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Attribution and Intended Audience 

Attribution 

This document was compiled and authored by Colin Chenard as a structural reference 

explaining the mechanical operation of the Government of Canada. It draws on publicly 

available constitutional texts, statutory frameworks, and established institutional practices to 

describe how governmental authority is exercised and administered. 

The contribution of this work lies in its organization, clarity, and consistency of presentation. It 

does not claim originality of institutional facts, nor does it attempt to interpret judicial decisions, 

assess political performance, or evaluate governance outcomes. 

This reference is intended to function as part of a broader governance document set, providing 

foundational structural context for analysis without advancing argument or position. 

 

Intended Audience 

This reference is intended for: 

• Students seeking a clear, non-interpretive explanation of federal governance mechanics 

• Educators requiring a structural overview of governmental operation 

• Policy readers and researchers examining institutional roles and processes 

• General readers seeking an accurate, neutral description of how the federal government 

functions 

This document is not a legal textbook, a policy proposal, or an advocacy work. It is designed for 

reference and orientation rather than instruction, debate, or persuasion. 

Readers requiring legal advice, policy evaluation, or jurisdiction-specific application should 

consult authoritative legal sources and qualified professionals. 

  



Executive Summary 

This document is a structural reference describing how the Government of Canada operates at 

the federal level. Its purpose is to explain the mechanical processes through which authority is 

exercised, decisions are made, and laws and policies are implemented within Canada’s 

constitutional framework. 

The reference focuses on institutional structure rather than political outcomes or policy 

evaluation. It outlines the roles of Parliament, the executive branch, the public service, and the 

courts, and explains how these institutions interact while remaining subject to constitutional 

limits. Particular attention is given to the distinction between political authority and 

administrative authority, and between decision-making power and implementation. 

Content is organized for reference use. Each section addresses a specific component of federal 

governance, allowing readers to consult individual topics without reading the document 

sequentially. Appendices provide quick-reference material to support accurate attribution of 

authority and responsibility. 

This document does not provide legal advice, policy recommendations, or interpretive analysis. 

It does not assess the effectiveness or outcomes of governmental actions, nor does it advocate for 

particular institutional arrangements or reforms. 

The reference is intended for students, educators, policy readers, researchers, and general 

audiences seeking a clear and neutral explanation of how the Government of Canada functions 

mechanically. It is designed to support informed understanding and to serve as a foundational 

companion to related governance reference materials. 

  



Methodology and Scope 

Methodology 

This document was developed using a structural reference methodology focused on the 

mechanical operation of federal governance in Canada. Its organization follows constitutional 

structure, statutory frameworks, and established institutional roles rather than political narratives 

or policy analysis. 

Content is arranged by institutional function. Each section identifies how authority is exercised, 

how decisions are implemented, and how accountability is maintained within defined legal 

limits. 

The following principles guided content selection and presentation: 

• Reliance on constitutional and statutory authority as primary sources 

• Clear separation between political authority and administrative authority 

• Descriptive, neutral language without advocacy or evaluation 

• Exclusion of case-specific judicial analysis except where structural clarity requires 

reference 

Appendices are used to support reference use through quick-reference summaries, structural 

comparisons, clarification of common misconceptions, and defined terminology. 

 

Scope 

This reference addresses the operation of the Government of Canada at the federal level, with 

emphasis on: 

• Constitutional structure and executive authority 

• Parliamentary processes and legislative function 

• Public service administration 

• Executive instruments and delegated authority 

• Budgeting and spending authorization 

• Oversight and accountability mechanisms 

• Intergovernmental interaction 

• Relationship between courts and the executive 

The document applies to federal institutions and processes within Canada. 

The following are outside the scope of this reference unless required for structural clarity: 

• Provincial and municipal governance mechanics 



• Policy evaluation or reform proposals 

• Political advocacy or commentary 

• Detailed judicial case analysis 

• Legal advice or jurisdiction-specific application 

This document is intended as a foundational reference. It does not replace constitutional text, 

legislation, judicial decisions, or professional legal guidance. 
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1. What “Government” Means in Canada 

Distinction Between State, Government, and Institutions 

In Canada, the term state refers to the enduring legal and constitutional entity that exercises 

sovereignty. The state exists independently of any particular government and continues 

regardless of changes in leadership or political control. 

Government refers to the group of individuals who are temporarily authorized to exercise 

executive authority on behalf of the state. Governments change through elections or 

appointments, while the state remains continuous. 

Institutions are the permanent bodies through which state authority is exercised. These include 

Parliament, the executive, the public service, courts, and administrative agencies. Institutions 

provide continuity and operational capacity beyond any single government. 

These terms describe different components of the same constitutional system and are not 

interchangeable. 

 

Political Authority vs Administrative Machinery 

Political authority refers to the power to set direction, make decisions, and assume responsibility 

for governance. This authority is exercised primarily by elected officials and the executive 

leadership. 

Administrative machinery refers to the structures that implement decisions once authority has 

been exercised. This includes departments, agencies, and public servants responsible for carrying 

out laws and policies. 

Political authority directs. Administrative machinery executes. The two functions are distinct, 

though closely connected. 

 

Why “The Government” Is Not a Single Entity 

“The government” is often used as a shorthand, but it does not describe a single body. 

Government in Canada consists of: 

• The executive leadership 

• The legislative branch 

• The public administration 



• Independent officers and agencies 

Each component has defined roles, powers, and limits. Authority is distributed rather than 

centralized. No single office or institution exercises complete control over governance. 

Understanding this distinction is essential to accurately attributing responsibility and authority. 

 

Relationship to Constitutional Authority 

All components of government operate within constitutional authority. 

The Constitution: 

• Establishes institutions 

• Defines powers and limits 

• Constrains government action 

Neither political authority nor administrative machinery exists independently of the 

constitutional framework. Government action is lawful only insofar as it is authorized by the 

Constitution and enacted through valid legal mechanisms. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section establishes foundational definitions necessary to understand how the Government of 

Canada operates mechanically. Subsequent sections examine specific institutions, roles, and 

processes through which authority is exercised. 

 

  



2. Constitutional Framework of Government 

Constitutional Monarchy Structure 

Canada is a constitutional monarchy. Executive authority is vested in the Crown, but exercised 

according to constitutional rules and conventions. 

The constitutional monarchy establishes: 

• The Crown as the formal source of executive authority 

• Democratic control over the exercise of that authority 

• Continuity of the state independent of elected governments 

The monarchy does not govern directly. Its role is defined and constrained by constitutional law 

and established conventions. 

 

Role of the Crown 

The Crown is the legal embodiment of the state. 

In constitutional terms, the Crown: 

• Is the source of executive authority 

• Acts as a legal person distinct from any individual officeholder 

• Provides continuity across changes in government 

Executive actions are taken in the name of the Crown but are carried out on the advice of elected 

officials. The Crown does not exercise independent political discretion in ordinary governance. 

 

Governor General as Constitutional Actor 

The Governor General represents the Crown at the federal level. 

As a constitutional actor, the Governor General: 

• Appoints the Prime Minister 

• Appoints ministers, judges, and senior officials 

• Gives royal assent to legislation 

• Performs ceremonial and formal state functions 



These actions are carried out according to constitutional convention and established practice. The 

Governor General’s role is institutional and procedural rather than political. 

 

Limits of Constitutional Symbolism vs Authority 

The Crown and Governor General serve symbolic functions, but their roles are grounded in 

constitutional authority. 

Symbolism reflects: 

• State continuity 

• Legal legitimacy 

• Institutional neutrality 

Authority is exercised through: 

• Constitutional rules 

• Statutory frameworks 

• Democratic accountability 

Symbolic roles do not confer independent governing power. All meaningful executive authority 

is exercised within constitutional limits and through responsible government. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section defines the constitutional framework within which federal government operates. It 

distinguishes formal authority from practical governance and establishes the institutional context 

for subsequent sections on Parliament, the executive, and administration. 

 

  



3. Parliament 

Bicameral Structure 

Parliament is the legislative body of the federal government and consists of three components: 

• The Crown 

• The House of Commons 

• The Senate 

This bicameral structure establishes a system in which legislation requires consideration by both 

elected and appointed chambers before becoming law. Parliament exercises legislative authority 

within constitutional limits. 

 

House of Commons 

The House of Commons is the elected chamber of Parliament. 

Members of Parliament are elected to represent geographic constituencies. The House of 

Commons is the primary forum for legislative debate, government accountability, and 

confidence in the executive. 

Key functions of the House of Commons include: 

• Introducing and debating legislation 

• Approving public expenditures 

• Holding the executive to account 

• Determining confidence in the government 

The House of Commons has a central role in democratic representation and executive oversight. 

 

Senate 

The Senate is the appointed chamber of Parliament. 

Senators are appointed to represent regions and provide legislative review. The Senate’s function 

is to examine, amend, and approve legislation passed by the House of Commons. 

While the Senate has formal legislative authority, its role is shaped by constitutional convention 

and institutional restraint. It does not initiate confidence matters. 



 

Legislative Roles and Limits 

Parliament’s authority is limited by the Constitution. 

Parliament: 

• May enact laws within federal jurisdiction 

• Must comply with constitutional rights and division of powers 

• Cannot legislate beyond its assigned authority 

Legislation that exceeds constitutional limits is subject to judicial review. 

 

Relationship Between Parliament and the Executive 

The executive branch is drawn from Parliament and is accountable to it. 

The government: 

• Must maintain the confidence of the House of Commons 

• Is responsible for proposing legislation 

• Is subject to parliamentary scrutiny 

This relationship reflects the principle of responsible government, under which executive 

authority is exercised by those who are accountable to the elected chamber. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section defines Parliament’s structure, function, and limits within Canada’s federal 

government. Subsequent sections address elections, executive authority, public administration, 

and the mechanisms through which government operates. 

 

  



4. Elections and Representation (Mechanical View) 

Federal Election Process 

Federal elections determine the composition of the House of Commons. 

Elections are conducted within a statutory framework that governs: 

• Electoral districts 

• Voter eligibility 

• Candidate nomination 

• Balloting and counting 

• Certification of results 

The outcome of a federal election determines which individuals are elected as Members of 

Parliament and which party or combination of parties is able to form a government. Elections do 

not directly select the Prime Minister; they determine parliamentary representation. 

 

Role of Members of Parliament 

Members of Parliament serve as representatives of their electoral districts in the House of 

Commons. 

Their functions include: 

• Participating in legislative debate and voting 

• Representing constituency interests 

• Serving on parliamentary committees 

• Holding the executive to account 

Members of Parliament act within parliamentary rules and constitutional limits. Their authority 

is exercised collectively through Parliament rather than individually. 

 

Party Affiliation vs Parliamentary Role 

Party affiliation organizes Members of Parliament for political coordination, but it does not alter 

their constitutional role. 

Party affiliation: 

• Determines caucus membership 



• Influences leadership selection and policy coordination 

• Shapes government and opposition organization 

Parliamentary role: 

• Is defined by constitutional and statutory rules 

• Applies equally to all Members of Parliament 

• Is not dependent on party membership 

An individual Member’s legal authority derives from election to Parliament, not from party 

affiliation. 

 

Minority vs Majority Governments (Mechanical Distinction) 

A majority government exists when the governing party holds more than half of the seats in the 

House of Commons. 

A minority government exists when the governing party holds fewer than half of the seats and 

must rely on support from other Members to maintain confidence. 

Mechanically: 

• Both forms of government exercise executive authority 

• Both must maintain the confidence of the House 

• Legislative passage may differ based on seat distribution 

The distinction affects parliamentary procedure and stability, not constitutional authority. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section explains how elections translate into parliamentary representation and government 

formation. Subsequent sections address the executive branch, the public service, and the 

instruments through which governmental authority is exercised. 

 

  



5. The Executive Branch 

Prime Minister 

The Prime Minister is the head of government and exercises executive authority on behalf of the 

Crown. 

The Prime Minister: 

• Is appointed by the Governor General 

• Must maintain the confidence of the House of Commons 

• Selects Cabinet ministers 

• Directs the overall operation of the executive branch 

The Prime Minister’s authority is not personal or independent. It exists only within constitutional 

conventions, statutory limits, and parliamentary confidence. 

 

Cabinet 

Cabinet is the central decision-making body of the executive branch. 

Cabinet consists of: 

• The Prime Minister 

• Ministers responsible for federal departments or portfolios 

Cabinet: 

• Sets government priorities 

• Approves legislation and regulations 

• Directs executive policy within lawful authority 

Cabinet decisions are collective and operate through formal and informal executive processes. 

 

Collective Responsibility 

Collective responsibility is a constitutional convention governing Cabinet operation. 

Under this principle: 

• Cabinet decisions are binding on all ministers 



• Ministers publicly support Cabinet decisions 

• Responsibility for executive action is shared 

Collective responsibility supports unified executive action and accountability to Parliament. 

 

Executive Decision-Making Authority 

Executive decision-making authority is exercised through lawful mechanisms. 

These include: 

• Orders in Council 

• Ministerial decisions 

• Regulations made under delegated authority 

• Administrative direction within departments 

Executive authority operates within statutory frameworks and is subject to parliamentary 

oversight and judicial review. 

 

Limits of Executive Power 

Executive power is constrained by multiple mechanisms. 

The executive: 

• Cannot legislate without parliamentary approval 

• Must act within statutory and constitutional authority 

• Is accountable to Parliament 

• Is subject to judicial review 

Executive authority does not override constitutional rights, jurisdictional limits, or legislative 

supremacy. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section defines the structure and limits of the executive branch. Subsequent sections address 

the public service, executive instruments, departmental organization, and accountability 

mechanisms through which executive authority is exercised and constrained. 

  



6. The Public Service 

Role of the Federal Bureaucracy 

The federal public service is the permanent administrative apparatus through which government 

decisions are implemented. 

The public service: 

• Administers laws enacted by Parliament 

• Implements policies approved by the executive 

• Manages programs and services 

• Provides continuity across changes in government 

Public servants do not exercise independent political authority. Their role is operational and 

administrative. 

 

Deputy Ministers 

Deputy ministers are the senior public servants responsible for the management of federal 

departments. 

Deputy ministers: 

• Are appointed officials, not elected representatives 

• Serve as the administrative heads of departments 

• Advise ministers on policy and administration 

• Oversee departmental operations and compliance 

Deputy ministers are accountable to their ministers while maintaining professional responsibility 

for departmental administration. 

 

Departments and Agencies 

Federal departments and agencies carry out government functions within statutory mandates. 

• Departments are headed by ministers and managed by deputy ministers 

• Agencies may operate at arm’s length from ministers, depending on their statutory design 

Both operate under legal authority established by legislation and are subject to oversight 

mechanisms. 



 

Non-Partisan Administration 

The federal public service operates on a principle of non-partisanship. 

This principle requires that public servants: 

• Serve the government of the day regardless of political affiliation 

• Perform duties impartially 

• Refrain from partisan political activity in their official roles 

Non-partisanship ensures continuity, institutional stability, and administrative integrity. 

 

Policy Implementation vs Policy Direction 

A structural distinction exists between policy direction and policy implementation. 

• Policy direction is set by elected officials and the executive 

• Policy implementation is carried out by the public service 

Public servants may provide advice and analysis but do not determine policy objectives. 

Authority to direct policy rests with politically accountable actors. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section defines the role and limits of the federal public service within Canada’s governance 

machinery. Subsequent sections address executive instruments, departmental accountability, 

budgeting processes, and oversight mechanisms. 

 

  



7. Orders in Council and Executive Instruments 

Executive authority is exercised through formal legal instruments that give effect to decisions 

made by the executive branch. These instruments operate within statutory and constitutional 

limits and do not replace legislative authority. 

 

Orders in Council 

Orders in Council are formal decisions made by the Governor General on the advice of the Prime 

Minister and Cabinet. 

Orders in Council are used to: 

• Appoint officials 

• Bring legislation into force 

• Authorize specific executive actions 

• Exercise powers delegated by statute 

Although issued in the name of the Governor General, Orders in Council reflect executive 

decisions made by elected officials acting within lawful authority. 

 

Regulations 

Regulations are legally binding rules made under authority delegated by Parliament through 

legislation. 

Regulations: 

• Provide detailed rules necessary to implement statutes 

• Have the force of law 

• Must remain consistent with the enabling legislation 

Regulatory authority exists only where Parliament has explicitly delegated it. Regulations cannot 

exceed or contradict statutory authority. 

 

Delegated Legislative Authority 

Delegated legislative authority allows the executive to make rules within defined statutory 

parameters. 



This authority: 

• Is granted by Parliament through legislation 

• Is limited in scope and purpose 

• Is subject to oversight and review 

Delegation supports administrative efficiency but does not transfer Parliament’s legislative 

supremacy to the executive. 

 

Limits on Executive Instruments 

Executive instruments are constrained by multiple limits. 

Orders in Council and regulations: 

• Must be authorized by statute or constitutional authority 

• Cannot amend or override legislation 

• Are subject to judicial review 

• May be scrutinized by Parliament 

Executive instruments do not permit the executive to legislate independently of Parliament. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section defines the legal instruments through which executive authority is exercised. 

Subsequent sections address departmental accountability, budgeting processes, and mechanisms 

of oversight that constrain executive action. 

 

  



8. Federal Departments and Agencies 

Departmental Structure 

Federal departments are the primary organizational units through which the executive branch 

carries out government functions. 

Departments: 

• Are established by statute or administrative authority 

• Are assigned specific mandates and responsibilities 

• Operate within defined legal and policy frameworks 

Each department combines political leadership and administrative management to execute 

government programs and services. 

 

Ministerial Responsibility 

Ministerial responsibility is a core principle governing departmental accountability. 

Under this principle: 

• Each department is headed by a minister 

• The minister is accountable to Parliament for departmental actions 

• Administrative operations are carried out by public servants under ministerial oversight 

Ministerial responsibility links executive action to parliamentary accountability rather than direct 

administrative control by legislators. 

 

Arm’s-Length Agencies 

Some federal bodies operate at arm’s length from ministers. 

Arm’s-length agencies: 

• Are established by statute 

• Have defined degrees of independence 

• Carry out specialized regulatory, adjudicative, or administrative functions 

The level of independence varies by agency and is determined by enabling legislation. Arm’s-

length status does not remove accountability; it modifies how accountability is exercised. 



 

Accountability Mechanisms 

Departments and agencies are subject to multiple accountability mechanisms. 

These include: 

• Parliamentary scrutiny through committees 

• Financial oversight and reporting requirements 

• Review by officers of Parliament 

• Judicial review where applicable 

Accountability mechanisms ensure that departments and agencies operate within legal authority 

and public administration standards. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section defines the structure and accountability of federal departments and agencies. 

Subsequent sections address budgeting and finance, oversight institutions, intergovernmental 

interaction, and the limits of federal authority. 

 

  



9. Budgeting and Finance (Mechanical) 

Federal Budget Process 

The federal budget outlines the government’s proposed fiscal plan for a given period. 

The budget: 

• Is prepared by the executive 

• Is presented to Parliament 

• Describes planned expenditures, revenues, and fiscal measures 

The budget itself does not authorize spending. It serves as a statement of intent and proposed 

priorities. 

 

Estimates and Appropriations 

Spending authority is granted through the estimates and appropriations process. 

• Estimates detail the specific amounts requested for departmental spending 

• Appropriations are enacted through legislation that authorizes expenditure 

Parliament must approve appropriations before public funds may be spent. Without 

appropriation, expenditure is not lawful. 

 

Role of Parliament in Spending Approval 

Parliament exercises control over public spending through legislative approval. 

Parliament: 

• Reviews and debates estimates 

• Approves or rejects appropriations 

• Holds the executive accountable for financial management 

This process ensures that fiscal authority rests with the legislature rather than the executive 

alone. 

 

Distinction Between Announcement and Authority 



A distinction exists between fiscal announcements and legal authority. 

• Announcements express intent or commitment 

• Authority is granted only through enacted legislation 

Public statements, budget documents, or policy commitments do not confer spending authority 

without parliamentary approval. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section explains the mechanical process through which fiscal decisions are authorized and 

implemented. Subsequent sections address oversight mechanisms, intergovernmental interaction, 

and the relationship between executive action and judicial review. 

 

  



10. Accountability and Oversight 

Accountability and oversight mechanisms exist to ensure that executive and administrative 

action remains within legal and constitutional bounds. These mechanisms operate through 

institutional processes rather than direct control. 

 

Parliamentary Oversight 

Parliament exercises oversight of the executive through its legislative and scrutiny functions. 

Parliamentary oversight includes: 

• Questioning ministers and senior officials 

• Reviewing government operations and expenditures 

• Debating and approving legislation and appropriations 

Oversight does not involve direct administration of government programs. It functions through 

inquiry, scrutiny, and accountability rather than execution. 

 

Committees 

Parliamentary committees play a central role in oversight. 

Committees: 

• Examine legislation, expenditures, and departmental activities 

• Call witnesses and request documents 

• Report findings and recommendations to Parliament 

Committee findings are advisory. Committees do not possess executive authority or binding 

decision-making power. 

 

Auditor General 

The Auditor General is an independent officer of Parliament responsible for auditing government 

finances and performance. 

The Auditor General: 



• Examines the use of public funds 

• Assesses compliance with statutory authority 

• Reports findings to Parliament 

The Auditor General does not direct government action or determine policy. The role is 

evaluative and reporting in nature. 

 

Ethics and Conflict Mechanisms 

Ethics and conflict mechanisms address conduct within government institutions. 

These mechanisms include: 

• Ethics commissioners 

• Conflict of interest rules 

• Disclosure and compliance requirements 

Such mechanisms establish standards of conduct and reporting obligations. Enforcement occurs 

within defined statutory and institutional frameworks. 

 

Limits of Oversight 

Oversight mechanisms are subject to structural limits. 

Oversight bodies: 

• Do not exercise executive authority 

• Do not replace decision-making roles 

• Cannot compel policy outcomes 

Oversight ensures accountability within the constitutional framework but does not govern 

directly. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section outlines the mechanisms through which executive and administrative action are 

scrutinized and constrained. Subsequent sections address intergovernmental interaction, the role 

of courts, and the limits of federal authority.  



11. Intergovernmental Interaction 

Intergovernmental interaction refers to the ways in which federal and provincial governments 

coordinate, cooperate, and communicate within Canada’s constitutional framework. These 

interactions occur without altering the constitutional division of powers. 

 

Federal–Provincial Coordination 

Federal–provincial coordination occurs where governments address matters involving shared 

interests or overlapping jurisdiction. 

Coordination may involve: 

• Policy alignment 

• Information sharing 

• Joint initiatives 

• Administrative cooperation 

Coordination does not transfer legislative authority. Each government remains responsible for 

acting within its own constitutional jurisdiction. 

 

Agreements and Forums 

Governments engage through formal and informal agreements and forums. 

These include: 

• Intergovernmental agreements 

• Ministerial meetings 

• First ministers’ conferences 

• Administrative coordination bodies 

Such mechanisms facilitate cooperation but do not create binding constitutional authority beyond 

the terms agreed upon. 

 

Limits of Federal Direction 

The federal government does not possess general authority to direct provincial governments. 



Federal direction is limited to: 

• Areas of exclusive federal jurisdiction 

• Conditions attached to voluntary funding arrangements 

• Obligations arising from constitutional or statutory provisions 

Outside these limits, provinces retain independent authority over matters within their 

jurisdiction. 

 

Distinction Between Cooperation and Control 

A structural distinction exists between cooperation and control. 

• Cooperation involves voluntary coordination within constitutional limits 

• Control implies authority to direct or compel action 

Intergovernmental cooperation does not create control unless constitutionally authorized. 

Agreements do not override jurisdiction or alter legislative authority. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section defines how governments interact across jurisdictions within Canada’s federal 

system. The following section addresses the relationship between courts and the executive and 

clarifies institutional separation within governance. 

 

  



12. Courts and the Executive (Structural Relationship) 

The courts and the executive are separate institutions within Canada’s constitutional framework. 

Each performs distinct functions and operates within defined boundaries. 

 

Judicial Independence 

Judicial independence is a foundational constitutional principle. 

Judicial independence requires that: 

• Judges are free from executive and legislative control in decision-making 

• Courts operate without political direction 

• Judicial tenure, remuneration, and administrative security are protected 

Independence ensures that courts can adjudicate disputes involving government action without 

interference. 

 

Review of Executive Action 

Courts have authority to review executive action for legality. 

Judicial review may assess whether executive actions: 

• Are authorized by statute or the Constitution 

• Comply with procedural fairness 

• Respect constitutional rights and jurisdictional limits 

Courts do not substitute their judgment for executive decision-making where lawful discretion 

exists. Review is limited to legality, not policy preference. 

 

Limits on Court Involvement 

Courts operate within defined limits. 

Courts: 

• Do not initiate policy 

• Do not administer government programs 



• Do not direct executive priorities 

• Do not assume legislative functions 

Judicial involvement is reactive and adjudicative. Courts act only when matters are properly 

brought before them. 

 

Separation of Functions 

A separation of functions exists between branches of government. 

• The executive governs and administers 

• Parliament legislates 

• Courts adjudicate disputes and interpret law 

This separation supports institutional balance and prevents concentration of authority within a 

single body. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section clarifies the structural relationship between courts and the executive within 

Canada’s governance framework. The following section addresses the limits of federal authority 

and clarifies what the federal government does not do. 

 

  



13. What the Federal Government Does Not Do 

This section identifies structural limits on federal authority. These limitations arise from 

constitutional design rather than policy choice. 

 

Does Not Control Provinces 

The federal government does not possess general authority over provincial governments. 

Provinces: 

• Derive authority directly from the Constitution 

• Exercise legislative power within their jurisdiction 

• Are not subordinate administrative units of the federal government 

Federal influence over provinces occurs only within constitutionally permitted mechanisms and 

does not amount to control. 

 

Does Not Directly Administer Most Services 

The federal government does not directly administer most public services. 

Service delivery in areas such as health care, education, and social services is primarily a 

provincial responsibility. Federal involvement may occur through funding, standards, or 

coordination but does not constitute direct administration unless constitutionally authorized. 

 

Does Not Act Without Legal Authority 

Federal action requires legal authorization. 

The federal government: 

• Must act under constitutional or statutory authority 

• Cannot exercise power based solely on policy intent or political mandate 

• Is subject to legal and judicial constraints 

Authority exists only where law permits action. 

 



Does Not Guarantee Outcomes 

The federal government does not guarantee policy or service outcomes. 

Government authority: 

• Enables action within legal limits 

• Does not ensure effectiveness or results 

• Does not eliminate external or jurisdictional constraints 

Responsibility for outcomes may be political, but legal authority remains bounded. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section clarifies the structural limits of federal authority to support accurate attribution of 

responsibility within Canada’s governance framework. It concludes the main body of this 

reference. 

 
  



Appendix A: Federal Institutional Structure Quick Reference 

 

The Crown 

Constitutional Role 

Formal source of executive authority 

Function 

Provides legal continuity of the state 

Authorizes executive action through constitutional mechanisms 

Exercise of Authority 

Acts on advice of elected officials under constitutional convention 

 

Governor General 

Institutional Role 

Representative of the Crown at the federal level 

Core Functions 

Appoints the Prime Minister 

Appoints ministers, judges, and senior officials 

Grants royal assent to legislation 

Issues Orders in Council 

Limits 

Acts according to constitutional convention 

Does not exercise independent political authority 

 

Parliament 

Composition 

The Crown 

House of Commons 

Senate 

Primary Function 

Legislative authority within federal jurisdiction 



Key Responsibilities 

Enacts legislation 

Approves public expenditures 

Holds the executive to account 

 

House of Commons 

Composition 

Elected Members of Parliament 

Primary Function 

Democratic representation 

Confidence in the government 

Key Responsibilities 

Introduces and debates legislation 

Approves budgets and appropriations 

Scrutinizes executive action 

 

Senate 

Composition 

Appointed senators representing regions 

Primary Function 

Legislative review 

Key Responsibilities 

Examines and amends legislation 

Approves legislation passed by the House of Commons 

Limits 

Does not initiate confidence matters 

 

Prime Minister 

Institutional Role 

Head of government 



Authority 

Exercises executive authority on behalf of the Crown 

Key Responsibilities 

Selects Cabinet 

Directs executive priorities 

Maintains confidence of the House of Commons 

 

Cabinet 

Composition 

Prime Minister and ministers 

Primary Function 

Central executive decision-making body 

Key Responsibilities 

Sets government direction 

Approves legislation and regulations 

Oversees executive policy implementation 

 

Federal Departments 

Structure 

Headed by ministers 

Managed by deputy ministers 

Function 

Administer laws and programs 

Deliver federal services 

Accountability 

Ministers accountable to Parliament 

Deputy ministers responsible for administration 

 

Federal Agencies and Crown Corporations 

Structure 

Established by statute 

May operate at arm’s length 



Function 

Regulatory, administrative, or commercial roles 

Accountability 

Subject to statutory oversight 

Not independent of legal authority 

 

Public Service 

Composition 

Non-partisan public servants 

Primary Function 

Policy implementation 

Program administration 

Limits 

Does not set policy direction 

Operates under executive authority 

 

Courts 

Institutional Role 

Independent judicial branch 

Primary Function 

Interpret law 

Review legality of government action 

Limits 

Do not govern 

Do not administer programs 

Do not initiate policy 

 

Appendix Purpose 

This appendix provides a quick-reference overview of the principal federal institutions and their 

roles within Canada’s governance framework. It is intended to support accurate attribution of 

authority and responsibility across federal institutions.  



Appendix B: Political Authority vs Administrative Authority 

 

Political Authority 

Definition 

Political authority is the power to set direction, make decisions, and assume responsibility for 

governance. 

Source 

Derived from democratic processes and constitutional conventions 

Who Exercises It 

Prime Minister 

Cabinet 

Elected officials 

Ministers of the Crown 

Primary Functions 

Establishes policy direction 

Introduces legislation 

Makes executive decisions 

Assumes political responsibility 

Accountability Mechanism 

Accountable to Parliament 

Accountable to the electorate 

Limits 

Must operate within constitutional and statutory authority 

Does not administer programs directly 

 

Administrative Authority 

Definition 

Administrative authority is the power to implement and manage laws, programs, and policies 

once authorized. 

Source 

Derived from statute and delegated authority 

Who Exercises It 

Public servants 



Deputy ministers 

Departmental officials 

Administrative agencies 

Primary Functions 

Implements legislation 

Administers programs 

Manages operations 

Provides analysis and advice 

Accountability Mechanism 

Accountable through ministers 

Subject to administrative oversight and review 

Limits 

Does not set policy direction 

Does not exercise independent political authority 

 

Structural Distinctions 

Nature of Authority 

Political authority is decision-making authority 

Administrative authority is execution authority 

Continuity 

Political authority changes with governments 

Administrative authority provides institutional continuity 

Relationship 

Political authority directs 

Administrative authority implements 

Legal Status 

Political authority operates through constitutional and statutory mechanisms 

Administrative authority exists only within delegated limits 

 

Appendix Purpose 

This appendix clarifies the distinction between political authority and administrative authority to 

support accurate understanding of governance mechanics and responsibility attribution. 

  



Appendix C: Common Governmental Misconceptions 

 

Misconception: The Prime Minister personally governs the country 

Clarification: The Prime Minister exercises executive authority within a collective Cabinet 

system and must maintain the confidence of the House of Commons. Authority is institutional, 

not personal. 

 

Misconception: Parliament and the government are the same thing 

Clarification: Parliament is the legislative body. The government is the executive drawn from 

Parliament and accountable to it. They perform distinct functions. 

 

Misconception: Elections directly choose the Prime Minister 

Clarification: Elections determine the composition of the House of Commons. The Prime 

Minister is appointed by the Governor General based on who can command confidence. 

 

Misconception: Cabinet decisions override Parliament 

Clarification: Cabinet may propose legislation and make executive decisions, but Parliament 

retains legislative supremacy and spending approval authority. 

 

Misconception: Public servants make government policy 

Clarification: Public servants implement policy and provide advice. Policy direction is set by 

elected officials and the executive. 

 

Misconception: Announcements create legal authority 

Clarification: Public announcements express intent. Legal authority arises only from enacted 

legislation or valid executive instruments. 

 

Misconception: The federal government directly delivers most public services 

Clarification: Many services are delivered by provinces or delegated bodies. Federal involvement 

often occurs through funding, standards, or coordination rather than direct administration. 

 



Misconception: Oversight bodies govern the executive 

Clarification: Oversight bodies scrutinize, audit, and report. They do not direct executive action 

or assume governing authority. 

 

Misconception: Courts manage government operations 

Clarification: Courts review legality and resolve disputes. They do not administer programs or 

set policy direction. 

 

Misconception: Cooperation between governments changes jurisdiction 

Clarification: Intergovernmental cooperation does not alter constitutional authority unless 

formally amended or delegated within legal limits. 

 

Appendix Purpose 

This appendix addresses common misunderstandings about how the Government of Canada 

operates mechanically. It is intended to support accurate attribution of authority, responsibility, 

and institutional roles. 

  



Appendix D: Glossary of Governmental Terms 

 

Administrative Authority 

The power to implement, manage, and administer laws, programs, and policies under delegated 

or statutory authority. 

Appropriation 

Legislative authorization by Parliament permitting the expenditure of public funds for specified 

purposes. 

Arm’s-Length Agency 

A government body established by statute that operates with a degree of independence from 

ministers while remaining subject to legal accountability. 

Cabinet 

The central executive decision-making body composed of the Prime Minister and ministers of 

the Crown. 

Collective Responsibility 

A constitutional convention requiring Cabinet members to support executive decisions publicly 

and share responsibility for government actions. 

Confidence of the House 

The requirement that the executive retain the support of a majority of Members of Parliament in 

the House of Commons. 

Crown 

The legal embodiment of the state and the formal source of executive authority in Canada. 

Deputy Minister 

The senior public servant responsible for the administration and management of a federal 

department. 

Executive Authority 

The power to govern, administer, and implement laws on behalf of the state within constitutional 

and statutory limits. 

Governor General 

The representative of the Crown at the federal level who performs constitutional and formal 

executive functions. 

House of Commons 

The elected chamber of Parliament whose members represent constituencies and determine 

confidence in the government. 



Judicial Review 

The authority of courts to assess the legality of executive and administrative actions. 

Legislative Authority 

The power to enact laws within constitutionally assigned jurisdiction. 

Ministerial Responsibility 

The principle that ministers are accountable to Parliament for the actions of their departments. 

Orders in Council 

Formal executive decisions made by the Governor General on the advice of the Prime Minister 

and Cabinet. 

Parliament 

The federal legislative body consisting of the Crown, the House of Commons, and the Senate. 

Policy Direction 

The establishment of objectives, priorities, and decisions by elected officials and the executive. 

Policy Implementation 

The execution and administration of policies by the public service under lawful authority. 

Prime Minister 

The head of government who leads the executive and directs Cabinet, subject to parliamentary 

confidence. 

Public Service 

The non-partisan administrative workforce responsible for implementing government decisions 

and administering programs. 

Regulation 

A legally binding rule made under authority delegated by Parliament through statute. 

Responsible Government 

The constitutional principle under which the executive is accountable to the elected legislature. 

Senate 

The appointed chamber of Parliament responsible for legislative review and regional 

representation. 

Spending Authority 

Legal authorization to expend public funds, granted by Parliament through appropriations. 

Statutory Authority 

Power granted by legislation rather than directly by the Constitution. 



 

Glossary Purpose 

This glossary defines governmental terms as used within this document. Definitions are intended 

to support consistent reference use and do not replace constitutional text, legislation, judicial 

decisions, or professional legal guidance. 

 
  



Disclaimer 

This document is intended solely as an informational and structural reference describing how the 

Government of Canada operates within its constitutional and institutional framework. It presents 

governance mechanisms, roles, and processes for general reference purposes only. 

This work does not provide legal advice, policy recommendations, or interpretive analysis. It 

does not evaluate the effectiveness, fairness, or outcomes of governmental actions, nor does it 

advocate for particular political, legal, or institutional positions. 

The descriptions and examples included are selective and illustrative, reflecting a focus on 

governance structure and mechanical operation. The absence of specific institutions, practices, 

events, or perspectives should not be interpreted as judgment on their significance or relevance. 

Readers should consult constitutional texts, statutes, official government publications, judicial 

decisions, and qualified professionals for authoritative guidance on legal rights, obligations, or 

specific governmental matters. 


