of the Anti-Inflation program of 1975 (1978: 19). In the early 1980s, the Council recommended a policy of expenditure restraint. The Council also supported the federal government's policy objective of maintaining the domestic price of oil below the international level, although it did not always approve of the chosen margin of difference.
 While the Nineteenth Annual Review (1982) did not contain any ringing condemnation of the Liberal government's National Energy Program, it affirmed the principle that government interference with the rules of the market has destabilizing effects. 

On the subject of the budgetary deficit, the Economic Council was careful in the early 1980s not to insist on immediate corrective measures when even more severe problems needed to be tackled. But as off the late 1980s, the Council became more insistent about the need to put Canada's public finance in order. It recommended spending cuts or, at a minimum, firmness in resisting pressures to increase spending.
 
Competitiveness and trade were the dominant themes of the twenty second (1985) and twenty third (1986) reviews. Like almost everyone else, the Economic Council stressed the need to adjust to a changing technological and international environment. In that new environment, government is supposed to play a less active role, concentrating on ways of creating a more favourable climate for free enterprise. The Council had previously addressed the attendant problems caused by costly social programs. For example, it had suggested a tightening of Unemployment Insurance. That program was criticized for not being more closely connected to job training and labour re-allocation programs (see the 20th Annual Review). Competitiveness also requires a stronger economic union, a theme that the Council picked up in its Twenty Eighth Annual Review A Joint Venture—The Economics of Constitutional Options (1991). The Council tried to avoid taking side in the constitutional debate: it took the view that a strong economic union can be achieved, at least in principle, either through centralized or decentralized mechanisms for delivering social programs, but it acknowledged that the Atlantic provinces have much to loose from a shift toward a more decentralized regime.

This last Annual Review exemplified Mrs. Maxwell's willingness to tackle relevant issues. Unfortunately, this effort also revealed the ECC’s lack of political savvy. By stating that sovereignty-association was one of several options, and by further asserting that such an option might prove beneficial to Canada and not exaggeratedly costly for Quebec,
 the Council appeared to contradict the long-standing position of the federal government. Even if it might have been a well reasoned and objective statement, coming from a federal agency, it could be interpreted as legitimizing the position of the sovereignists.

Space lacks here to do more than to provide a brief discussion of the most salient points in a selection of Council Reports from the 1980s and early 1990s (Economic Council of Canada 1981; 1982a; 1986a; 1986b; 1990; 1992). What is striking is the extent to which the ideas scattered through these reports continue to be relevant to today’s policy problems. The ECC can in hindsight be looked at as a microcosm of the policy-making system. An institution that was founded on interventionist, Keynesian and quasi-corporatist premises ended up advocating something that it has become conventional to call the ‘neo-liberal paradigm.’ By that I mean a preference for non-interventionist market-oriented solutions like deregulation and free trade and a more pronounced concern with inflation than with full employment. (I must add, though, that the Council’s recommendations were generally expressed in a carefully measured tone.
) Reports exemplifying that shift include: Reforming Regulation (1981) in which the Council declared that ‘our approach is to favour individual choice and non-coercive exchanges that are a part of the market process’ (10); Financing Confederation (1982) in which the Council expressed criticism of provincial practices such as preferential tax treatment for the purpose of attracting investment; Minding the Public's Business (1986) which is arguably the Council’s most direct attack on the merits of government intervention in the management of the economy;
 and Road Map for Tax Reform (1986) which favoured replacing the then current manufacturers' sales tax by a value added tax.

Under the leadership of Mrs. Maxwell, the Council seemed to be ever so slightly veering in a different direction, one that evokes the ‘Third Way’ advocated by Anthony Giddens (1999). However, that parallel remains tentative and it certainly was never explicitly articulated by the Council itself. Reports that support this point include: From the Bottom Up: The Community Economic-Development Approach (1990) which advocated government support for community development projects while stressing the need to preserve community leadership and flexibility; and The New Face of Poverty (1992) which, although it implied that it was not the time for a major effort toward reducing poverty in Canada, in light of the growing fiscal stress (11), nevertheless is noteworthy because it was a report on poverty as such, and not on the inefficiency of social programs.

When the winding down of the Council was announced, many commentators expressed dismay and some ventured that it would be reinvented sooner or later. The void left by the Council is indeed noticeable but that it is not as large as one would have thought. A useful coordinating mechanism has been lost, and an important source of funding for independent scholarly research on comprehensively defined problems (e.g., education or health) is now gone. However, the view of the policy world shared by most economists has become so influential and so pervasive nowadays that the loss of the Economic Council makes relatively little difference in the end. 

As Michel Foucault argued, the term ‘discipline’ conveys a double meaning: it refers to a branch of knowledge and to the harsh treatment reserved for those who transgress the rules, i.e., the standards set by exemplary scholars and enforced through the peer review process.
 The economists' worldview shifted in the direction of a more determined emphasis on market solutions during the 1980s, and so did the Economic Council's philosophy. The Twenty Third Annual Review Changing Times (1986), the report on the taxation of savings and investments, as well as the research project on ‘adjustment and adaptation,’ which was predicated on the assumption that Canada has no choice but to adapt to external pressures by relaxing the controls and social commitments inherent in the concept of the ‘welfare state,’ are cases in point. In the early 1990s, discussions of the desirability and feasibility of full employment, or the interest in community-based economic development signalled a realignment of sort, albeit not a radical one. Judith Maxwell tended to think that instead of an ‘either-or’ choice between economic orthodoxy and political sensitivity, the Council had to embark on a more creative course, taking different dimensions of analysis into account without seeking to force them into a Procrustean bed. More non-economists began to receive research contracts under her term in office.
 However, more time would have been required to allow these changes to leave their mark on the identity of the Council. The Council had evolved in a rather incremental way and without seeking to attract much attention beyond its usual public in the academic community. Therefore, it did not succeed in convincing government or the public at large that it had embarked on a new course In any event, the Mulroney government had other priorities and was not ideologically disposed to look for a third way between dirigisme and laissez-faire.


The ECC, of course, leaves an important legacy of high quality research. It remains a sort of icon defining an era of forward-looking economic and social planning in a context of sustained economic growth. As I have suggested, however, it failed to position itself in the new pluralistic, postmodern and more international environment in which we now find ourselves. Judith Maxwell was well aware of the challenge;
 but the Council would have needed stronger direction and support from senior bureaucrats in the central agencies and from the cabinet to achieve this transition successfully.

Canadian Policy Research Networks: The Economic Council Redux?

The talents that revitalized the Economic Council during its final years were dispersed after the Council was wound down. Judith Maxwell, however, has been instrumental in regrouping some of them around the Canadian Policy Research Networks (CPRN), an organization she founded in December 1994. As its name suggests, the CPRN is not a think tank conducting all its research by its own means but a co-ordinating mechanism linking researchers and policy-makers in universities, other think tanks and government departments across the country. 


The search for a new equilibrium between the more individualistic culture that now prevails in the new global economy, and the need for some form of social cohesion, defines the CPRN philosophy. It is exemplified in reports like Betcherman and Lowe (1997), Jenson (1998) and Beauvais and Jenson (2002). What such efforts seem to aim for is some sort of transcendence of the idea government failure by, in particular, stressing the new role that the voluntary sector and community-based initiatives could play in the new economy. At the same time, the CPRN wishes to encourage a more active role on the part of the public sector, not necessarily as a doer, but as a facilitator and catalyst. The CPRN has also taken the lead in promoting citizens engagement and dialogue (e.g., Citizens Willing to Work with Queen’s Park to Meet Budget Challenge [27 April 2004] described as an ‘unprecedented pre-budget consultative dialogue’).

The Science Council’s Crusade for an Industrial Policy

As with the Economic Council, the publications of the Science Council fell under two categories: those which directly involved the responsibility of the Council, and those which did not, namely, background studies and other discussion papers signed by individual authors. The Science Council did not publish as many of these authored papers as the Economic Council, and the range of opinions expressed in them was somewhat less wide.

--------------------

TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE

--------------------

The eclectic nature of the Science Council's research program is well illustrated in Table 2. From the mid-1980s and until the early 1990s, the Council’s research program targeted the following themes:

· an assessment of Canada's progress in developing and applying technology, and of Canada's future needs and requirements;

· water policy;

· cooperation between Canada and Japan in R&D;

· university-industry interaction in Canada;

· the policy implication of food irradiation technology;

· genetics in health care and of use of medication in Canada;

·  ‘sustainable agriculture’;

· cold climate technologies, and the importance of science and technology for the social and economic development of northern communities;

·  ‘The Technology Engine in Community Economic Development’ (a series of workshop were held across Canada on that theme).

This overview gives an idea of the breadth of the Council's research interests. It also confirms the criticisms that the Council tackled too many disparate subjects. In its final years, it focused a little more clearly on the relationship between technology and competitiveness, as a result of having adopted in 1988 two unifying themes for its research agenda: ‘competitiveness and caring’; the second element of this diptych, however, was vague enough to embrace almost anything! 

The Science Council made a valuable contribution to socio-economic policy analysis in that it explored certain issues that had been ignored or downplayed by other think tanks. For example, the Council' undertook a project on the use and conservation of land and water resources, and it sided with the Brundtland Commission in calling for ‘a sustainable economy’ (Science Council 1988b; 1991).

Perhaps because the kind of problems inherent in science policy requires some degree of planning and guidance by the public sector, the Science Council developed a favourable approach to government intervention in more traditional policy fields as well. In the late 1970s, a report entitled Forging the Links: A Technological Policy for Canada, together with an accompanying background paper by J.N.H. Britton and J.M. Gilmour (1978) generated a controversy that was fuelled by critical reviews appearing in publications from other think tanks. The Council showed great concern for what it refers to as Canada's ‘technological sovereignty.’ Instead of depending on the R&D carried out in other countries, it urged that government policies should encourage innovation in domestic firms. To that end, government, business and labour were advised to agree on means to i) increase the demand for indigenous Canadian technology; ii) expand the country's potential to produce technology; iii) strengthen the capacity of Canadian firms to absorb technology; iv) increase the ability of Canadian firms to import technology under conditions favourable to Canadian industrial development (Science Council of Canada, 1979).

In Hard Times, Hard Choices (1981) the Council singled out Canada's poor performance in exporting manufactured goods and our dependence on imported technologies. In Canadian Industrial Development (1984), it recommended that the federal government finds ways of inciting multi-national corporations to do more research in Canada, and to encourage Canadian entrepreneurs to ‘look forward,’ for example, by sharing some of the risks with them. The (then) Vice-Chairman of the Council, J.J. Shepherd, also called for a ‘total product mandate’ (1978: 4) for Canadian subsidiaries of foreign multinationals. This statement did not necessarily reflect the views of the Council, but it was revealing of the protectionist orientation one of its most influential members at that time. (The fact, incidentally, that Magna International has become a giant in the parts industry shows that protectionist sentiments of that sort are often ill-founded.) In a 1986 statement on the bilateral trade negotiations the Council declared that a free trade agreement ought not to preclude the possibility of protecting ‘infant industries,’ and reminding the Canadian negotiators of the considerable extent to which the U.S. government indirectly subsidies R&D through defence contracts and special tax provisions.
 Similarly, Michael Jenkins (1983) strongly recommended that the federal government play a ‘catalytic’ role in the development of an industrial policy that would respect Canada's regional diversity.


The Council never gave up its commitment to technological sovereignty. However, beginning in the late 1980s, it showed less willingness to promote an interventionist industrial policy. This was partly due to the budget cuts imposed on it in 1986. It was obliged to use its diminished resources more sparingly, and it had to play its cards more prudently. By that I do not mean that the Council lost its independence and simply adopted the priorities and viewpoints of the Mulroney government, but it did move slightly closer to the Economic Council's position. In its final years, the Science Council emphatically stressed the importance of technological innovation for international competitiveness—a criterion for evaluating science and technology which it did not weigh as heavily in earlier years. It also alluded more frequently to industry self-help strategies, perhaps acknowledging in this indirect way that government is not necessarily the prime agent of change.
 Concepts like ‘partnership’ or ‘cooperation’ became buzz-words in its publications. One of the prime agent of change, as the Council (1988) saw the world unfolding in the last decade of the 20th century, would be the ‘new university,’ i.e., an institution which is engaged in research that is relevant to the needs and expectation of industry, which is open to the local community and attracts students from a variety of backgrounds, and whose professors are actively engaged in consulting activities. The villain that the Science Council could not resist condemning time and time again was the proverbial academic ‘ivory tower.’ This message was somewhat prophetic in view of current (and questionable) trend toward applied research in the allocation of research grants, not only in the natural sciences but increasingly so in the social sciences as well.


One of the most valuable initiatives that the Council undertook under the guidance of Janet Halliwell began just one year before it was closed. In 1990, the SCC announced its commitment to the publication of an annual series, Science and Technology Policy in Canada, which was intended to offer an overview of ‘the integration of science and technology into the fabric of our society and economy.’ The first and last of these reviews: Reaching for Tomorrow appeared in 1991. This report surveyed trends and events in education and training, industrial innovation, the infrastructures for science and technology, the environment, and ‘new frontiers.’ Although a step in the right direction, this was probably another case of ‘too little, too late.’

The Legacy of the Science Council

In the late 1960s, the Science Council advocated a rational planning style that required the precise identification of policy goals—a task that has been shown to be ‘easier said than done.’ (Its attempt, in its fourth report, to spell out the national goals stood as an example of political naïveté and irrational rationalism.) The irony is, however, that it did not apply this recommendation to itself. For a while, it even appeared as if the Council had lapsed into a scatter-gun approach to many interesting but loosely connected problems.


Fiscal restraint compelled the Council to concentrate its efforts on a narrower range of priorities. Canada's international competitiveness became its first priority. Indeed, with its futuristic outlook, the Council became a prophet of the coming of the global information-based economy. This messianic tone was softened by the expression of concerns for the environment and health care. This was an appealing, albeit not particularly original, discourse. On the whole, however, the record of the Science Council, both in terms of the research it carried out and of the influence it had on the policy-making process, is not very impressive.


A distinctive and original commitment to ‘technological sovereignty’ and a willingness to foster the full development of the incompletely realized potential of Canadian science and technology are the traits for which the Science Council will be remembered. But if that message was not as well received as the Council would have hoped, and if many of its policy recommendations were never acted upon, this was in part the Council’s own fault. The message lacked clarity of purpose and, occasionally, sounded rather hollow. For example, Water 2020: Sustainable Use of Water in the 21st Century, in spite of its rather grandiloquent title, is a disappointingly thin text, replete with platitudes. (But it was nicely illustrated!)

III. The Case for Re-Establishing the Science Council

Just as the fact that moral judgments are irremediably subjective does not mean that all such judgments are equally valid or convincing, judgments concerning the merits of a policy must be justifiable. I suggest that they must be assessed on at least two grounds: the logical rigour of the arguments and the reasonableness of the criteria used to support a recommended option. Matters of logic and method are important and sometimes raise interesting epistemological questions about which specialists can disagree. But since my topic does not raise any such question, the only angle from which my conclusion could be challenged is the criteria I intend to apply. Therefore, it is incumbent on me to briefly spell these out. Indeed a secondary objective of this paper is to underline the need to pay careful attention to the empirical and normative threads that necessarily run through policy analysis. While this observation is rather trite, I hope to show by treating what is apparently a straightforward and not vary pressing issue that the normative side of the exercise is never simple. There is no easy way to lighten what Rawls calls ‘the burden of judgment.’ 


The standpoint from which I work is that there is no Manichean division between the public and the private sectors (the latter should itself be divided into a commercial sector and a ‘not-for-profit’ sector). Thus in the case at hand, the is no obvious reason to conclude that research on economic policy or science policy is necessarily always better carried out from within government, except perhaps that one ought not to burden the state with more responsibilities than it can perform. But if pragmatism must prevail, pragmatism must itself be defended. Pragmatism can lead to relativism: If the only criterion is ‘whatever works,’ for me or for the group I belong to, then pragmatism may fail to provide sufficient protection against arbitrariness or prejudice.
 On the positive side, pragmatism encourages the use of democratic, consultative and pluralistic means to solve moral dilemmas and policy problems. Since the truth is not given a priori, it must be worked out through critical engagement with the claims made by all those who have an interest in seeking a solution. John Dewey (1927) was very concerned about the quality of public debates and the obstacles that citizens face in trying to fulfill their roles. So the good can be defined as what works for the public interest. Whether something ‘works’ or not, and in particular, whether it contributes to the public interest, is not an easy question. Obviously, in a liberal democracy a policy recommendation must not offend democratic values. But that is still not saying much. It is often quite difficult to assess with any degree of certainty where the Canadian public stands on a whole range of issues.
 With some safeguards, very technical issues about which the public knows little can be delegated to experts. Few issues, however, fall entirely within the narrow limits of expert knowledge.  And only the most salient ones can realistically be the object of extensive public consultations or parliamentary debates. The rather unimportant, albeit not trivial problem of whether it would make sense to re-establish one or both of the research councils mentioned above is worth exploring precisely because it serves to illustrate the difficult challenges that policy analysts (and all social scientists) confront in trying to provide judicious advice to policy-makers or in bringing an issue to the attention of the academic community.

A careful reflection about the criteria one want to apply to such cases is imperative. In my case, I propose three norms: a) a modified Rawlsian framework according to which public policy must aim at achieving a greater degree of fairness in social arrangements aimed at improving the conditions of the most disadvantaged citizens (Rawls 1971)  when it is both feasible and appropriate (the meaning of these two terms is given below) to do so, and provided that doing so does not violate the fundamental rights of others;  b) opportunity costs must always be applied to comparison between alternatives, which is to say that if reaching a trivially fairer situation would divert resources that would be better used to achieve a different goal, then that goal is not feasible;
 and c) since any attempt at constructing a fairer society is likely to involve not only complicated but truly complex issues—i.e., problems that are characterized by uncertainty and indeterminacy—Popper’s ‘piecemeal engineering’ is more appropriate than, comprehensive planning. These three points are in tension
: one might be inclined to think that a reborn ECC would defend the interests of disadvantaged Canadians marginally better than, say, the Fraser Institute or the C.D. Howe Institute, but the opportunity cost of investing several millions of dollars annually in the new agency might not be justifiable and since the federal government’s economic management ambitions are more modest than they were thirty years ago, there may not be a need for a planning instrument like the ECC. But most policy problems give rise to even more challenging dilemmas

As I explained above, by the time the ECC was abolished the research it produced was not markedly different from what other think tanks were offering, and the consensus building goals of its original mandate had ceased to be its defining characteristics. This is not to say that the policy research community was unaffected by its disappearance, nor that no benefit would flow from the re-establishment of a similar institution. A  well funded Council would be able to attract well trained economists and, as in the past, it could also be counted on to produce somewhat more balanced or seemingly less ideologically charged reports than, say, the Fraser institute or the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives. However, the case for recreating the ECC is weak.


The creation of Law Commission shows that when there is a demonstrable case for reverting the decisions made in 1992, the federal government and, more specifically, a Liberal government sitting on a budget surplus, is prepared to do just that. But even if there are no obvious constraints preventing it, the probability that the any government will be inclined to re-establish an institution that has not been very much missed for more than ten years is virtually nil. And even if serious consideration was given to an initiative of this sort, it would not be advisable to go ahead with it. To elaborate on this point, I must present an analysis of the facts of the case as well as a discussion of its normative aspects.

The policy research environment is very different today from what it was some thirty years ago. Research intended to lead to the articulation of a broad-based, quasi-corporatist consensus, is no longer considered to be relevant to the present circumstances. In a globalized world, this sort of consensus-building exercise would be rather futile, and comprehensive macro-economic planning sounds like an obsolete idea. Of course, the mandate of a re-created ECC could be written in a way that would reflect this new reality. As I explained, even the old ECC had in its last decade abandoned the vision that had inspired its designers. But then there is no need for another policy research institute specializing in economic policy. The field is already rather crowded with more than half a dozen think tanks commenting on more or less the same issues (e.g., the C.D. Howe Institute, the Fraser Institute, the Atlantic Institute for Market Studies, the Institute for Research on Public Policy, the Montreal Economic Institute, the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, the Parkland Institute). It could be argued that a larger institution could play a useful co-ordinating function, as the old ECC did to some extent, but then again the already mentioned CPRN offers policy analyst some means of ‘networking.’

From a normative standpoint, the case for re-creating the ECC does not appear to be very convincing either. Would it bring to economic policy research a greater emphasis on fairness? This is very doubtful. The role played by the ECC in its early years, i.e., the search for a consensus that could guide the management of the national economy, contributed to the achievement of a greater degree of fairness by highlighting the problems emerging at the interface of economic policy and social policy. But, as I have shown above, the Council moved away from that goal when the circumstances changed. It is more than likely that the voice of a re-created ECC would be the voice of mainstream economists; it would not contribute anything really new to on-going debates. Now I am not trying to imply that mainstream economics is antithetical to fairness—indeed economic growth, even unequally distributed, works more to the advantage of the least advantaged than economically unsound redistributive schemes, and contemporary economists, in any event, have developed a new interest for issues like social cohesion, altruism, the voluntary sector, and other related issue that touch more or less directly on fairness.
 What I am saying is that these issues have become so complex that the standpoint of fairness can only be moved forward by inventing new forms of interdisciplinary dialogue. The economists’ voice is already quite well heard; what is missing is a theoretical approach for articulating a far broader dialogue, as well as an institutional framework for achieving it. A re-born ECC would not fit the bill even if, as I have underlined above, under Judith Maxwell’s leadership, it began to pay more attention to redistribution. Her vision, in any event, has now become well entrenched in the CPRN.

The opportunity costs, therefore, of re-establishing the ECC would be rather high since there are obviously more efficient ways of promoting fair societal ends (e.g., more investment in students’ access to higher education). Moreover, it would seem that the Hayekian lesson that comprehensive planning is futile has been well learned; in other words, there is simply no need for a sort of super-think tank at the top. Again, either a new ECC would be asked to supply a grand vision of long term prospects which has become almost impossible to do, or it would be just another and probably redundant think tank. However, a more in-depth investigation of this question, using questionnaires to determine where the policy research community stands in relation to it, might reveal another picture.


The case for re-creating the Science Council looks stronger. This is not to say, however, that the probability that the any government will do anything about it is any higher. But it is worth articulating an argument for reversing this inertia.  Also the point I want to make is not that what we need today is an advocate for (the outdated idea of) an interventionist industrial policy or another cheerleader for applied research, as the SCC was for many years. Rather I want to suggest that an institution with a mandate comparable to that of the defunct SCC would be able to bring into view a whole range of new issues that have not received the attention they deserve. The fact, however, that as I showed the SCC’s record of doing so in the past is spotty at best implies that a re-created council should be given a new mandate more specifically oriented toward engagement with the public and democratic deliberation.


Again, the budget surplus opens up some opportunities for policy innovation. The original mandate of the old SCC has never really become obsolete; even if the era of comprehensive macro-economic planning has passed, there is still room for well targeted interventions, especially with respect to science and technology. (More often than not, private sector firms tend to ‘free ride’ on the research carried out by publicly funded institution.) Indeed, G.B. Doern and T. Reed (2000, 6) have suggested that Canada is has experienced a ‘science deficit’ that needs to receive as much attention as the fiscal deficit of the last decade. Even if the current ‘Innovation Strategy’ of the Government of Canada promises to solve this problem by the target date of 2010 as far as funding of research and development (R&D) is concerned, there are reasons to think that it may not be enough to address the more fundamental problem identified by William Leiss, namely, that ‘[r]ecent experience indicates that there is some serious misalignment between science and public policy’ (Leiss 2000: 49). This would require, according to Leiss, something like a paradigmatic shift whereby government’s role would be limited to the management of health and environmental risks, leaving the responsibility for actual scientific research to other institutions because scientists need autonomy to do their work (and the way in which the Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy [BSE] crisis had been handled by the Canadian Food Inspection Agency would seem to confirm the need for a complete redesign of the current system).  I agree entirely with this diagnosis but since a reborn SCC would only be involved in policy research, it would fit very well within in this new structure by playing a much needed advisory role informed by democratic inputs. Thus there seems to be good factual reasons for bringing back some modified version of the original SCC.


Now the question is: Can this pious wish be justified in a coherent manner? I want to suggest that it can. As far as the goal of fairness is concerned, the status quo could most certainly be improved upon. In spite of the fact that all Canadians are potentially at risk from a variety of sources—and threats to public health seem to be becoming more prevalent, as the examples of SARS, BSE, the spread of the West Nile Virus, the contamination of drinking water, and so forth, suggest—children, the elderly, and the poor are often more at risk. Their immune systems are less capable of coping with viral, bacterial or chemical threats.
 Besides, there are other aspects of the science-policy interface that raise issues of fairness; women’s access to education and professional opportunities in engineering comes to mind. One would hope that government agencies responsible to Parliament (e.g., Health Canada) would feel compelled to take these dimensions into account. But they are also subject to a whole range of short term pressures and all sorts of political and economic incentives prevent them from focusing on fairness in a sustained manner. Of course, there is no guarantee that a newly re-established Science Council would be much more concerned with fairness—the old SCC’s record in that respect is not very impressive—but its ‘at arms-length’ status would give it an advantage.

Another aspect of fairness concerns the imbalance between basic research, for which there are today too few advocates, and applied research. A new agency might be able to do something about this imbalance even if, admittedly, the record of the SCC in that respect was not impressive. Most importantly, fairness and publicness are related. By publicness, I mean the extent to which public affairs are conducted in public and the extent to which citizens are able to hold public officials accountable for their decisions. Science and technology are areas characterized at the moment by a lack of publicness in that sense; the ACST, for example, reports to the Prime Minister and is only incidentally involved in public debates. One would hope that re-creating the SCC could help to turn things around in that respect. After all, the difficulty here is political indifference rather than a lack of theoretical reflections on the subject, since one could almost say that from Dewey to Jürgen Habermas (1996; 1998) the subject of how to improve deliberative democracy has been exhausted.


This project would be feasible because the opportunity costs are low. The budget of the SCC was never very big and since there is no competing institution at the moment, the creation of a new SCC would probably be a Pareto efficient measure. The only serious objection I can see to an initiative of this sort would be that it perhaps puts too much faith in our capacity to approach risk management and science policy in general in a dispassionate manner. Given the degree of uncertainty that characterizes the issues at stake, and given the propensity of many pressure groups to press their often questionable claims (e.g., the campaign against vaccination based on the now disproved assumption that vaccination is linked to autism),
 this concern must be weighed against the advantages mentioned above. There would be little to gain from the establishment of a policy research and consultation mechanism that would legitimize what some critics of fashionable causes call ‘junk science.’ The solution to this problem might require a more balanced mix of policy researchers and natural scientists on the staff of the new agency than what was the case in the old SCC.


To conclude, the two councils have left a valuable legacy that vividly illustrates changing trends and recurrent themes in policy research. In particular, they bear witness to the demise of the post-war planning approach. I have argued that the case for re-creating the SCC with a more focused mandate would be a defensible idea. And I hope to have shown also that making even such a narrowly circumscribed recommendation requires the careful consideration of a broad ranger of factual and normative considerations. When the complexity of the problems under review reaches another order of magnitude, policy analysis becomes an immensely challenging exercise that should at some point be merged with deliberative processes involving as many participants as possible. In the case of risk management, for example, I have argued that this is precisely why we need a re-designed SCC.

Table 1

Classification by Subject of the Publications (1964-92) of the Economic Council of Canada

N (%)

	Economic Theory/Methodology
	Canadian Economy
	Regional and Provincial Economies
	International Trade
Global Issues
	Miscellaneous

	55 (6.78)
	Planning and economic management techniques: 
 10 (1.23)
	Federal-provincial relations; regional disparities: 30 (3.7)
	Global issues; comparative studies: 15 (1.85)
	41 (5.06)

	
	Governing instruments - other than regulation:
 23 (2.84)
	Atlantic region, or Maritimes (as a whole): 3 (0.37)
	Canada and world markets: 12 (1.48)
	

	
	Government regulation; competition policy: 71 (8.75)
	Newfoundland: 20 (2.47)
	Canada and the U.S. market: 9 (1.11)
	

	
	Public finance:
a/Fiscal policy; monetary policy; public debt: 35 (4.32);  b/Budgetary process and government expenditures: 9 (1.11)
	Quebec: 5 (0.61)
	Canada and the developing world: 11 (1.36)
	

	
	Macroeconomic trends; economic growth; medium and long term strategies:
 50 (6.16)
	Ontario: 3 (0.37)
	International monetary system; balance of payments: 2 (0.25)
	

	
	Short term (stabilization) strategies: 10 (1.23)
	Western region (as a whole): 18 (2.22)
	
	

	
	Technological change; productivity: 41 (5.06)
	British Columbia: 2 (0.25)
	
	

	
	Employment; industrial relations:
 90 (11.1)
	Alberta: 10 (1.23
	
	

	
	Incomes (real wages, etc.): 40 (4.93)
	Saskatchewan: 4 (0.49)
	
	

	
	Pricing and inflation: 25 (3.08)
	Manitoba: 3 (0.37)
	
	

	
	Savings, investment; banking; mortgage financing: 29 (3.58)
	Urban economics: 17 (2.1)
	
	

	
	Environnemental issues: 9 (1.11)
	The North: 4 (0.49)
	
	

	
	Social programmes: 

 a/ Education: 19 (2.34); b/ Health care: 6 (0.74); c/ Income support programmes; pensions: 15 (1.85)
	
	
	 

	
	Sectoral policies:

 a/ Natural resources, energy: 19 (2.34); b/ Agriculture: 10 (1.23); c/ Fisheries: 3 (0.37); d/ Construction, housing: 11 (1.36); e/ Manufacturing: 17 (2.1); f/ Services (including transportation): 8 (0.99)
	
	
	


Table 2

Classification by subjects of the publications (1966-92) of the Science Council of Canada
N (%)

	Agriculture: 5 (2.2%)
	International issues: 9 (3.9%)

	Aquaculture, fisheries and oceanography: 9 (3.9%)
	Natural resources: 20 (8.7%)

	Biotechnology and the life sciences: 7 (3.0%)
	Northern issues: 8 (3.5%)

	Computers, communications and the information society: 10 (4.3%)
	Physical sciences: 8 (3.5%)

	Education and university research: 37 (16.1%)
	Science (generalities), and science policy (including support for basic research): 21 (9.1%)

	Energy: 10 (4.3%)
	Technological innovation, R&D, and industrial development strategies: 39 (16.9%)

	Environment: 16 (6.9%)
	Transportation: 7 (3.0%)

	Health care and occupational safety: 14 (6.1%)
	Unclassified: 10 (4.3%)
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� In his 25 February 1992 budget speech, Finance Minister Don Mazankowski announced that twenty one public bodies were to be wound down; among these, the following advisory councils were included: the Canadian Institute for International Peace and Security, the Canadian Environmental Advisory Council, the Economic Council of Canada, the Law Reform Commission, and the Science Council of Canada. Since then other advisory agencies, notably the Advisory Council on the Status of Women, have been abolished by the Chrétien government.


� For an analysis of these planning systems, see Thorburn (1984, chapter 4).


� The Economic Council Act stated that, among other functions, the mandate of the Council was ‘regularly to assess...the medium-term and long-term prospects of the economy, and to compare such prospects with the potentialities for growth of the economy’; and ‘to encourage maximum consultation and co-operation between labour and management.’


� This is an excerpt from a notice that can be found in many Council's publications.


�  The Chair could devote his or her attention only to a few priority items. Much of the research was carried out by the staff under the two Directors' supervision. The appointment in 1986 of a Corporate Secretary responsible for all support services freed the two Directors of practically all administrative duties.


�Quoting here Dr. Sylvia Ostry's recollection of John Deutsch's term at the helm of the Council. Economic Council of Canada, Annual Report, 1991-92 (Ottawa: Supply and Services, 1992), 10.


�  After 1986, however, the Council contracted out econometric forecasts to the Conference Board .


�Interview, 21 March 1994.


� In an interview, Mrs Maxwell also indicated that in her view the Council should have been named the ‘Social and Economic Council’ (21 March 1994).


� Mrs J. Maxwell puts her appointment down to her communication skills which she demonstrated during her years on the staff of the C.D. Howe Institute, and later as an economic consultant. She has put in place eighteen months deadlines on all research projects, requested that researchers turn over their manuscripts to professional writers who can ‘translate’ them into plain English (or French), and suggested that interim reports be issued more frequently to keep the attentive public better informed of on-going projects.


�Deborah Dowling, ‘Closing Down the Economic Council,’ Ottawa Citizen 9 March 1992, B1-2.


�Ross Howard, ‘PM Denies Critics Targets of Council Cuts,’ The Globe and Mail 27 February 1992, A2.


�For example, both Tom d'Aquino, of the Business Council on National Issues, and Tim Reid, President of the Canadian Chamber of Commerce said that agencies like the ECC were serving a useful purpose. See Allan Thompson, ‘Business Reaction Mixed, Some Fear 'Wrong Message',’ Toronto Star 26 February 1992, B2, and David Pugliese, ‘Government Plans Further Cuts and Mergers,’ Ottawa Citizen 27 February 1992.


�With only a few exceptions (e.g., Terence Corcoran of the Globe and Mail), most editorialists (including Jeffrey Simpson in the Globe and Mail) penned articles deploring the death of the Council.


�D. Dowling, ‘Closing Down,’ B2.


�Quoted in the Financial Post 27 February 1992.


� Science Council of Canada, First Annual Report (Ottawa: Queen's Printer, 1967), 26; cited in Doern (1971: 247); and Annual Review, 1982 (Ottawa: Supply and Services, 1982), 17.


� See Science Council of Canada, Genetics in Canadian Health Care Report no. 42 (Ottawa: Supply and Services, 1991).


� Considering the nature of their respective mandates, these two organizations were bound to be rival, and indeed relationships between the Council and MOSST were often conflictive (interview with Dr. Stuart Smith, April 1986).


� Dr. Kenney-Wallace left the SCC to become President of McMaster University.


� Science Council of Canada, Annual Report, 1985-86 (Ottawa: Supply and Services, 1986), 3; see also ‘Layoffs, Projects Cuts Rile Head of Science Council,’ Vancouver Sun, 8 August 1985, A11, and ‘Science Council Slashed,’ Globe & Mail, 9 August 1985, front p.


�Nobel laureate John Polanyi expressed strong criticisms of the government's action. And Howard Tennant, the then president of the University of Lethbridge, requested a meeting with Mr Mazankowski to urge him to reconsider his decision to close the SCC (Lethbridge Herald 28 February 1992, A1).


�Cited in Kelly Egan, ‘Science Council Was Far Ahead of its Time,’ The Ottawa Citizen 8 March 1992.


� This assertion is based on the results of a survey conducted in the Spring of 1985. Five hundred questionnaires were mailed to named individuals and/or to the Chairmen of Political Science, Economics and Public Administration departments/schools, with a request that these be communicated to those involved in policy research. One hundred and five answers were received.


� For example, Boothy (1986); Boulet and Lavallée (1981; 1984); Breton (1984); Economic Council (1985); Cloutier (1986); Alexander (1984); Boyd and Humphreys, (1979).


� In addition to this unpublished Review, the Council managed to publish The New Face of Poverty (1992) which received substantial press coverage when it was released.


� See the 16th Annual Review (1979), and the 17th Annual Review (1980).


� In the 26th Annual Review, Diane Bellemare and Marcel Pepin registered their dissent concerning the suggested attack on the deficit, arguing instead that a radical change in the direction of Canada's monetary policy was needed.


�Economic Council of Canada, A Joint Venture: The Economics of Constitutional Options-SUMMARY (Ottawa: Supply and Service, 1991), 22.


�  And the Council entered the 1980s with a report (1982b) that still attested to the persistence of an interventionist streak in the Economic Council's thinking: it suggested that the federal government should offer direct cash wage subsidies to private employers for the purpose of job creation.


�  In this report, the Council advocated ending government monopolies in telephone services. It also recommended that urban transit systems be contracted out to private firms and that the privatization of railway, airline companies and Petro-Canada.


� On the relevance of Foucault's work to policy analysis, see Pal (1990).


�Two political scientists, for example, contributed studies to the Government and Competitiveness project: G.B. Doern, and R.W. Phidd.


�See for example Economic Council of Canada, Annual Report, 1991-92, 16-18.


� Science Council of Canada, Placing Technology Up Front: Advising the Bilateral Trade, Council Statement (Ottawa: Supply and Services, 1986).


�See for example Science Council of Canada, Annual Report, 1988-89 (Ottawa: Supply and Services, 1989), 12.


� There is no space here to launch a critique of Richard Rorty’s efforts to revive pragmatism from a relativist standpoint, but suffices to say that I do not intend to follow him down that path.


� Dewey (1927) dealt at length with the problem of determining the public interest in situations where the public itself knows little about issues that concerns it.


� For a critique of Rawls’ maximally prudent approach to the defence of the interests of the least disadvantaged, see Harsanyi (1975).


� A tension that reflects, more generally, the opposition between a deontological and a utilitarian approach; my preference for pragmatism owes much to the fact that I see no reason to consistently side with either one of these two dogmatic positions.


�  See, for example, L.-A. Gérard-Varet et al. (2000); and L. Dobuzinskis (2003).


�  This would not be the case with BST, admittedly.


�  On the subject of deliberative democracy in relation to policy analysis, see Liora Salter’s chapter in this volume.


�  On this subject, see A. Wildavsky ( 1995).


� All publications categories are included here: Annual Reviews, Council Reports, Conference Papers and Reports, Candide Project Reports, Staff Studies, Research Studies, and Discussion Papers. As some of the documents overlap several categories, the total number of citations (811) is greated than the total numbers of titles. Percentages do not add up to 100% because of rounding error.





�  For example, social indicators.





�  For example, Crown corporations, etc


�  Includes all (i.e., 28) Annual Reviews.


��  Including only some Annual Reviews dealing very explicitly with this subject, although all deal with it to some extent.











