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INTRODUCTION

In the late 1960’s Canadian provinces began
passing Ombudsman legislation.  The purpose
then, as it is now, was to promote fairness and
administrative accountability through the
investigation of complaints by an independent
objective non-partisan Office with broad
powers to investigate, recommend and report
publicly.   The Manitoba Office of the
Ombudsman was established on April 1,
1970, and after almost 30 years the value of
the Office remains in terms of promoting
these principles.

The primary activity of the Office has been
centered on complaint investigation and
resolution of disputes in an informal, non-
adversarial manner.  Elected officials have
recognized the value of the Office as a
resource dealing with constituency complaints
that may need the time, resources and powers
which has been given to the Ombudsman by
the Legislature to thoroughly and impartially
investigate complaints.

Public bodies also look to the Office of the
Ombudsman from time to time, when they are
unable to satisfy a complainant or the public
that their actions and decisions have been fair
and objective.  Even internal appeal
mechanisms, no matter how independent in
structure, may be subject to perception of
bias.

The public, as evidenced by the number of
complaints received annually, continues to
have confidence in the independence,
impartiality and objectivity of the Office and
individual complaint investigation will
continue to be our primary activity.

Nevertheless, over the years there has been an
increasing recognition of the value of the
Ombudsman in promoting broader principles
of fairness, equity and administrative
accountability.  Broader systemic reviews of
administrative practices and procedures focus
on principles of administrative fairness and
accountability and encourage compliance and
commitment to these principles.

People have always expected public bodies to
be fair, open and accountable, but I believe in
the past, people were more accepting of what
they were told and less willing to challenge
senior officials in government, politicians and
professionals such as their doctors or lawyers.
I think things have changed.  They are now
more prepared to question and challenge
actions and decision that affect them.  This is
probably due to the push for self-
empowerment, availability of information,
better knowledge and education, and better
means of communication.

It’s great for democracy when people are
interested and willing to participate and are
prepared to question and challenge actions
and decisions, which affect them.  This is
where I believe Ombudsman legislation has
its greatest value; it promotes democratic
principles of fairness, openness and
accountability.  The commitment and
application of these principles make it easier
for the public to see into the actions of public
bodies and participate in the democratic
process.

Ombudsman legislation also subjects public
bodies to the rigors of independent scrutiny of
their administrative practices and procedures,
and independent scrutiny has value in
building public confidence and trust in the
workings of government.  Commitment to
Ombudsman legislation is a commitment to
one’s fundamental right to fair and equitable
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treatment and to an open and accountable
government.

While talking that commitment is necessary,
talking is not enough.  Government and
public bodies must be seen to be walking the
commitment.  Ombudsman legislation must
not only incorporate strong provisions
relating to independence and powers to
investigate, recommend and to report
publicly, but the independence and powers of
the Office must be seen.

Commitment to openness means that
sometimes bad decisions or mistakes by
public bodies are visible along with the good
decisions and right things that are done.  A
commitment to accountability means that
public bodies will openly accept
responsibility for its actions and decisions and
be answerable to the public.

It’s not always easy to commit to a process
that may result in discomfort, sometimes
embarrassment, more work or cost.  It is the
willingness of public bodies to assist the
Ombudsman in identifying and resolving
legitimate grievances that demonstrates the
commitment to the principles of
administrative fairness, openness and
accountability.

In Manitoba, the Legislature has provided
strong provisions in Ombudsman legislation
relating to the independence and powers to
investigate, recommend and report publicly.
In addition, the respect for the independence
and powers has been demonstrated as our
Office has seldom found it necessary to use
the formal powers given to our Office through
the legislation.

Manitoba has also passed legislation which
put into place a legislated right of the public
to access records of public bodies.  It was not
that the public did not have access prior to

this, but the principles and values are now
clearly spelled out in legislation, thereby
discouraging arbitrary decision making when
it came to accessing records of public bodies
and encouraging openness and accountability.

Privacy legislation has recently been passed
in Manitoba which recognizes one’s
fundamental right of privacy and the right to
protection of one’s personal privacy.  The
legislation demonstrates a commitment to
international principles of fair information
practices.  These pieces of legislation also
include provisions for independent scrutiny
through an Ombudsman role.

These initiatives, along with the experiences
of our Office suggest to me that support for
democratic principles of fairness, openness
and accountability are alive and well in
Manitoba.
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YEAR IN REVIEW

Significant changes to the Office of the
Ombudsman took place in 1998.  As a result
of new Access and Privacy Legislation, an
Access Division was established within the
Office.  The extension of the Ombudsman’s
jurisdiction to Municipalities (other than the
City of Winnipeg) created a need to have a
rural presence, and this was accomplished in
1998 by the opening of a Regional Office in
Brandon.  Eight additional staff were
approved by the Legislative Assembly
Management Commission and recruited
during 1998 and major renovations took place
over five months in our existing Office to
accommodate the additional staff.

In the meantime, complaints continued to
climb from 905 to 940 under The
Ombudsman Act and from 70 to 119 under
Access and Privacy Legislation.  This is in
addition to the over 3000 informal concerns
and inquiries we received and handled by
telephone.

We closed 645 of the 940 complaints received
under The Ombudsman Act in 1998, and 189
of the 236 files carried forward from previous
years were closed.  Nevertheless, we carried
forward 295 files into 1999.

Our carried forward files from year-to-year
remain high, as our staff complement never
seems to be sufficient to reduce the backlog.
Why is this the case when our staff are
working harder, and through experience are
becoming more efficient in performing their
duties?  A review of what has taken place
over the years provides the reasons.

Additional responsibilities have been added to
the Office over the last several years as a
result of public service demands and public
policy decisions relating to access and privacy
legislation, and changes in the scope of the
Ombudsman’s jurisdiction.  While the
Legislature, through the Legislative Assembly
Management Commission has been very
supportive of the needs of the Ombudsman in
terms of resources, usually the additional
work comes first and the resources come
after.  Add the time it takes to put additional
resources into effect through recruitment of
staff, which can be a lengthy process, and we
have backlogs being added to backlogs.

1998 was a year of change for our Office
whereby the issues surrounding new
responsibilities and expansion of services had
to be addressed.  While these added to delays
in completing investigations and finalizing
reports, I believe efforts by our staff to listen,
explain, prioritize and inform, have
minimized the negative effects the delays
have had on our service delivery.  Over the
next year, our policies, procedures, standards,
priorities and resources will be carefully
reviewed to determine the most cost efficient
and effective way we can address the
backlogs and delays while maintaining a high
standard of service.

In the meantime, I am pleased to say that in
1998, over 59% of the complaints received by
our Office were concluded by means of
providing assistance or supplying
information, or through resolution, partly or
completely.  No formal recommendations
were made, although 139 cases were resolved
and 17 were partially resolved. At times, we
have made interim reports with proposed
recommendations to Deputy Ministers, Chief
Executive Officers of Crown Corporations or
Chief Administrative Officer of Agencies.
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We have found that these reports receive
positive attention and action to resolve the
issues, making a formal recommendation to a
Minister or Municipal Council unnecessary.

This speaks to the informal, non-adversarial
style of the Office which works in a public
service that is committed to principles of
accountability, openness and administrative
fairness.  It is also an indication of an
accountable public service that is willing to
listen, acknowledge mistakes, and seek ways
to resolves problems.

Opening of the Brandon Regional Office of
the Ombudsman

At a meeting of the Legislative Assembly
Management Commission in late 1997,
discussion took place concerning additional
resources needed as a result of the expansion
of the Ombudsman€s jurisdiction to all
municipal corporations other than the City of
Winnipeg.  At the same meeting, the value of
a rural office was raised.  The prospect of this
was received very positively by members of
the Commission.

The Commission approved the addition of
two staff to accommodate municipal
jurisdiction, and after a further submission in
January 1998, approved funds to establish an
Office in Brandon.  With the assistance of
Manitoba Government Services, we were able
to find a suitable location, have the
renovations completed and open the Office by
June 5, 1998.  The Office is located at: Scotia
Towers, Room 603 • 1011 Rosser Avenue,
Brandon, Manitoba, Telephone: (204) 571-
5151.

PLACE PICTURE OF BRANDON OPENING
HERE

James McCrae, MLA, Brandon West, Leonard Evans, MLA,
Brandon East, Barry Tuckett, Provincial Ombudsman,
Susan Archibald, Sr. Investigator, Sharon Krakowka,

Intake/Office Manager, Janet Wood, Investigator

Since that time, the majority of concerns
received from individuals residing in rural
and urban communities outside a 50-mile
radius of the City of Winnipeg have been
handled out of the Brandon Office.  The
Office handled 226 complaints and hundreds
of enquiries in 1998.  The Brandon Office
dealt with concerns relating to crop insurance,
water rights, drainage, automobile insurance
claims, social assistance, maintenance
enforcement, environment, concerns from
correctional facilities, etc.

Based on the activity, it appears that the
Office has been well received.


