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                                   IS THE FEDERAL PUBLIC SERVICE TOO BIG? 

                           An analysis of public service employment trends: 2010-23 
 

Since Justin Trudeau became Prime Minister in 2015 almost 100 thousand (net) new employees have 
been added to the federal public service, an increase of nearly 40% in eight years. The growth in 2023 
alone numbered some 21,000 or 6.3%.1 The significant increase has begun to attract media attention, 
notably a recent article in the Globe & Mail: “Size of federal public service swells to record high.” The 
related steep growth in personnel expenditure—from $44B in FY 2019-20 to $61B in 2021-22—was the 
subject of an April, 2023 analysis by the Parliamentary Budget Office.2  

While these growth figures raise headline questions regarding the size of the public service, they need to 
be interpreted in light of the policy objectives of the government of the day as well as factors affecting the 
efficiency with which the government’s agenda is implemented. The appropriate size of the federal public 
service can only be assessed in this context. 

The purpose of this paper is to delve into the employment data at the departmental and agency level and 
over the period 2010-23, covering the trends during the last five years of the Harper government (2010-
15) and the Trudeau government to date (2015-23). After a short introduction to set the scene, the paper 
addresses the following questions: 

1. What factors may be driving the rapid growth of the public service since 2015? 
2. Is the federal public service too big and according to what criteria?   

A concluding section summarizes the paper’s answer to the 2nd question. 

The analysis is supplemented by three Annexes that comprise a series of tables and charts tracking the 
evolution of public service employment in almost 60 departments and agencies, grouped into 15 
“portfolios” that account for more than 98% of total employment. Annex A summarizes, in a comparative 
context, the employment trends during the Harper and Trudeau governments, illustrating starkly different 
policy priorities. Annex B presents in graphical form and at the individual departmental and agency levels 
the evolution of public service headcount 2010-2023. Annex C contains the full data set. 

 

 
1 The source for all employment data after 2010 in this paper is the Treasury Board Secretariat employment 
database. Here, the “public service” consists of employees of federal departments and agencies listed in the various 
schedules of the Financial Administration Act. The data exclude political staff, members of the Canadian Forces and 
RCMP, as well as employees of more than 30 Crown Corporations such as Canada Post, the CBC, the Bank of 
Canada, etc. The detailed employment data cover the period from March 31, 2010 through March 31, 2023—
reported here on a calendar-year basis—and are broken down by departments and agencies. The referenced 
employment numbers are lower than those encompassed in the Personal Expenditure Analysis of the Parliamentary 
Budget Office which includes the non-civilian members of the Canadian Forces and RCMP. The PBO headcount in 
2021-22 (413,000) is about 80,000 greater than the number in the Treasury Board Secretariat’s database. 
2 Reported compensation numbers, which include pension payments, vary according to the definition of precisely 
what is included. For example, the Public Accounts documents report compensation of $57.7B in 2019-20 and 
$63.3B in 2021-22. There also are usually subsequent adjustments to originally reported figures. Nevertheless, the 
trends tend to be insensitive to these issues. 



2 
 

Setting the scene 

Public attention tends to focus on government spending, not on public service headcount. But apart from 
unusual spikes in expenditure associated with events like COVID and severe recessions, spending and 
headcount are closely correlated. The evolution of public service employment is therefore an indicator of 
the evolution of government priorities.  

In 1993 the federal public service 
numbered 240,500. By 1998, following 
the fiscal retrenchment initiated in the 
1995 budget, headcount had fallen 22% 
to 187,000. But by the beginning of the 
Harper government in 2006, 
employment had recovered to 250,000 
and continued to increase to 283,000 in 
2010. By the end of the Harper regime 
in 2015, following a period of relative 
austerity, employment had declined by 
26,000 (9.2%) to 257,000. But by March 
31, 2023, it had rebounded strongly to 
more than 357,000. To put these 
numbers in context, between 2015 and 
2023 the federal public service grew almost four times as rapidly as Canada’s population during which 
time the number of federal public servants per 1,000 population increased from 7.2 to 8.9. The 39% 
growth of the federal public service significantly outpaced: the 14.9% (real) growth of the economy; the 
12.6% growth of total employment; and the 24.5% growth of employment at all levels of government in 
Canada. On the other hand, federal public service growth was far less than the growth of program 
spending (74.9%) and of federal operating expenditures (up 75.2%). The latter refers to the overall cost of 
running the government, more than half of which is currently public service compensation. For example, 
in FY2022-23, total federal program 
spending was $439 B, of which $309 B 
(70%) consisted of transfer payments to 
individuals, groups, and other 
governments, while $130 B covered the 
cost of the government’s own 
operations, including employee 
compensation of $67 B (52% of 
operating expense and 15% of total 
program spending). Clearly, the size of 
the government workforce accounts for 
significant annual expenditure. 

But can the recent growth be considered excessive? Or has Prime Minister Trudeau simply restored public 
service strength from a depleted level at the end of the Harper regime?  

Over the entire 2010-23 period being examined, net federal public service employment increased by 
almost 75,000, representing an average annual growth rate of 1.8% compared with 1.2% for the national 
population. Of course, there is no reason to expect the growth of the civil service to match, much less 
exceed, population growth. Other things being equal, we would hope that increased productivity—e.g., 
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through investment in information technology, better work processes, and management training—would 
bring public service growth below that of the population, particularly as so much specialized and urgent 
work is being outsourced to consultants.3 

The robust public service growth over the last eight years, and especially the dramatic 6.3% increase in 
the most recent fiscal year, call out for explanation and justification.  

Principal Factors that Determine the Growth of the Federal Public Service  

What are the principal factors that drive growth in the size of the public service and those that might 
inhibit growth. The actual trajectory will depend on a dynamic balance between the two—a balance that 
will shift according to a changing mix of external and political influences. 

The 39% growth since 2015 appears to be due principally to some combination of the following four 
factors. 

• The ambition and philosophy of the Trudeau government: The government came into office at a time 
when the neoliberal paradigm4, which had held sway in most of the economically advanced countries 
since the early 1980s, was being widely questioned in light of income inequality, the severe recession 
of 2008-09, and a weakening trend of economic growth. A new consensus has been developing in 
most western governments in response to the view that the ideological pendulum has swung too far. It 
was seen as time to “bring government back,” and particularly the social agenda of government. In 
the Trudeau government’s case this has featured the creation or expansion of many programs that are 
inherently labour-intensive. This coincided with a major cultural revolution—the Diversity, Equity, 
and Inclusion movement, which in Canada has been amplified by an historic commitment to 
Indigenous reconciliation. Every federal department and agency has committed to promoting DEI and 
reconciliation in hiring practices and human resources management. The combined effect of all the 
foregoing trends has been to put strong upward pressure on staffing to accommodate the new 
priorities. 
 

• The COVID pandemic: This unanticipated external shock—analogous in many ways to a declaration 
of war—required a large and rapid mobilization of government effort to implement extraordinary 
financial assistance, new public health capacity, extra border security, and many other adaptations to 
the unprecedented circumstances. Between FY 2018-19 and 2020-21 program spending increased by 
$294 B (93%). Partly to cope, public service headcount increased by 46,000 (17%) between 2018 and 
2021. While program spending had come down 28% ($170 B) by FY 2022-23, the size of the public 
service has continued to grow—up 12% (38,000) between 2021 and 2023 for reasons that will be 
addressed later. 

 
• Political and bureaucratic incentives: Politicians and senior bureaucrats are a constant source of new 

policy and program ideas with associated staffing implications. In a recent letter to the Clerk of the 
Privy Council, the outgoing Chief Information Officer, Catherine Luelo, observed that departments 
“have not met an idea they don’t like,” and are always creating new standalone programs—e.g., to 

 
3 It has been estimated that external contracting totalled $15B in FY2021-22 of which $4.6B was for IT projects. 
4 Neoliberalism is a political-economic philosophy, often associated with Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, 
which sought to reduce the regulatory and redistributive role of the State and give greater freedom to market forces, 
both domestically and internationally. Policy consequences of what has also been called the “Washington 
consensus” included liberalized trade, tax cuts, privatization of public sector businesses, and various curbs on the 
growth of government, all of which featured in Canadian government policy until relatively recently. 
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implement about 700 commitments in ministers’ mandate letters.5 At the same time, the incentives to 
kill existing programs are much weaker. That’s because every program develops a constituency of 
beneficiaries, including the bureaucrats who manage the program and the external consultants who 
may be called on periodically to evaluate it! There is thus an inbuilt tendency for the program 
portfolio (and its public service cadre) to grow cumulatively and become more and more complex and 
fragmented. Moreover, a belief in the mystical power of information technology encourages 
politicians to call for programs whose design and complex eligibility features put increasing pressure 
on stressed legacy IT systems and require new hires, and a growing army of consultants, to fill the 
gaps. More generally, the labour relations environment in the heavily unionized public service, and 
the quasi-tenured position of more senior members, also serve to promote cumulative headcount 
growth—i.e., easier to hire than to fire.  
 

• High-profile service disruption/degradation: Any significant degradation of critical customer-facing 
services creates a strong political incentive to fix the problem, pronto—e.g., the problems in border 
services and passport issuance as travel rebounded after the pandemic—and this means hiring people. 
But while occasional service fiascos attract a lot of media attention, they appear to be relatively small 
contributors to overall headcount growth. The big drivers of staff growth are associated with the 
introduction or expansion of programs that require complex eligibility assessment and other labour-
intensive administrative features. 

There are two principal factors, present in every government, that constrain the otherwise untrammeled 
growth of the public service. 

• Fiscal discipline: Because there is always resistance to taxes, the fiscal constraint on public service 
headcount is potentially 
powerful. And while 
governments can resort to 
borrowing, this too is ultimately 
constrained to maintain 
acceptable debt ratios. In 
response to several episodes of 
fiscal pressure, as illustrated in 
the chart, the federal public 
service has seen three multi-
year reductions in headcount 
over the last 40 years—FY 
1982-83 through 1984-85; 
1993-94 through 1998-99; and 
2010-11 through 2014-15. 
Prime Minister Trudeau was fortunate that extremely low interest rates (prior to the recent inflation), 
and a moderate ratio of federal debt to GDP permitted the government to run relatively large deficits 
without generating much concern in either financial markets or the general public. Thus there was 
very little focused fiscal constraint on public service growth until recently.  

 

 

 
5 With so many priorities, nothing is a priority; instead many in the laundry list of commitments become distractions. 
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• Productivity: If the government is able to provide its services more efficiently it can fulfill its various 
missions with fewer public servants than would otherwise be the case. Productivity growth—doing  
more with less—is a win-win proposition and is the ultimate source of an increasing average standard 
of living.6 Growing labour productivity (output per employee) can be achieved in both the private and 
public sectors through investment in technology and capital equipment; better management practices; 
and through recruitment and training of motivated people. In other words, productivity grows by 
working smarter. Unfortunately, public service productivity is inherently difficult to measure because 
the value of output is rarely determined in the market of dollars and cents, or in any tangible, 
measurable amount other than program spending. But just because public service productivity is hard 
to measure does not mean that it is not important and that it cannot be made to grow steadily. In the 
private sector, the incentive is provided by market competition. But in the public sector the incentive 
to improve productivity must come from political leadership that transmits the mission to senior 
bureaucrats and on down through the ranks. The problem is that the political motivation may be weak 
in view of the relatively low profile of the public service and the risk of high profile screw-ups when 
new (potentially) productivity-enhancing technology is introduced. 
 
Both the Harper and Trudeau governments have stated a commitment to more efficient delivery of 
both internal and external services. For example, the headcount of Shared Services Canada—the 
government’s internal IT services organization—has grown rapidly as has spending on IT out-
sourcing, although sometimes with disastrous consequences—e.g., Phoenix, ArriveCan. More effort 
is nevertheless required including to increase the professional competence of internal IT hires, 
admittedly a challenge given compensation and other bureaucratic constraints. In view of the obvious 
importance of attracting, training, and retaining top-notch people, it appears odd that the two agencies 
ostensibly responsible internally for management training (Canada School of Public Service), and for 
quality recruitment and career development (Public Service Commission) have languished, at least in 
terms of staff complement and budget.7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6 Economists and national statistical agencies define labour productivity growth as the annual rate of change of (real) 
GDP per hour worked in an economy. A more general concept—Total Factor Productivity (TFP)—seeks to measure 
output per a combined unit of all relevant inputs, typically quality-adjusted labour and capital. When constructing 
the GDP, the value of the output of the Public Administration sector is calculated as the cost of inputs—salaries and 
capital inputs—and thus TFP is by definition “1” and is unchanging, although labour productivity by itself might 
increase. 
7 According to 2023-24 Departmental Plans, the planned spending of the Public Service Commission (PSC) in 2024-
25 ($90.1M) is lower than actual spending in 2020-21 ($93.6M). For the School of Public Service (SPS), planned 
2024-25 spending ($79.4M) is also less than the $ 82.3M in 2020-21. Headcount in both the PSC and SPS is below 
the levels in 2010. 
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Is the Federal Public Service Too Big? 

The answer to the question as to whether the federal public service is currently too big is obviously 
related to one’s view of the role of government—do we want government and the public service to do 
more or to do less? Nevertheless, looking at the 39% growth of headcount since 2015 there are some 
objective reasons to suspect that the size of the public service is now greater than it would need to be to 
implement the policy and program objectives of the Trudeau government. Why? 
• The fiscal constraint on the growth of the public service was of little concern during the period of 

exceptionally low interest rates on public borrowing. (Government of Canada long-term bond yields 
hovered between 1% and 2.5% between 2015 and 2021.) Under these conditions it would be expected 
that less effort would be given to keeping public service growth to the minimum needed to provide 
quality services. The government’s priorities lay elsewhere. 

• The number of federal public 
servants per 1,000 population 
(the red line in the chart) 
reached 8.9 in 2023. This 
marked the highest ratio in at 
least the past 40 years during 
which governments of various 
ideological stripes have held 
power.  

• Headcount continued to increase 
strongly in the aftermath of the 
pandemic build-up—increasing 
5.1% in 2022 and 6.3% in 2023, 
even as total program spending 
declined by 28% between FY 2020-21 and 2022-23.8 But as explained later, some of this growth was 
needed to clean up effects on existing programs of COVID spending, and is planned to be temporary. 

The foregoing bullet points provide circumstantial evidence, but not proof, that the federal public service 
has grown by more than necessary to deliver the government’s overall program. A different perspective on 
public service headcount is provided in the chart on the next page which traces inflation-adjusted (“real”) 
program spending per public servant. To the extent that real program spending can be regarded as a very 
rough proxy for the output of the federal government, then spending per public servant would be a proxy 
for public service labour productivity.  Stagnant productivity would then be evidence that it was taking 
more public servants than necessary to achieve the government’s objectives. In that sense one could 
conclude that the public service was “too big”.  

So, what do the productivity trends since 2010 tell us? 

During 2011-15, the Harper government cut headcount more rapidly than program spending, so public 
sector labour productivity (spending per full-time-equivalent employee) grew at an average rate of 3.6%,  

 

 
8 Program spending other than transfer payments—i.e., the cost of running the government—actually increased 
between FY 2020-21 and 2022-23, reflecting higher compensation cost associated with the sharp increase in public 
service headcount. 
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as indicated by the upward-sloping red line in the chart.  [In the chart, the lower blue line traces 
headcount (left scale); the dotted green line is (real) federal program spending (left scale);9 and the upper 
red line is program spending per public servant—e.g. $1.16 M in 2022-23 (right scale).]   

But it turned out that many of the 
staff cuts made during Harper’s 
Deficit Reduction Action Plan 
(DRAP) were not sustainable. 
Rather than cutting popular 
programs, DRAP 
emphasized headcount reduction 
in the hope that efficiency gains 
would emerge. For the most part 
they did not—e.g., the 
significant rise in immigration 
processing backlogs to cite one 
of several examples. The result 
was generally reduced program 
integrity which required 
headcount growth early in the Trudeau government to correct. In other words, the apparent productivity 
surge in the latter Harper years was largely illusory in the sense that it was not sustainable.  

The onset of COVID, and the associated spike in program spending in 2019-20, caused a dramatic 
increase in apparent public service labour productivity. But this too is an illusion. The COVID-emergency 
payments were able to be made largely with existing staff and procedures, causing spending per employee 
to peak. But in the aftermath, very large numbers of new employees had to be hired to clean up distortions 
created by the COVID spending measures—e.g., to determine EI entitlements in the context of CERB 
payments. Thus as spending plummeted post-COVID, headcount actually increased causing 
“productivity” to crater. The net result is that from 2016-17 through 2022-23 real program spending per 
public servant was essentially flat. By this measure there was no labour productivity increase at all.10 On 
the other hand, based on current departmental plans, many of those hired to “clean up” after COVID will 
be let go, as will staff associated with sunsetting programs.11 Other things being equal, this will generate 
increased productivity at least in the short term. But other things are never equal, so planned spending and 
staffing beyond the very short run need to be regarded cautiously. 

 
9 Real program spending is current dollar spending deflated by the price index for government consumption 
spending with 2017 = 100 (StatCan Table 36-10-0223-01). This choice of deflator is somewhat arbitrary since most 
federal program spending is in the form of transfer payments to governments, individuals and organizations. But use 
of a different deflator (e.g., personal consumption) does not change the qualitative trend. 
10 To put this in context, over the 34-year period, 1983-2017, real spending per public servant increased 60%, an 
average of almost 1.4% per year. 
11 For example, ESDC plans on a headcount reduction of 9,000 (27%) between 2022-23 and 2025-26 while planned 
gross spending (in current dollars) increases 17% resulting in a very large prospective growth in spending per 
employee. CRA plans an employee reduction of 6,800 (12.6%) between 2022-23 and 2025-26 while planned 
spending increases 29%, primarily driven by the anticipated growth of the carbon tax rebate (CAIP). Meanwhile, 
about 80% of CRA headcount is associated with tax administration. Spending on tax (2022-23 through 2025-26) is 
planned to decrease 17% while related headcount would fall by only 10%, implying a 7.8% decline in spending per 
employee—i.e., falling productivity in this key sector of CRA’s responsibility. 
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While it is likely that political leadership has accorded too little priority to increasing the efficiency of 
government, a point recently emphasized by Kevin Lynch and Jim Mitchell, we may still ask: 

 (a) Is the recent growth in headcount due primarily to a lack of adequate bureaucratic control bred of 
fiscal complacency? or 

 (b) Is the growth driven largely by the government’s adoption of overly complex rules regarding program 
implementation, all in the context of inadequate technological systems?  

If the answer to either question is “Yes” then we can conclude that the public service is too big—i.e., it is  
bigger than it needs to be to deliver what the government of the day seeks to accomplish. But the 
implications for solution are quite different. The remedy in the case of (a) is the traditional nostrum of 
finance ministries everywhere—conduct expenditure and program reviews, identify the fat and activities 
of low priority, and wield the fiscal scalpel (or axe). That was the Harper government’s approach and, as 
noted earlier, the cuts were not sustainable because the hoped for productivity gains did not materialize. 

In the case of the Trudeau government, question (b) appears to be the more relevant, although fiscal 
complacency has also been in the mix.  The present government increased spending dramatically (quite 
apart from COVID) in several social policy domains. As a result, transfers to individuals and groups 
increased by 85% between FY 2015-16 and 2022-23 by which time COVID transfer spending had 
ended.12 Most of these programs come with elaborate qualification criteria and are therefore labour-
intensive to implement.13 

The productivity killers are to be found in the transfer and granting programs other than the major 
transfers to governments. As the examples in the text box (next page) illustrate, the government’s 
particular spending and regulatory choices, with a heavy bias to those that are labour-intensive, have been 
major drivers of the rapid headcount growth.  

The objective should be to implement the government’s agenda as determined by political commitments 
and legislated requirements as efficiently as possible. As a practical matter this involves some 
combination of (i) simplifying program criteria, eligibility rules, and internal compliance procedures, and 
(ii) becoming more sophisticated and proficient in the use of technology to automate delivery processes. 

The first solution component (i) will often involve a trade-off between requiring complex eligibility 
criteria in order to tightly target spending versus simpler criteria that are cheaper to implement but result 
in some “wasted” spending beyond the target purpose. The main way to mitigate the trade-off—i.e., to 
have tightly-targeted programs without excessive headcount requirements—is to invest heavily in 
sophisticated information technology and in hiring and training for its efficient use. Nevertheless, as the 
EI example in the text box below illustrates, some rules are impossible to automate even with state-of-the-
art technology so a trade-off is sometimes unavoidable. There are other situations where the problem 
could be avoided altogether. For example, when the government was deciding how to deliver its new 

 
12 In 2015-16, Major Transfers to Persons (OAS, child benefits, EI) were $83 B and Oher Transfers (to individuals 
and groups, but not to governments) were $35 B, for a total of $118 B. In 2022-23 these had grown to $112 B and 
$106 B respectively for a total of $218 B, an increase of 85%. By 2022-23, the extraordinary COVID transfers to 
individuals had ended (but the carbon tax rebate is included--$7 B in 2022-23). So, the 85% increase is not distorted 
by the COVID transfers. (Source: Fiscal Reference Tables)   
13 By contrast, transfers to other governments ($91 B in 2022-23) are largely formula-driven and involve very large 
individual amounts. The number of employees required to deliver these transfers, as a ratio of the sums involved, is 
close to zero. In this case, spending per employee, while extremely high, is not a meaningful indicator of 
productivity. 
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dental benefits program it could have chosen to delegate the back-office processes to the Provinces that 
already had systems in place to handle the benefit delivery at low incremental cost. But the government 
chose not to, and added to its own headcount and cost instead. Finally; multiple financial tracking and 
reporting systems appear to be significant generators of head count, usually in response to some 
“boondoggle”. Redundant, overbearing compliance mechanisms, ostensibly to ensure taxpayers’ money is 
being spent as intended, end up imposing significant (if unquantified) costs on both the users and 
deliverers of programs. Accountability imposes costs as well as benefits so attention is needed to ensure 
the latter exceeds the former. 

 

How Program Design Complexity Increases Staffing Requirements 

[The following content is based on an interview with a senior official with direct knowledge of the issues.] 

Canada has probably the most complex rule sets in the world that govern the delivery of 
transfers to individuals--famously around EI. Here is just one example. If you are laid off, you 
cannot collect EI during the period you are receiving severance pay from your company. 
Although this sounds straighBorward, it turns out there are some 130 types of payments 
individuals might receive upon deparFng a company (e.g. vacaFon pay). You are allowed to 
receive most of these while sFll eligible for EI.  The catch is that most companies don’t track the 
precise type of severance payment. The EI system requires a human being to call the company to 
idenFfy the precise type of payment. Several hundred (full-Fme-equivalent) employees are 
occupied with the task.  But when the CERB was introduced, the surge in EI applicants made it 
infeasible to make all the calls to determine eligibility. So the rule was temporarily suspended 
and as a result claims were processed in hours, not weeks.  But when the crisis passed, the rule 
was reinstated on the fiscally-moFvated ground that EI payments had to be administered in strict 
adherence to the severance eligibility rule despite the degradaFon of service and increase of 
headcount this implied.  

The rules around immigraFon provide many other instances of extreme complexity. For example, 
there are five separate refugee systems with different rules for different groups--Ukrainians, 
Afghanis, Syrians, etc. The rules are so complex that there is no opFon but to deploy significant 
human resources to manage.  

The present government has made the rules in mulFple areas extremely complex and has done 
so done with full awareness of the implicaFons for the added staffing requirements. 

 

The fundamental solution to lagging productivity—and to “right-sizing” the public service—is to become 
more sophisticated and proficient in the use of technology to automate program delivery processes. That 
job is of course also made easier if the rules are less complex and if the federal government does not 
choose to deliver itself what other governments in Canada are already set up to deliver.14 

 
14 “If we can’t do the process of simplification, tech is not going to fix the problem,” Chief Information Officer, 
Catherine Luelo, said in an interview. The Phoenix pay-system debacle is a perfect example of what happens when 
processes aren’t simplified. It began as project to integrate pay and human-resources systems. Seven years and $3.6 
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Unfortunately, experience has shown that the introduction of information technology in large public 
bureaucracies is a fraught process where failures are expensive and politically embarrassing. There is an 
incentive to try to play it safe and hope that legacy systems can hold up. But the answer is not to shy 
away, but rather to double down on the commitment to efficiency and to invest in developing far greater 
internal expertise to guide and complement the still necessary use of external consultants. While this 
would increase headcount in the near term, the payoff would be to reduce the number of public servants 
needed to deliver any given level of service.15 

Successive governments have talked a good game, most recently with the launch in 2022 of Digital 
Ambition, a government-wide strategy to guide the delivery of government in a digital age. In December 
2023, the government’s Chief Information Officer, Catherine Luelo, resigned after two and a half years in 
the job but has re-emerged as an advisor to the Clerk of the Privy Council. Based on her experience as 
CIO she observed that  “We have a significant level of technical debt that in some cases is decades in the 
making.”  

Similar conclusions were reached by the Auditor General in a 2023 Report on Modernizing Information 
Technology Systems. Quoting from the Report: “It has been more than 24 years since the government 
first identified aging systems as a significant issue and…still does not have a strategy to drive 
modernization. Only 38% of the government’s approximately 7,500 information technology applications 
were considered healthy…about one-third out of the 1,480 applications designated as mission-
critical…were still considered in poor health…Many aging systems are currently being maintained on old 
and outdated infrastructure, which is costly, resource intensive, and unsustainable.”  

Among the many factors that have contributed to this sorry state of affairs, Michael Wernick, a former 
Clerk, observed that the government has never resolved how technology should be managed. Is it a single 
service with common standards, interoperability and cybersecurity? Or is it a loose federation of 300 
departments and agencies where deputy heads and managers have autonomy? It now operates with both 
philosophies, depending on the agency. 

It is well beyond the scope of this paper to suggest what the government needs to do to finally resolve its 
decades-long digital technology conundrum, a challenge that can only become more urgent with the 
emergence of powerful artificial intelligence. Fortunately, there is no shortage of advice from those with 
long experience in the way government works, as well as from those with deep understanding of what is 
required to implement digital technology in large organizations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
billion later, there is one pay system and still more than 30 separate HR systems, which is behind many of the 
problems. (Source) 
15 For several years, the government has been falling short of filling its 30,000 IT positions by up to 30 per cent. 
(Source) 
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Conclusion  

Returning to the question animating this paper—Is the federal public service too big?—we should set 
aside questions related to the role of government in society—should it play a bigger or smaller role? That 
is a political decision, although with obvious implications for the size of the public service. But quite 
apart from any political stance regarding the scope and ambition of government, there remains the 
technocratic challenge of achieving the program of the government of the day, whatever its ideological 
orientation, as efficiently as possible. To the extent that headcount exceeds what is needed to accomplish 
the task, one can conclude that the public service is too big.  

Of course, in the real world it is not possible to “calculate” the minimum efficient size of the public 
service. Moreover the efficient size, prospectively, will depend on certain political decisions. If a 
government opts for excessively complex rules to govern its programs, or if it fails to invest adequately in 
technology to enhance productivity, then the size of the public service—even if otherwise well 
controlled—will be larger than would be needed in the presence of less complex program design and 
greater investment in technology. From this perspective, the public service may be judged to be too big, 
but the responsibility for that state of affairs would rest with government’s political preferences regarding 
program design and technology implementation.  

So, there are two separate dimensions regarding the question as to the right size of the public service 
which I have labeled Tactical and Strategic:  

• The Tactical dimension: Given the program design and technology implementation already in place, 
are there more public servants than reasonably needed to execute the government’s program?   

• The Strategic dimension: Have the government’s choices regarding program design and technology 
implementation necessitated a larger public service than would otherwise be needed to execute the 
government’s program?  

Along the Tactical dimension, there is an inherent tendency of large public bureaucracies to overstaff, 
subject to countervailing fiscal pressure. That pressure, until very recently, has not been a potent 
constraint so it would be expected that headcount has inflated cumulatively. On top of that, the COVID 
emergency likely led to some hiring that is now being unwound more slowly than strictly necessary.  

Along the Strategic dimension, it is clear that the government’s decisions—e.g., requiring increasingly 
complex program criteria and eligibility rules, and the failure to upgrade or even maintain information 
technology—have required a lot of hiring just to cope. The findings of the Auditor General regarding the 
state of the government’s digital capacity and the experience of senior managers provide compelling 
evidence. The fact that inflation-adjusted program spending per employee was the same in 2022-23 as in 
2016-17 suggests that the government’s program suite is too labour-intensive—e.g., due to overly 
complex rules and out-dated information technology. These are conditions that can and should be 
corrected. Until they are, one can say that the public service is too big. 
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It is not possible (at least in this 
paper) to quantify the scale of 
the Tactical and Strategic effects 
on the size of the public service. 
But consider that in 2023 the 
number of federal public 
servants per 1,000 population 
was the highest in at least 40 
years. That alone isn’t proof that 
the public service is now too big. 
But it raises the questions 
addressed in this paper which, on 
the balance of evidence, have led 
me to conclude that the federal 
public service has in fact become 
too big. 
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ANNEX A: PUBLIC SECTOR EMPLOYMENT TRENDS—HARPER AND TRUDEAU 

The analysis that follows is based on employment numbers for about 60 departments and agencies 
covering 98% of total federal public service employment as reported on the Treasury Board Secretariat 
website. To facilitate interpretation, the individual entities have been informally grouped into related 
domains, 15 in total—e.g., Natural Resources; Economic Development; Culture & Heritage (see table on 
the next page). The information is summarized below and in more detailed graphical form in Annex B.16  

Between 2010 and 2015 the Harper 
government reduced public service 
headcount by a total of 32,000 in 80% 
of the departments and agencies 
analyzed here. Eleven organizations 
bucked the trend and added about 6,500 
employees but 5,300 of those were in 
Shared Services Canada, newly staffed 
in 2012.  

While the Trudeau government strongly 
reversed the overall trend of the 
previous five years, there has been far 
more growth impetus in some areas than 
in others. The employment trends 
portray perhaps the clearest indicators of the political philosophy of both the Haper and Trudeau 
governments.  

Following are several tables that summarize the main features of the headcount data. These cover: 

• The most significant Harper cuts in terms of absolute net staff reductions. 
• The most significant increases under Trudeau in terms of absolute net staff additions. 
• The departments and agencies for which staff complements have not been fully restored under 

Trudeau—i.e,. where employment in 2023 is less than in 2010. 
• Three tables summarizing the aggregate data. 

It is beyond the scope of this paper to investigate the specific factors responsible for the tabulated 
increases or decreases. The data simply raise questions to be answered. Some insight may be gleaned 
from the annual departmental plans but these apply an optimistic gloss. Deeper interpretation would 
require interviews with senior officials and political staff.    

 
16 The adopted sub-groupings of departments and agencies are “unofficial”. Different collections could be used or 
preferred. 
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In terms of absolute headcount 
reductions, the Harper government’s 
cuts were concentrated in nine 
departments and agencies. Those 
tabulated opposite each saw cuts of 
more than 1,000 and account for 
20,400 of reductions, or 80% of the 
total employment cuts between 2010 
and 2015. The 25% reduction in 
Agriculture & Agri-Food is 
particularly noteworthy. 

 

PRINCIPAL CENTRAL AGENCIES JUSTICE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
Treasury Board Secretariat Department of Justice Industry, Science & Econ. Development
Privy Council Office Federal Judges National Research Council
Finance Prosecution Service Research Granting Councils

Regional Development Agencies
SOUND PUBLIC MANAGEMENT GLOBAL ENGAGEMENT Canadian Space Agency

Public Service Commission Global Affairs 
Auditor General National Defence (civilian staff) NATURAL RESOURCES
School of Public Service Veterans Affairs Fisheries & Oceans

Environment & Climate Change  
INTERNAL SERVICES IMMIGRATION Agriculture & Agri-Food 

Services and Procurement Immigration, Refugees & Citizenship Natural Resources Canada
Shared Services Immigration and Refugee Board Impact Assessment Agency 
Statistics Canada National Energy Board

HEALTH 
CANADA REVENUE AGENCY Health Canada TRANSPORT & INFRASTRUCTURE

Food Inspection Agency Infrastructure Canada
PUBLIC SAFETY & SECURITY Public Health Agency Transport Canada
Public Safety Canada
Correctional Service SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT CULTURE & HERITAGE
Border Services Agency Employment & Social Development Parks Canada
RCMP (civilian staff) Human Rights Commission Canadian Heritage
Communications Security Estab. Women & Gender Equality Library & Archives 
Superintendent of Fin. Institutions National Film Board
Fin. Transactions Analysis Centre INDIGENOUS & NORTHERN AFFAIRS Canadian Radio-telev. & Telecom Com.
Financial Consumer Agency Indigenous Services Commissioner of Official Languages

Crown-Indigenous Relns. & Northern Affairs

                                 LIST OF PORTFOLIOS OF DEPARTMENTS AND AGENCIES (UNITS OF ANALYSIS)

MAJOR HARPER CUTS: 2010-2015
National Defence (Civilian) 4,680-       -17%
Employment and Social Development 4,305-       -17%
Canada Revenue Agency 3,157-       -7%
Agriculture & Agri-Food 1,744-       -25%
Services and Procurement 1,647-       -12%
Health Canada 1,487-       -14%
Fisheries & Oceans 1,301-       -12%
Immigration, Refugees & Citizenship 1,056-       -14%
Ind. Sci. & Econ. Development 1,027-       -18%

REDUCTION
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The Trudeau government’s major 
employment increases (defined here as 
those adding more than 1,000) affected 
19 departments and agencies. These 
increases totalled more than 85,000 net 
new employees and constituted 87% of 
the additions between 2015 and 2023. 
In addition to major increases in CRA, 
up 47%, and the Public Health Agency, 
up 93%—each influenced by 
COVID)—the government’s focus on 
social policy, indigenous 
reconciliation, and immigration is 
evident in the tabulated summary. 
Several of the significant increases 
also represented restoration of deep 
cuts during the Harper regime—e.g., in 
National Defence (civilan), Fisheries 
& Oceans, Industry (ISED), 
Procurement. 

 

The Harper cuts have not been restored 
in every case. The table opposite 
covers all organizations where 
headcount in 2023 was actually lower 
than in 2010. Among major 
departments, Agriculture & Agri-Food 
and Health Canada remain below their 
employee levels 13 years ago. Two 
original Regional Agencies—ACOA 
and CEDQ—remain almost 20% 
below staffing levels in 2010. The 
Heritage & Culture portfolio, with the 
exception of Parks Canada, appears 
also to have been a low priority both 
for Harper and Trudeau. Particularly 
significant, and puzzling, is the fact that two agencies dedicated to public service staffing and 
management training—the Public Service Commission and the School of Public Service—are still below 
the employee levels of more than a decade ago despite growth of almost 40% in the public service since 
2015.  

The following three tables summarize the changes under Harper and Trudeau and their combined effects 
over the entire 13-year period, 2010-23. They are ordered by percentage change from greatest to least. 

DIMINISHED HEADCOUNT: 2023 < 2010
School of Public Service -27% 275-         
Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency -19% 143-         
Canada Econ. Development for Quebec -18% 83-           
Agriculture & Agri-Food -18% 1,261-      
Canadian Heritage -16% 383-         
Library & Archives -12% 135-         
Veterans Affairs -11% 472-         
National Film Board -10% 41-           
Public Service Commission -7% 72-           
Health Canada -5% 563-         
Commissioner of Official Languages -4% 7-             
NRC -2% 79-           

REDUCTION

MAJOR TRUDEAU INCREASES: 2015-23
Canada Revenue Agency 18,960 47%
Employment and Social Devel 17,276 80%
Services and Procurement 6,022   50%
Immigration, Refugees & Citizenship 5,873   92%
Indigenous Portfolio 5,242   112%
National Defence (Civilian Staff) 4,745   21%
Fisheries & Oceans 4,668   47%
Shared Services 3,643   70%
RCMP (Civilian Staff) 2,949   46%
Border Services Agency 2,407   17%
Public Health Agency 2,025   93%
Envir & Climate Change  1,816   28%
Ind., Sci., & Econ. Development 1,589   34%
Global Affairs 1,487   25%
Statistics Canada 1,419   22%
Parks Canada 1,417   42%
Immigration & Refugee Board 1,350   142%
Transport Canada 1,161   22%
NRCan 1,153   28%

INCREASE
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During the final five years of the Harper 
government, net headcount was reduced by 
more than 25,000 or almost 10%, with only two 
of the 15 groupings used in this analysis 
showing an increase. (The growth of Internal 
Services reflects the creation of Shared Services 
Canada in 2011.) The only meaningful growth 
over the 2010-15 period, other than in Shared 
Services, was an increase of 416 (24%) in the 
Communications Security Establishment; 111 
(13%) in the Public Prosecution Service; and 
187 (3%) in the civilian staff of the RCMP. 
There were also some minor increases in 
several regulatory bodies. These small 
increments were significant only to the extent 
that they went against the trend and therefore 
signal the importance the Harper government 
attached to a law-and-order theme. 

The priorities of the Trudeau government, and the effect of the pandemic, stand out in the large increases 
tabulated below which totalled nearly 100,000 net additions since 2015. Despite this, there were some 
groupings for which the Trudeau increases still left headcounts barely above the levels in 2010—e.g., the 
seven groups with increases of 12% or less between 2010 and 2023. 

 

 

 

COMBINED: 2010-23
INDIGENOUS PORTFOLIO 85% 4,555   
IMMIGRATION 73% 6,123   
INTERNAL SERVICES 65% 13,802 
SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 51% 13,444 
CANADA REVENUE AGENCY 37% 15,803 
TRANSPORT & INFRASTRUCTURE 32% 1,860   
GRAND TOTAL 26% 72,819 
PRINCIPAL CENTRAL AGENCIES 23% 870      
PUBLIC SAFETY & SECURITY 21% 8,962   
NATURAL RESOURCES 12% 3,824   
JUSTICE PORTFOLIO 12% 800      
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 10% 1,349   
HEALTH PORTFOLIO 6% 1,228   
CULTURE & HERITAGE 4% 320      
GLOBAL ENGAGEMENT 0% 85        
SOUND PUBLIC MANAGEMENT -8% 206-      

CHANGE

HARPER ERA: 2010-15
SOUND PUBLIC MANAGEMENT -28% 761-       
GLOBAL ENGAGEMENT -17% 6,624-   
SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT -16% 4,301-   
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT -16% 2,197-   
CULTURE & HERITAGE -16% 1,372-   
PRINCIPAL CENTRAL AGENCIES -15% 574-       
NATURAL RESOURCES -15% 4,644-   
HEALTH PORTFOLIO -13% 2,641-   
IMMIGRATION -13% 1,100-   
INDIGENOUS PORTFOLIO -13% 687-       
GRAND TOTAL -9% 25,663- 
CANADA REVENUE AGENCY -7% 3,157-   
TRANSPORT & INFRASTRUCTURE -5% 297-       
JUSTICE PORTFOLIO -5% 346-       
PUBLIC SAFETY & SECURITY 1% 320       
INTERNAL SERVICES 13% 2,718   

CHANGE
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ANNEX B: CHARTING THE EVOLUTION OF PUBLIC SERVICE EMPLOYMENT: 2010-23 

The following series of charts—with brief commentary to emphasize certain aspects—depict the 
evolution of public service employment from 2010 through 2023.17 The order of presentation 
reflects roughly the extent to which Trudeau’s priorities have differed from Harper’s. 

Employment and Social 
Development: This group comprises 
the Department of Employment & 
Social Development (ESD) which 
itself encompasses several ministries; 
the Human Rights Commission 
(HRC); and Women & Gender 
Equality. Between 2015 and 2023, 
employment in ESD increased by 
17,300 (80%), more than twice the 
percentage growth in total public 
service employment. Over the full 
survey period since 2010 employment 
in ESD has increased by 50% versus 
26% for the public service as a whole. 
The department is the primary agent of the government responsible for transfers to persons. It 
consequently bears a heavy load in terms of managing an expanding and ever more complex array of 
social programs. The effect of COVID can be seen in the large staff growth in 2021. The HRC and 
Women & Gender Equality (WGE) have small staffs (300 and 470 respectively in 2023) but have grown 
rapidly since 2015—the HRC by just under 50%, and WGE by almost 310%.  

  

Immigration, Refugees and 
Citizenship: The Trudeau 
government’s commitment to 
increased immigration and refugee 
settlement is clear in this chart. The 
portfolio has added more than 7,200 
staff since 2015, an increase of just 
under 100%. The Immigration and 
Refugee Board has increased 112% in 
the past five years. The headcount 
growth reflects, at least in part, the 
labour-intensive nature of immigrant 
and refugee processing. 

 

 

 
17 Employment numbers are rounded to the nearest hundred, and percentage changes generally to the nearest whole 
number. 
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Indigenous & Northern Affairs: Combined 
in this chart is employment in (a) Crown-
Indigenous Relations and Northern Affairs 
and (b) Indigenous Services, which together 
replaced the former Department of Indian 
Affairs and Northern Development. 
Headcount has increased by almost 5,300 
(112%) since 2015, and by 83% in just the 
past three years, reflecting the extraordinarily 
high priority the government has assigned to 
Indigenous reconciliation. Spending increased 
from $21.7B in FY2020-21 to $37.5B in 
2022-23, and a projected $48.7B in 2023-24, 
which reflect very significant amounts  arising 
from several legal settlements. 

 

Canada Revenue Agency: The CRA 
headcount has grown by 19,000 (47%) since 
2015—the largest absolute increase among 
departments. There was a particularly sharp 
31% increase since 2020 to cope with 
COVID-related temporary transfer programs 
and more recently to administer the carbon tax 
rebate program. But employment was also 
growing steadily between 2015 and 2020 after 
having declined slightly during the last five 
Harper years. Automation could be expected 
to reduce headcount. The more routine 
encounters with CRA (e.g., by telephone) 
rarely permit human contact and written communication is typically by indecipherable form letters. The 
automation savings are perhaps being offset by the increasing complexity of the tax code and the labour-
intensive auditing burden this creates, as well as other programs like CAIP that CRA is called on to 
administer. Nevertheless, there is probably no area of government more amenable than CRA to 
productivity increases through use of sophisticated IT processes.  
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Internal Services: The former Public 
Works and Government Services was 
reorganized and expanded in 2013 
following the creation of Shared Services 
Canada in 2011, a unit charged with 
providing a range of common services 
across departments, particularly via 
standardized infotech protocols. The 
three agencies grouped in the chart have 
seen headcount grow by 11,100 (47%) 
since 2015, led by Government Services 
& Procurement—up 6,000 (50%)—
followed by Shared Services—up 3,600 
(70%)—while StatCan increased 
moderately by 1,400 (22%) since 2015, 
and actually declined by more than 8% 
in 2023 reflecting a periodic variation associated with the Census.18 StatCan employment is below where 
it was in 2011. This appears to be at odds with the contemporary emphasis on “big data” and far more 
intensive statistical analysis of economic and social phenomena and related policy. 

 

Principal Central Agencies: These are 
taken to be the Privy Council Office 
(the Prime Minister’s “department”); 
Finance Canada; and the Treasury 
Board Secretariat. Total headcount has 
rebounded strongly under Prime 
Minister Trudeau—up more than 1,400 
(45%) since 2015 with a particularly 
large increase in PCO—up 485 
employees (67%). Comparing 2023 
with 2010, PCO is up 34%; TBS 22%; 
while Finance has grown only 13%. 
The robust increase in PCO reveals the 
continuing centralization of authority 
under Prime Minister Trudeau. 

 

 
18 Statistics Canada falls under the purview of the Minister of Industry, but in view of its relevance across the 
government—and across Canadian society—it is treated here as an internal service. 
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Transport & Infrastructure: This 
group was largely spared the Harper 
cuts but has increased significantly 
since 2015—up 2,150 staff (39%)—
matching the percentage growth of the 
overall public service under Prime 
Minister Trudeau. Transport Canada 
has added 1,160 employees (22%), 
while Infrastructure Canada increased 
by just under 1,000, a growth of more 
than 280%.  

 

 

 

The foregoing charts cover the principal areas of significant increase during the Trudeau administration, 
demonstrating the high priority accorded to social and Indigenous programs and policy; immigration; 
internal government services (including CRA); and public infrastructure.  

Nevertheless, there are other important domains of public responsibility which have been accorded less 
priority in relative terms since 2015. In some areas headcounts in 2023 were little changed from 2010. 
These are illustrated in the following charts. 

Global Engagement:  This grouping 
comprises Global Affairs Canada, the 
civilian employees of National 
Defence, and Veterans Affairs. 
Headcount in 2023 was up by 6,700 
(21%) over 2015 but this only brought 
employment back to the 2012 level. 
The headcount in Global Affairs 
Canada increased by 1,500 (25%) 
since 2015, bringing it back to slightly 
more than the level in 2012. 
Meanwhile the DND civilian staff 
(27,400 in 2023) was the essentially 
the same as in 2012. By the metric of 
employment, Canada has not made a 
significant effort to increase its profile 
on the world stage. 
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Natural Resources Sectors: This 
group includes Fisheries & Oceans 
(DFO); Agriculture & Agri-Food; 
Natural Resources (NRCan); 
Environment & Climate Change; and 
a small “Other” category comprising 
the Canada Energy Regulator and the 
Impact Assessment Agency. Overall 
headcount increased by about 8,500 
(32%) between 2015 and 2023, with 
substantial growth in DFO—up 
4,700 (47%). Environment & 
Climate Change increased by 1,800, 
a relatively modest 28% increase 
relative to 39% for the public service 
as a whole. NRCan also increased by 
28%, whereas Agriculture & Agri-
Food grew by a mere 9% (480 employees). In fact, in 2023, Agriculture & Agri-Food had 1,300 fewer 
employees than in 2012, a decline of more than 18%. Compared with the 2010-12 period, there has been 
relatively strong growth in the regulatory-oriented functions (DFO, ECCC, Impact Assessment and 
energy regulation) and little or no growth in the more economically-oriented departments (A&AF and 
NRCan). In view of Canada’s exceptional mineral and agricultural resources, and the implications of 
global demand and climate change for these industries, one would have expected a greater effort to build 
the government’s economic and scientific expertise and policy capacity in the strategically critical areas. 

 

Economic Development: This group 
comprises the Department of 
Innovation, Science and Economic 
Development (ISED); the National 
Research Council (NRC); the Regional 
Economic Development Agencies 
(RDAs); the Research Granting 
Councils (NSERC, CIHR, SSHRC); and 
the Space Agency. The portfolio 
headcount grew by a little more than 
3,500 (31%) between 2015 and 2023; 
less in percentage terms than the public 
service as a whole (39%). The lead 
department, ISED, increased by 1,600 
employees (34%) while NRC (which 
includes the growing Industrial 
Research Assistance Program, IRAP) 
was up only 22%. In fact, NRC’s headcount in 2010 was slightly greater than in 2023. By contrast, 
employment in the academic research Granting Councils held steady in the face of the Harper cuts (2010-
15) and has since increased 41% to 1,500 in 2023.  
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The Regional Development Agencies reflect a diverse experience. Their collective headcount increased 
28% (430 employees) between 2015 and 2023. But RDA total employment remains a mere 3% above its 
level 13 years ago. In 2010, the Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency (ACOA) employed 766. 
Headcount fell to 604 by 2015 but has increased only to 623 in 2023, still 19% below the level in 2010. 
The Quebec Agency has seen a comparable decline from 453 in 2010 to 370 in 2023, a drop of 18%. The 
Harper government cut the Western Agency (WED) by 42% between 2010 and 2015, but under Trudeau 
headcount has been restored to about the 2010 level. Two new Agencies have been created since 2010—
one for southern Ontario in 2011, and a second (the Canadian Northern Economic Development Agency) 
in 2015.  Since then, their combined headcount has grown 50% (to 440). The diverse trajectories of the 
five regional Agencies reflect political considerations, overlain by what appears to be diminished federal 
priority for regionally-segmented economic development. 

Health Portfolio: This group 
comprises Health Canada; the Public 
Health Agency (PHAC); and the 
Food Inspection Agency (CFIA). 
Headcount increased by 3,900 (22%) 
between 2015 and 2023 thanks 
primarily to a COVID-induced 
increase of 92% in the Public Heath 
Agency. PHAC employment 
languished during the early Trudeau 
years and in 2020 was 16% below 
the level 10 years earlier. 
Employment in the lead department, 
Health Canada, has also seen no 
overall growth in headcount for the 
past 13 years.  

Culture & Heritage: This diverse 
group comprises Canadian Heritage; 
Parks Canada; Library & Archives; 
and an “Other” category including 
the National Film Board, CRTC, and 
Official Languages. The portfolio 
was cut deeply by the Harper 
government—down 22% between 
2010 and 2013—and has since been 
rebuilt to slightly more than the 
headcount in 2010. The growth since 
2015 has been primarily in Parks 
Canada where employment has 
increased by 1,400 (42%). By 
contrast, headcount in Canadian 
Heritage and in Libraries & Archives 
was lower in 2023 than in 2010. In the Other category, employment has fallen slightly since 2015 in both 
the Film Board and Official Languages, while increasing by 22% in the CRTC. With the exception of 
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Parks Canada, neither the Harper nor the Trudeau governments have attached much priority to culture and 
heritage at least as measured by internal staff resources. 

Justice Portfolio: This group 
comprises the Department of Justice; 
Federal Judges; and the Prosecution 
Service. Between 2010 and 2015 the 
Harper government increased 
headcount in both the Public 
Prosecution Service (13%) and 
Federal Judges (5%) while cutting the 
Department by more than 10%. Since 
then, the Trudeau government has 
increased departmental employment 
by 900 (20%), the Prosecution Service 
by 200 (21%), and Federal Judges 
only marginally (3%). The overall 
portfolio is up 17% since 2015 and a little more than 11% since 2010. But given frequent complaints 
about the inadequate number of judges, it is odd that there has been very little increase in their number 
over the past eight years. 

Public Safety & Security: This 
heterogeneous grouping was spared 
cuts by the Harper government and 
in fact grew very slightly between 
2010 and 2015. Since then, 
headcount has increased by about 
8,600 (20%). Correctional Services 
has remained almost flat, and in fact 
was slightly lower in 2023 than 2012. 
The Border Services Agency has 
added 2,400 employees (17%), 
almost all since 2019, presumably in 
the context of COVID and renewed 
travel. Significant growth—almost 
3,000 (46%) occurred in the RCMP 
civilian staff. The “Other” category 
added 2,400 employees since 2015, 
up 56%, comprising Public Safety Canada (up 66%); Superintendent of Financial Institutions (63%); 
Financial Transactions Analysis (54%); Communications Security Establishment (46%); and the Financial 
Consumer Agency (up dramatically by 154%). Some of these increases are presumably in response to the 
increasing sophistication of cyber-empowered domestic and international crime, sometimes perpetrated 
by state actors.  
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Sound Public Management: This group 
is taken to ecompass the Public Service 
Commission (PSC); the Auditor General; 
and the Canada School of Public Service 
(a “staff academy”). Headcount was 
reduced almost 800 (28%) between 2010 
and 2015, with the School of Public 
Service particularly hard hit—down 36%. 
The Trudeau government increased the 
portfolio total by 28% since 2015, but 
headcount is still less than in 2010. While 
the Auditor General’s staff is up 22% since 
2010, the PSC is down 7% and the School 
of Public Service is down 27% . Perhaps 
some of the latter’s function has been effectively delivered by technology or outsourced. On the face of it, 
it is quite shocking that the exceptionally rapid growth of the federal public service has been accompanied 
by stagnant growth in the two agencies whose principal responsibility is to ensure the quality, training and 
management skill of the public service.19 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
19 According to the 2023-24 Departmental Plans, both planned spending and headcount for the School of Public 
Service will be flat ($79.4 M and 669 respectively) between 2023-24 and 2025-26. The Public Service Commission 
plans for a 6% reduction of spending ($95.9 M to $90.2 M) between 2022-23 and 2025-26 combined with a very 
small reduction of full-time-equivalent headcount (851 to 844). 
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ANNEX C: PUBLIC SERVICE EMPLOYMENT 2010-2023 

 

PUBLIC SERVICE HEADCOUNT 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 Harper Trudeau Combined
PRINCIPAL CENTRAL AGENCIES 2010-15 2015-23 2010-23
Treasury Board Secretariat 2,097           2,177           2,073           1,860           1,778           1,761           1,728           1,841           1,954           2,125           2,276           2,355           2,378           2,555           336-            794              458            
Privy Council Office 905              921              892              754              751              727              712              799              1,006           1,075           1,011           1,076           1,130           1,212           178-            485              307            
Finance 803              805              781              756              751              743              735              747              788              802              833              853              875              908              60-              165              105            
TOTAL 3,805           3,903           3,746           3,370           3,280           3,231           3,175           3,387           3,748           4,002           4,120           4,284           4,383           4,675           574-            1,444           870            

SOUND PUBLIC MANAGEMENT
Public Service Comm. 1,047           996              975              865              736              738              741              780              809              889              955              878              899              975              309-            237              72-              
Aud. Gen. 652              660              653              611              581              571              588              617              603              601              639              749              655              793              81-              222              141            
School of Public Service 1,017           1,010           915              657              625              646              648              610              599              620              668              647              707              742              371-            96                275-            
TOTAL 2,716           2,666           2,543           2,133           1,942           1,955           1,977           2,007           2,011           2,110           2,262           2,274           2,261           2,510           761-            555              206-            

INTERNAL SERVICES
Services and Procurement 13,739         14,385         13,678         12,144         11,967         12,092         12,061         12,894         13,988         15,721         16,892         17,085         17,178         18,114         1,647-         6,022           4,375         
Shared Services -               -               -               5,299           5,394           5,236           5,157           5,257           5,816           6,528           7,185           7,553           7,948           8,879           5,236         3,643           8,879         
Statistics Canada 7,403           8,105           7,927           6,131           6,506           6,532           7,418           6,984           6,714           6,890           6,906           8,568           8,682           7,951           871-            1,419           548            
TOTAL 21,142         22,490         21,605         23,574         23,867         23,860         24,636         25,135         26,518         29,139         30,983         33,206         33,808         34,944         2,718         11,084         13,802       

CANADA REVENUE AGENCY 43,216         41,853         42,668         41,256         40,279         40,059         39,484         40,223         42,152         43,908         45,019         47,426         54,933         59,019         3,157-         18,960         15,803       
-             -               -             

GLOBAL ENGAGEMENT -             -               -             
National Defence 27,291         27,394         27,177         24,939         23,146         22,611         22,954         23,178         24,024         25,278         26,047         26,422         26,399         27,356         4,680-         4,745           65              
Veterans Affairs 4,123           4,089           3,839           3,602           3,188           3,174           3,413           2,809           2,800           3,159           3,321           3,799           3,566           3,651           949-            477              472-            
Global Affairs 6,968           6,901           6,702           6,168           6,027           5,973           5,890           6,061           6,354           6,561           6,860           6,994           7,112           7,460           995-            1,487           492            
TOTAL 38,382         38,384         37,718         34,709         32,361         31,758         32,257         32,048         33,178         34,998         36,228         37,215         37,077         38,467         6,624-         6,709           85              

IMMIGRATION
Immigration, Refugees & Citizenship 7,441           7,575           7,713           7,546           5,927           6,385           6,587           6,465           6,993           7,864           8,496           8,991           10,248         12,258         1,056-         5,873           4,817         
Immigration and Refugee Board 998              1,078           1,060           1,034           983              954              973              1,031           1,087           1,413           1,742           1,993           2,114           2,304           44-              1,350           1,306         
TOTAL 8,439           8,653           8,773           8,580           6,910           7,339           7,560           7,496           8,080           9,277           10,238         10,984         12,362         14,562         1,100-         7,223           6,123         

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
ISED 5,769           5,581           5,233           4,773           4,711           4,742           4,776           4,947           5,146           5,459           5,516           5,700           6,094           6,331           1,027-         1,589           562            
NRC 4,502           4,261           3,945           3,525           3,534           3,618           3,780           3,864           3,871           4,058           4,215           4,380           4,301           4,423           884-            805              79-              
Regl Agencies 1,729           1,898           1,722           1,482           1,481           1,525           1,539           1,503           1,511           1,544           1,636           1,805           1,916           1,953           204-            428              224            
Granting Councils 1,027           1,107           1,061           1,000           1,026           1,059           1,063           1,115           1,127           1,221           1,291           1,383           1,397           1,498           32              439              471            
Space Agency 714              766              755              663              621              600              616              655              647              692              686              744              789              885              114-            285              171            
TOTAL 13,741         13,613         12,716         11,443         11,373         11,544         11,774         12,084         12,302         12,974         13,344         14,012         14,497         15,090         2,197-         3,546           1,349         
Natural Sci. and Engineering Research 402              428              424              407              409              418              444              442              447              475              511              536              524              543              16              125              141            
Cdn. Institutes of Health Research 419              463              424              394              412              432              409              462              470              502              505              539              569              614              13              182              195            
Soc. Sci. and Humanities Resh. Council 206              216              213              199              205              209              210              211              210              244              275              308              304              341              3                132              135            
Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency 766              754              677              590              591              604              615              593              586              588              594              626              624              623              162-            19                143-            
Canada Econ Development for Quebec 453              456              401              339              348              331              333              336              307              324              320              360              374              370              122-            39                83-              
Canadian Northern Econ Devel Agency -               -               -               -               -               75                77                78                81                76                99                109              113              111              75              36                111            
Federal Econ Devel Agency for So Ont -               209              225              218              224              218              222              217              235              240              274              316              344              331              218            113              331            
Western Economic Diversification 510              479              419              335              318              297              292              279              302              316              349              394              461              518              213-            221              8                

NATURAL RESOURCES
DFO 11,159         11,004         10,923         10,294         9,958           9,858           9,901           10,230         11,138         11,911         12,654         13,526         13,537         14,526         1,301-         4,668           3,367         
Envir & Climate Change  7,578           7,160           6,762           6,408           6,550           6,595           6,475           6,601           6,836           7,276           7,550           7,616           7,840           8,411           983-            1,816           833            
Agr & Agri-Food 6,938           6,958           6,644           5,991           5,291           5,194           5,167           5,234           5,277           5,292           5,531           5,495           5,638           5,677           1,744-         483              1,261-         
NRCan 4,951           4,937           4,659           4,361           4,231           4,149           4,191           4,264           4,358           4,551           4,574           4,685           4,737           5,302           802-            1,153           351            
Impact Assessment Agency 133              240              240              219              230              229              258              289              278              330              438              460              432              452              96              223              319            
National Energy Board 357              389              396              409              435              447              469              456              477              479              503              553              556              572              90              125              215            
TOTAL 31,116         30,688         29,624         27,682         26,695         26,472         26,461         27,074         28,364         29,839         31,250         32,335         32,740         34,940         4,644-         8,468           3,824         

TRANSPORT & INFRASTRUCTURE
Infrastructure Canada 332              373              348              308              288              354              351              329              401              514              617              700              1,043           1,350           22              996              1,018         
Transport Canada 5,524           5,553           5,370           4,778           4,771           5,205           5,154           4,782           5,362           5,683           5,877           6,339           6,063           6,366           319-            1,161           842            
TOTAL 5,856           5,926           5,718           5,086           5,059           5,559           5,505           5,111           5,763           6,197           6,494           7,039           7,106           7,716           297-            2,157           1,860         

SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT
Empl. & Soc Dev 26,012         24,661         22,756         20,046         21,097         21,707         22,312         23,729         24,739         25,160         27,115         32,697         35,609         38,983         4,305-         17,276         12,971       
Human Rights Comm 199              197              209              215              199              204              205              191              206              199              242              252              279              297              5                93                98              
Women & Gender Equal 93                102              98                100              98                92                91                99                121              181              264              329              390              468              1-                376              375            
TOTAL 26,304         24,960         23,063         20,361         21,394         22,003         22,608         24,019         25,066         25,540         27,621         33,278         36,278         39,748         4,301-         17,745         13,444       

INDIGENOUS PORTFOLIO 5,371           5,427           5,409           4,975           4,857           4,684           4,582           4,708           4,931           5,087           5,418           8,742           9,122           9,926           687-            5,242           4,555         
-             -               -             

CULTURE & HERITAGE
Parks Canada 4,053           4,127           3,821           2,923           3,175           3,394           3,886           3,976           4,202           4,356           4,519           4,666           4,702           4,811           659-            1,417           758            
Canadian Heritage 2,358           2,066           1,981           1,753           1,821           1,773           1,762           1,759           1,841           1,862           1,889           1,935           2,062           1,975           585-            202              383-            
Library & Archives 1,148           1,184           1,145           913              1,043           1,026           938              930              927              981              1,000           926              842              1,013           122-            13-                135-            
National Film Board 424              407              425              466              420              394              389              371              399              392              388              389              379              383              30-              11-                41-              
CRTC 436              423              451              444              435              462              450              462              455              493              534              541              546              564              26              102              128            
Commissioner of Official Languages 174              164              165              162              171              172              164              155              164              174              173              177              178              167              2-                5-                   7-                
TOTAL 8,593           8,371           7,988           6,661           7,065           7,221           7,589           7,653           7,988           8,258           8,503           8,634           8,709           8,913           1,372-         1,692           320            

HEALTH PORTFOLIO
Health Canada 10,566         10,403         10,578         9,701           9,341           9,079           9,189           9,327           9,739           10,794         11,223         9,204           9,886           10,003         1,487-         924              563-            
Food Inspection 6,549           6,688           6,580           6,254           6,315           6,009           5,946           6,180           6,249           6,247           6,042           6,539           6,603           6,929           540-            920              380            
Public Health Agency 2,800           2,897           2,779           2,163           2,175           2,186           2,223           2,234           2,159           2,379           2,340           3,281           4,254           4,211           614-            2,025           1,411         
TOTAL 19,915         19,988         19,937         18,118         17,831         17,274         17,358         17,741         18,147         19,420         19,605         19,024         20,743         21,143         2,641-         3,869           1,228         

JUSTICE PORTFOLIO
Dept of Justice 4,992           5,158           5,130           4,725           4,574           4,476           4,461           4,461           4,532           4,659           4,844           4,972           5,070           5,378           516-            902              386            
Federal Judges 1,085           1,115           1,105           1,100           1,110           1,144           1,141           1,128           1,165           1,198           1,204           1,209           1,190           1,183           59              39                98              
Prosecution Service 857              887              930              954              969              968              970              990              1,005           991              1,035           1,082           1,118           1,173           111            205              316            
TOTAL 6,934           7,160           7,165           6,779           6,653           6,588           6,572           6,579           6,702           6,848           7,083           7,263           7,378           7,734           346-            1,146           800            

PUBLIC SAFETY & SECURITY
Public Safety Canada 1,127           1,127           1,113           1,112           1,057           978              1,125           1,149           1,205           1,329           1,269           1,256           1,381           1,622           149-            644              495            
Correctional Service 17,711         18,289         19,012         18,501         18,259         17,639         17,172         17,109         17,146         17,482         17,818         17,904         17,925         18,527         72-              888              816            
Border Services Agency 14,398         14,387         14,710         14,218         14,096         14,113         14,171         13,707         14,013         14,469         14,971         15,224         15,441         16,520         285-            2,407           2,122         
Financial Transactions Analysis Centre 319              340              376              374              347              355              374              378              372              361              376              401              523              545              36              190              226            
Communications Security Estab. 1,752           1,871           1,985           2,075           2,171           2,168           2,162           2,209           2,361           2,549           2,752           2,974           3,018           3,161           416            993              1,409         
RCMP (Civilian Staff) 6,250           6,147           6,210           5,971           6,065           6,437           6,571           6,801           7,240           7,564           8,022           8,436           8,690           9,386           187            2,949           3,136         
Superintendent of Financial Institutions 542              562              603              638              684              700              667              688              721              769              848              903              942              1,139           158            439              597            
Financial Consumer Agency 55                61                68                73                78                84                94                99                115              128              147              161              196              216              29              132              161            
TOTAL 42,154         42,784         44,077         42,962         42,757         42,474         42,336         42,140         43,173         44,651         46,203         47,259         48,116         51,116         320            8,642           8,962         

TOTAL OF THE ABOVE 277,684      276,866      272,750      257,689      252,323      252,021      253,874      257,405      268,123      282,248      294,371      312,975      329,513      350,503      25,663-      98,482         72,819      


