Whistleblower protection more image than substance
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When federal gun registry costs skyrocketed from $200 million to $1 billion, why did no government employee come forward to alert the public to the spending mayhem?

Why did no public servant take action to address the out of control Quebec sponsorship program? After all, we know, thanks to Commons committee testimony last spring, many were fuming at the way money was being thrown around.

The list of scandals and boondoggles that have emerged thanks either to access to information queries or media scrutiny is lamentably long.

The tainted blood scandal. The Human Resources Development Department debacle. And the latest -- Ottawa losing track of $500 million a year through errors in Employment Insurance payouts.

Where the heck are all the public employees who see this stuff on the inside? Aren't they taxpayers, too?

That's where so-called whistleblower protection comes in. It's tough to spill the beans; there can be reprisals.

Remember Allan Cutler? He was a procurement manager at Public Works who warned senior officials in 1996 about highly questionable sponsorship grants awarded to Liberal-friendly ad firms in Quebec. His job was soon declared surplus. His union stepped in and Cutler wound up keep-ing his job, though he was demoted.

A Public Servants Disclosure Protection Act was introduced in the last parliament but died on the order paper. The Martin Government, working overtime to convince the public it really and truly cares how taxpayers' money gets spent, recently reintroduced the bill.

It had no choice, of course. This is a big part of Paul Martin's agenda -- focusing on transparency and public accountability. He needs to appear keen to have public servants come forward to disclose wrongdoing and mismanagement.

But the bill, according to the union representing professional workers in the public service -- those most likely to spy skulduggery at senior levels -- is more flash than substance.

A clunker, says Steve Hindle, president of the Professional Institute of the Public Service.

PIPS is a separate union from the larger PSAC or Public Service Alliance of Canada, which is in a scrap with Ottawa over a new contract. Hindle's group represents some 50,000 workers at higher levels of the bureaucracy -- from federal scientific researchers to auditors to engineers. They earn anywhere from $38,000 to $100,000-plus a year.

These workers, Hindle says, won't feel sufficiently protected by the new bill. That's because they'll be required to report concerns to a special complaints officer in their department -- someone appointed by the deputy minister, or to the president of the Public Service Commission, who is a member of the deputy minister community.

To give public servants the security they'd need to blab, the bill would have to mandate a public service integrity commissioner, Hindle asserts. And that person would have to be entirely independent, like the auditor-general, appointed by and reporting to Parliament.

In the absence of whistleblower legislation, since 2002 an integrity officer -- appointed by and reporting to the Treasury Board president -- has been in place to receive complaints.

He's a lonely man, Hindle says.

Another concern about the current bill is it fails to cover thousands of non-unionized workers, such as RCMP and CSIS employees.

Yes, they may handle top-secret security files, but their operations can have administrative and management muckups just like any other area of government.

Surely the prime minister is aware of these shortcomings in the legislation. So, is it possible Martin is not really committed to protecting boat-rockers?

Could it be the PM wishes to pass his bill to give the impression he's committed to open government while really preferring to keep a lid on the endless bloopers that inevitably occur in the running of a $180-billion-a-year operation?

Too many tales of public wrongdoing and sloppiness, after all, could turn into a non-stop nightmare for the Martin crew.

Given the recent spending fiascos in Ottawa that we know about, taxpayers have as a strong interest in keeping an eye on the whistleblowing bill as those principled employees whose jobs could be on the line.
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