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Feds rush to social media to engage public, 

but lock out their own staff 

Stephanie Levitz, The Canadian Press, October 30, 2010 

OTTAWA - For bureaucrats used to filling out forms in triplicate and waiting days for approval 

to open their mouths, freedom in the form of 140 characters was a novelty. 

But then the Clerk of the Privy Council started tweeting. 

Since Wayne Wouters began using the social messaging site, his online presence has been taken 

as a call to thumbs by the public service. 

Tweeted one user: "When the Clerk is tweeting, it shows the rest of (the Government of Canada) 

that it's ok for the rest of us." 

Well, not quite. 

As government departments rush to embrace social media tools such as Facebook, Twitter and 

YouTube to connect with the public, there are different rules for individual public servants. 

Immigration Minister Jason Kenney started using Twitter in February 2009, but the staff in his 

department were blocked from accessing the site at work until April of this year. 

Citizenship and Immigration still blocks them from using Facebook and YouTube, despite the 

fact the department runs high-profile public campaigns on both platforms. 

It isn't the only Janus-like department when it comes to using the web. 

A list compiled by current public servants documenting Internet access issues suggests more than 

19 ministries or departments block some or all social networking sites or other collaborative 

online tools, such as Google calendars. 

Information technology departments say such tools are blocked for security reasons or because 

of workplace productivity. 

To which civil servants reply — they'd be far more productive if they actually had access. 

So, public servants are clustering in downtown coffee shops with their laptops and free WiFi, or 

clandestinely whipping out their Ipods, just to check in with the world at large. 



"If you view yourself as progressive change agent, the type of employee the clerk says we need, 

and you want to collaborate or maybe you are a comms person and you just want to learn about 

Twitter and Facebook, you can't, because the workplace that you're in is antiquated in terms of 

its policies and its access," said Thom Kearney, a former Treasury Board employee who now 

works in consulting. 

"What does that do to you as a motivated, bright, enthusiastic employee? It eventually erodes 

your enthusiasm, it erodes your motivation." 

The public service isn't completely overrun by Luddites. A thriving community of social media 

boosters exists and there has been widespread adoption and use of the government's internal 

version of a online collaborative encyclopedia. 

More change is coming. All government departments are required to report to Wouters by 

February on their social media engagement, as part of his larger call for public sector renewal. 

The draft web 2.0 strategy at Citizenship and Immigration focuses on giving employees greater 

access to both internal and external tools. 

"Internally, CIC’s intent is to broaden access to social media sites within the next few months as 

capacity permits," said an email from a departmental spokesperson. 

Many departments are taking their lead from Natural Resources Canada. 

The department is widely held up as the gold standard for how, and why, public servants need 

access to the web. 

They started with a wiki, an online site that allows people to post and edit content, with the goal 

of getting 101 users over 101 days as a test of whether people were interested in using the 

technology. 

At the end of their 101 days, they had 270 users and several hundred pages of content, said Peter 

Cowan, director of enterprise information management for Natural Resources. 

Now they have internal blogs and an internal video channel, all of which helped break down 

barriers between different sectors of the department. 

"With these kinds of tools the best thing we can do is to put them into the hands of the users, the 

employees, and empower them to use the tools," said Cowan. 

"Frankly, some of our best ideas, and our best interactions, have come from trusting our 

employees and giving them the flexibility to be innovative and to create new products and new 

interactions and new communities." 

As for the clerk, he recently told public servants that he tweets in part to support their work. 



"I have heard that some think my 'tweets' are not that exciting, but hey, it's free publicity!," 

Wouters said, according to a prepared version of his remarks provided by his office. 

"One of my goals in embracing the world of web 2.0, was to demonstrate that there's no need to 

fear new ways of working." 

 


