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Executive Summary

Introduction

A total of 37 telephone interviews were completed with senior managers from National Headquarters and the Regional offices of Transport Canada between June 3rd and July 4th 2005.  The objective was to obtain input from senior management on the role of Transport Canada and its emerging challenges and opportunities, and the role that communications should play in helping the Department meet those goals.  The insights gained will used in the revision of the strategic communications plan for the Department.

Summary of Findings

There Have Been Changes In The External Environment in Which Transport Canada Operates

Senior managers tended to suggest several key changes that have occurred in the external environment for Transport Canada over the last three years:

· an increased emphasis on security both within Canada and around the world

· a changing political environment within Canada that has resulted from the minority government, the Gomery Enquiry and the new Minister of Transportation

· the 'reconfiguration' of the federal government to include new departments such as the Department of Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness and Infrastructure Canada has meant a shift in the balance of power and a 'blurring of the lines' in terms of the role of various departments

· an increased emphasis on the environment and sustainable development

· changing technology means information travels more quickly, often requiring faster response times.

The Challenges Facing Transport Canada Reflect Some Of These Changes

Senior managers identified a number of challenges facing the Department as it moves forward, including:

· staffing issues that exist due to an aging civil service, and a declining interest on the part of young people to want to work for government; the changing requirements in terms of skill set in a post-divestiture environment; the 'right-sizing' of government leaving many employees 'stretched too thin'

· a continuing need to inform the public about the role of Transport Canada in terms of what it does do and what it does not do, and is not responsible for.

· coming to grips with the Department's new and evolving role is perceived to be a major challenge.  A number of senior managers believe their influence has been diminished because they no longer control the budgets for major infrastructure projects; they are seeking ways to remain relevant within the federal government, and across levels of government.

· dealing with security issues, when security has become a global issue, particularly as global standards emerge and must be met.

· learning to work as partners with industry, other federal departments and other levels of governments in order to resolve issues, or move the agenda forward

· encouraging a culture shift within Transport Canada that will lead to employees and management assuming the appropriate leadership positions within those partnerships.

Communications Are Considered Critical To The Success of The Department

There is no question that senior managers feel that good communication activities underpin everything they do, and everything they are trying to accomplish.  External communications is critical to providing major stakeholders with the relevant information they need about the programs and policies which Transport Canada has developed.  Two-way communication with stakeholders gives the Department the feedback it needs in order to assess its policies and programs from the stakeholders' perspective.

Internal communications is also vital to the attainment of the Department's goals.  Transport Canada's managers must ensure the right employees get the information they need in order to do their jobs.  There is also a need to ensure the Minister, Deputy Minister and their respective staffs have the information they need in order to represent Transport Canada well and appropriately.

Managers Perceive Both Opportunities And Challenges For Communications

The key opportunities for communications include:

· partnering more with the private sector, other stakeholders to communicate common messages

· make more effective use of the Internet as a tool, particularly the intranet site

· take advantage of the credibility Transport Canada has with the public to build the image of the department, and correct some misperceptions about what the Department does

· work more effectively within the Department; coordinate efforts in terms of dealing with stakeholders

· raise the profile of the Department by making more effective use of opportunities at conferences, trade shows.  Don't just make speeches, leave behind some information for delegates

There are a number of challenges for communications, some of which tend to mirror the challenges which senior managers feel face the Department as a whole.  The challenges for communications include:

· communicating to stakeholders and employees what the new role of the Department is

· communicating with the public the areas for which Transport Canada does not have responsibility

· staying ahead of the media and the public in terms of what they want or need to know

· dealing with time constraints that make it difficult to ensure that all of the Department's messages are getting out to all applicable stakeholders or target audiences, and make it difficult to ensure that Transport hears all applicable points of view from stakeholders

· ensuring the language in which messages are written is not too technical

There Are A Number Of Key Messages Considered Important To Communicate

While many pieces of communications are related to specific topics or issues, there are some over-arching messages that managers, to varying degrees, suggest should be included in all communications.  These include:

· Transport Canada is committed to ensuring that Canada has the safest, most secure transportation system in the world

· Transport Canada understands global trends

· Transport Canada is a world leader in the transportation business

· despite its changing role, Transport Canada is still relevant

· Transport Canada actively seeks opinions of stakeholders

Communicating With Employees Poses Its Own Challenges

Senior managers believe their employees understand the goals and objectives for their own group, and they feel this understanding is demonstrated by how well they do their jobs.  Managers are less convinced, however, that all employees understand the goals and objectives of the Department as a whole.

Managers believe they communicate with employees through a variety of channels including such activities as formal face-to-face meetings, informal 'water-cooler conversations' and off-site meetings.  Most believe they are fairly closely in touch with their staff about issues which impact the goals of their group. 

Email is clearly widely used within the Department to communicate various messages ranging from a change in policy direction that could impact a program to human resources issues to the Department newsletter.  It is clear that most feel email is over-used, and a number are seeking strategies to limit its use to the most appropriate purposes.

One of the key challenges in communicating with employees is creating and maintaining the right atmosphere or culture that allows senior management to get the attention of employees.

Reaction To The Strategic Communications Plan

Most senior managers feel it is important for the Department to have a strategic communications plan, although few said they had actually used it themselves.  They liked the idea that a plan exists, as it provides a framework for communications, and helps to ensure consistency in messages and approach across the various groups within the Department.

Suggestions for improvement to the existing plan included: 

· think more strategically about the effective use of the internet as a tool, and provide more direction in this area

· make the plan more action oriented by giving more specifics in terms of messages to get out

· do more to emphasize the values of the Department, such as:

· it is a well-managed, trustworthy, dependable group (to help attract good people)

· it knowledgeable about the industry, understands industry needs and pays attention to them (to reassure industry stakeholders)

· incorporate the global context in terms of Transport Canada's objectives and its working realities.  Do more to emphasize that many of the issues that Transport Canada deals with are global in nature, and that the Department is working on the world stage, as well as the Canadian one.  Include a strategy on how to deal with international partners, stakeholders, audiences.

· think more about inter-departmental communications

· ensure that Transport employees understand the risks associated with increased visibility

· include something that will help Transport employees recognize and participate in the promotion of Transport Canada in inter-departmental meetings

· ensure the new plan garners regional input; stress that a national message might need to be 'tweaked' locally.

The Reaction To The Communications Group Is Universally Positive

Senior managers were very positive in describing their opinion of the Communications Group.  As a whole, the group is perceived as knowledgeable, in terms of their understanding of the issues facing Transport, and in terms of their ability to deal with the media.  The people in the group are generally perceived to be 'quick studies' who can learn quickly about an issue, and prepare appropriate statements and communications.  They are considered accessible, efficient, and capable of dealing an occasionally hostile media.

The only issue of concern that was voiced about the group is a relative lack of francophones on staff.  There was some complaint that while most of the Group speaks French to some degree, there are not enough 'native Quebecers' in the group.  

Because of the overall positive impression of the Communications Group, there were no major complaints about the group, or the people in it. However, there were some suggestions for improvement made, although most prefaced their comments by saying they understood that time and budget constraints meant that some of these were unlikely to happen.

Nonetheless, their suggestions were as follows:

· offer more media training for those who might end up in front of the media.  

· get involved earlier on some issues to reduce the rush for insight or expertise when a crisis happens.

· do more to balance the messages coming from the Minister's office.  There is some feeling that too many of the messages focus on security, and that other issues are not given enough attention.

· be more proactive in telling Transport Canada's story and getting recognition for what the Department does.  Be the vehicle to ensure that Transport Canada gets credit when it is due.  
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