
Winnipeg - 22/07/2021 Page : A004

July 22, 2021 7:12 am (GMT -5:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

A 4 THURSDAY, JULY 22, 2021 ● WINNIPEGFREEPRESS.COMNEWS I  MANITOBA

Where Caring is Our Number One Concern™ PROUDLY CANADIAN

www.allseniorscare.com

905 Shaftesbury Blvd., Winnipeg, MB

Introducing
BLOSSOM

LIVING
BLOSSOM has been created to give all residents 

the opportunity to thrive and grow.

Nursing staff to Provide Support and Care 24/7

Please call Brandi

204.202.1863

AS signs on Winnipeg lawns denounce 
education reform Bill 64, and rural mu-
nicipalities pass motions rebuking the 
legislation, the provincial government 
has  spent $150,000 on things such as 
bus ads and billboards to try changing 
the tide of public opinion.

“It’s not a good use of taxpayers’ 
money,” said University of Manitoba 
political scientist Royce Koop. “A lot of 
the time what we’re seeing from govern-
ments now is just flat-out advertising.”

The PC government says its Better 
Education Starts Today strategy is a 
sweeping reform that requires as much 
feedback as possible, even though it’s al-
ready tabled the bill. Education Minister 
Cliff Cullen’s department is thus pur-
chasing ads on bus benches, buses and 
digital channels to drum up response.

“In total, about $150,000 has been 
spent on promoting engagement with 
the BEST strategy, including past pro-
motion of virtual meetings, telephone 
town halls and surveys,” wrote Jamie 
Hofing, Cullen’s press secretary.

He said roughly 20,000 Manitobans 
have provided feedback on the reform, 
which includes the elimination of elect-
ed school boards.

Last month, the province launched 
a “Fact versus Fiction” website to re-
spond to criticism from labour and op-
position groups who have distributed 
thousands of lawn signs across Winni-
peg against Bill 64.

In July, ads appeared on Winnipeg 
buses and bus stop benches, asking 
Manitobans to “help prepare our kids 
for their future” and directing them to 

a government website.
Political communications expert Alex 

Marland was surprised to see those ads 
were royal blue, as the PC Party uses 
light blue in its messaging.

“Colour schemes are an immediate 
(indicator) that causes people to asso-
ciate a message with a political party,” 
said Marland, a professor at the Me-
morial University of Newfoundland. “I 
wouldn’t use the word propaganda, but 
I would say it borders on partisan.

“What you’re doing is undermining 
neutrality.”

The same concerns emerged dur-
ing the rollout of the Stephen Harper 
government’s Economic Action Plan, 
which many point to as an example of 
a permanent election campaign, where 
parties use government resources to 
fight ideological battles.

Ottawa erected roadside signs posted 
across the country with green, grey and 
blue colours, which many noticed didn’t 
include the red and orange of Conserva-
tives’ two main opposition parties.

Manitobans might consider adopting 
rules now in place for the federal and 
Ontario governments, which bars their 
advertisements from using a colour 
similar to that of a political party in any 
prominent way, Marland said.

A May 2019 arm’s-length report for 
the Manitoba government on non-parti-
san government advertising noted these 
rules, but didn’t recommend them.

Instead, former elections commis-
sioner Michael Green suggested Mani-
toba could forbid mentioning the name 
or logo of a political party and stick with 
factual information instead of slogans 
that could benefit the governing party.

Governments can use publicity to 
help people understand things, such as 
what speed to slow to when an ambu-
lance is on the side of a highway or how 
to access services, Koop said.

“When there’s a bill that is obviously 
contentious or unpopular, and the gov-
ernment is clearly advertising in order 
to address that lack of popularity, that’s 
a big difference,” he said, noting Bill 64 
has already been tabled.

The ads fit into moves where govern-
ments issue cheques, producing a visual 
payment for the typical voter instead of 

a discreet change to their annual tax 
tabulation, which would be less notice-
able (such as the education property tax 
rebate), Koop said.

A document formatted as a fact-check 
of what opposition parties and labour 
groups say isn’t so different in content 
from a Q&A document issued to jour-
nalists, except when the tone echoes an 
election campaign, Marland added.

“A government has the obligation to 
make sure that citizens are informed; 
they can’t just rely on the media and 
others,” he said.

“With a government communications 
campaign, you want to keep it as factual 
as possible, and away from any sense 
the government party is manipulating 
their position of power.”

Marland also noted school divisions 
themselves are a communications tool 
for government, as decision-making 
power ultimately rests with the cabinet.

“Boards exist, often, to provide min-
isters with a bit of distance from hot-
button issues,” he said.
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T
HE civil service’s neutrality is at stake due 
to PC talking points repeatedly slipping into 
non-partisan news releases, according to a 

rebuke from the Manitoba ombudsman.
“Citizens should not be footing the bill for com-

munication that is partisan or political,” reads an 
ombudsman’s report issued Wednesday, which 
was obtained by the Free Press.

“It is important that the separation between the 
non-partisan civil service and the political realm 
remain intact.”

The independent investigator looked into two 
news releases issued by Communications Servi-
ces Manitoba, which raised eyebrows for their 
pro-conservative tone.

A June 2019 news release was entitled “Mani-
toba Lauds Andrew Scheer’s Pledge to Reduce 
Interprovincial Trade Barriers,” which hailed the 
former federal Tory leader months ahead of an 
election.

An August 2020 release decried “misinforma-
tion” and “fearmongering of the opposition par-
ties” on child care.

The ombudsman received complaints from the 
provincial NDP and others, saying those releases 
amounted to partisan messaging.

An investigation found political staff weren’t 
pressuring civil servants. Instead, the public ser-
vice has lax rules around how to vet content for 
partisan messaging.

An undated nine-page internal document guides 
bureaucrats working in the public affairs division, 
and it asks them to respect “the overarching prin-
ciple that government services should not be used 
for a political purpose.”

That guidance goes on to say: “As it is inappro-
priate for a governing party to use government-
funded communications apparatus to further a 
political agenda, partisan political language is not 
appropriate in government releases and must be 
edited out.”

Still, that didn’t stop the Scheer release from go-
ing out in June 2019.

It all started when Deborah Young, a political 
appointee who was the government’s director of 
communications, sent a draft to the editor of news 
releases, who is a non-partisan public servant.

The bureaucrat edited the release, and sent it 
back to Young while noting it’s unusual for the 
province to praise anyone who isn’t in government.

She flagged that concern to her boss, noting it’s 
“A little odd in that it’s supportive of an opposition 
position, but it ties directly into something the pre-
mier has been asking for,” referring to the issue of 
clearing internal trade barriers.

The supervisor was not at their desk, and didn’t 
see that email in the 28 minutes before it was sent 
out.

Immediately, one journalist asked why the prov-
ince was issuing a partisan statement.

The ombudsman said Young shouldn’t have 
asked the bureaucracy to edit and send the Scheer 
release in the first place, as political staff are for-
bidden from asking civil servants to undertake ac-
tivities the public could view as biased.

“This case clearly demonstrates the lack of clar-
ity in roles and responsibilities of government 
communications staff and political communica-
tions staff, and without appropriate structures 
in place, it paves the way for these lines to be 
crossed,” reads the report.

A senior bureaucrat started an internal probe, 

but clearly didn’t change things 14 months later, 
when Young was no longer working with the PCs.

An August 2020 news release decried “fear-
mongering of the opposition parties” and claimed 
they weren’t supporting Manitoba families.

“The opposition parties continue to spread mis-
information about our government’s position on 
child care and it is important that we correct the 
record,” reads the release.

The ombudsman found the original draft came 
from political staff — and the unedited version 
was even more partisan.

“Civil servants worked with political staff to 
depoliticize the language and the release that was 
published was approved by” the bureaucrat super-
vising the communications department, the om-
budsman wrote.

The 2020 incident “raises a perception of lack 
of neutrality, and we question whether it complied 
with the spirit of government policy to maintain a 
non-partisan public service.”

Two years after the Scheer news release, Com-
munications Services Manitoba is still drafting a 
procedure on vetting news releases, and a separ-
ate guidance on politically impartial communi-
cations. The ombudsman expressed concern 
there’s still no updated policy as of this month, 
pointing to clear rules that already exist in other 
provinces.

Bureaucrats who find a release might be par-
tisan now have to call their supervisor instead 
of just emailing them, but the ombudsman said 
there’s still no clear protocol on what to do if the 
supervisor doesn’t pick up the phone.

NDP MLA Malaya Marcelino said she’s con-
cerned the 2020 incident took place when the gov-
ernment had reviewed the Scheer news release.

“It’s using government-funded resources to play 
partisan politics, and that’s not the right time or 
place to do that,” Marcelino said.

“It’s very important that we keep public ser-
vants neutral; it’s part of keeping public confi-
dence in our government.”

The ombudsman recommended the governing 
party remind its political staff once a year “as to 
the importance of maintaining an impartial and 
unbiased civil service.”
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The provincial government has spent about $150,000 on promoting its sweeping changes planned for the Manitoba education system.

Ombudsman says citizens should 
not foot bill for partisan messaging
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NDP MLA Malaya Marcelino says she is concerned by the 
use of government resources to ‘play partisan politics.’
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