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Check Against Delivery
Thank you, Dr. Moody (Bob). 

As some of you may remember—I think my wife remembers—last year this event was on Valentine’s night. So my personal thanks to whomever selected this year’s date—“date” being the operative word. This year, none of us will have to explain how an evening of talking about public administration, could possibly take priority over sweet nothings and candlelight. 
Last year, the conference theme was Intergovernmental Affairs: Challenges and Opportunities. This year—the 14th year of the conference—the focus is on one of those challenges—supporting symbiosis. And in this context, symbiosis is the process of creating mutually beneficial relationships. Speaking of which, I’d like to acknowledge the longstanding relationship between ACOA, and the Dalhousie School of Public Administration. There are several proud MPA grads working at ACOA Nova Scotia. Like me. 

Du point de vue de l’APECA, je peux vous dire que notre relation avec l’école et les étudiants est très bénéfique, et j’espère que ce sentiment est mutuel.

From ACOA’s perspective, I can tell you that our relationship with the School and students has been very beneficial indeed, and I hope that the feeling is mutual.

Furthermore, we’ve been pleased to host numerous interns, particularly with our policy unit. We have two with us currently—Patrick Visintini* and Kathleen MacEachern. 
*Patrick is one of the emcees

I’d also like to acknowledge the student volunteer organizers of this event, and in that connection, my thanks to the Chair of the Conference Committee, Alison Sproat (rhymes with ‘boat’), and Vice-Chair Sarah Penney. Your work and those of your fellow committee members is much appreciated.

So back to the theme of the conference. 

As I interpret symbiosis from the perspective of a public servant, it’s about closing the gap between us, and the people we serve.
First, allow me to briefly outline what might seem self-evident—which is precisely why we would want to close that gap—and then touch on the some of the ways in which we are attempting to do this. First—the “why.” 
Today, government must deal with increasingly high expectations for effective and prompt policy and program response, given the pervasiveness of the internet and the various tools it makes possible for dialogue and exchange of views.  
The call for the federal public service is to get on board with the new realities of interactive communication. That call to action has come from the very top of the civil service—the Clerk of the Privy Council, Wayne Wouters. 

In an appendix to the Clerk’s latest report to the Prime Minister is the 7th report of the PM’s advisory committee on the Public Service. There’s a statement in there that speaks to the new reality: “A digital population cannot be well-served by analog government.” 

  So how do we go about harvesting the rich sources of public           

  input available to us? There are many approaches—some   

  formal, some not so much. 
First, never overlook the obvious. Through the very process of delivering programs, government hears from our publics about what they like, and where we could make improvements. 
At ACOA, for instance, in the delivery of our businesses assistance programs, we connect with businesspeople, and what they tell us feeds into our program planning.

Then of course, there’s the new way of engaging with our publics—and them with us. It’s called social media. I’m thinking you may have heard of it? 
In the 1960s, Andy Warhol talked about everyone having 15 minutes of fame. Today, you’ve got 140 characters—if you’re lucky. People used to talk about saying something quotable; I can only aspire that someday I might say something tweetable.
By the way, I gather that Katy Perry is Queen of Twitter, with some 48 million followers. That’s more than Canada’s population. Hey, you might say that if government only had that kind of reach, we could really Roar* (hit title song of Katy Perry’s new album—all the kids will understand the reference).

Another form of public consultation is…well…public consultation. Ministers regularly hold consultations with the Canadian public on various matters. 

However, it should be a caution to all of us, that the other side of consultation and engagement is what you do with the feedback. As public opinion researchers have long told us, if you have no appetite for change, asking people what they think can be counter-productive. 
That’s why it’s so important that we remain connected on a day-to-day basis with the people we’re serving—so that there’s an accountability there. 

ACOA, for instance, has field account managers across the province—and Atlantic Canada for that matter. I’ve heard that they’re as likely to find themselves talking with clients in the grocery store aisle…as they are across the board table. In a very real sense, our clients know where we live. And although in today’s world that can have an ominous ring, we choose to think that the risks of isolation far outweigh the risks of connection.
In the same vein, I note that one of the panels tomorrow is   about innovative service delivery. At ACOA, our experience over the last 25-years-plus would suggest that although it might not always be strictly innovative in the technological sense, there’s a continual refreshing of perspective that occurs when you get out there and work with the people you serve.

As Dr. Florizone stated in a recent Dalhousie Alumni Magazine article: “The heart of higher education is those interactions between people; that’s where real innovation and inspiration happen.”

At ACOA, we couldn’t agree more. Encouraging the integration of innovation and inspiration into our region’s economic mainstream is arguably ACOA’s core priority. We trust this conference will contribute to that priority, and a diverse range of others. 
In closing, it seems that we are now in the midst of a great opportunity afforded by innovation, technology and an ever-shrinking world. A confluence of ideas informed by public, private and civil society is just within our grasp. The tools to make this possible are becoming commonplace. However, it is the work you will do in your professional lives that has the real potential of making extraordinary contributions across a broad range of public endeavors.

So please accept my best wishes for an exceptional conference…and some great conversations. 

Thank you. Merci beaucoup.
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