The System, In a Nutshell


A tool is any thing which enables a person to do something they could not do without it.


A system is a set of tools which enables a group of people to do some things they could not do without them.

As a child, I was told that there was nothing I couldn’t do, if I put my mind to it.  Being a child, I actually believed it, and for better or worse, that lesson has stuck.  Another lesson that stuck was the ending of a prayer: “Give me the strength to change the things I cannot accept, the courage to accept the things I cannot change, and the wisdom to know the difference.”

Putting those two things together caused me to look at all of the things in the world that can actually be changed, and ask myself which change would actually be the greatest possible good for the greatest possible number.  The answer has always been perfectly clear ( our system of government.


Taxes are not optional; you don’t get to determine how much you pay, when you pay, or if you pay.  Between income taxes, sales taxes, and the taxes included in the cost of the labour and materials that goes into everything we buy, government is the single biggest expense we have.
Laws are the same as taxes in many regards, in that you don’t get to choose which ones you’ll obey, but different in a fundamental way, because you do get to choose which ones you’ll break.  More to the point, the same law can be applied many different ways to many different people, and, rather obviously, not everyone pays the same price for the same crime.

What has always intrigued me, and is really at the root of the passion I feel for this work, is the seeming contradiction between what is said, and what is done.

According to the law, the government works for us, not the other way around.  This means that the public has the right to order the government to do “anything we want,” provided enough people agree.  Despite that, it seems that no-one is happy with the government we have, and yet no-one has changed it.

It’s easy to blame the people who hold office for doing a lousy job.  Clearly, some of them do some wildly stupid things, at times.  But if one after another after another does a lousy job, doesn’t it make sense to stop and ask if it’s possible to do better?  Is the real problem that there’s not a single competent leader available, out of 30 million of us, or is it that the system we’re using leaves a lot to be desired?

One of the greatest defenders of democracy in history, Sir Winston Churchill, called democracy “…the worst system in the world, except for the rest.”  It really is.

It has always struck me, though, that if a person was going to design a new system, there is a lot that person needs to understand.  When I was a teenager, it wasn’t particularly difficult to convince myself that I knew everything I needed to know, but that’s not something many teenagers struggle with…  Since that time, I’ve studied psychology, engineering, politics, economics, resource redistribution (taxation, charity, theft and luck), business, management, security engineering, system design, history, and more, always relating everything I learn back to its’ implications for the design of a system of government.
I’ve spent my entire life with this constant focus.  Through all the ups and downs and twists and turns that life throws at a person, designing the best possible system of government is the only thing I’ve always had a passion for.  I’ve never wanted to be a designer of systems of government, I’ve always wanted to be the best designer of systems of government in the entire history of mankind.  Wanting to be and being are two very different things, but at the very least I have always had both the ambition and the underlying confidence in myself to believe that I could be.

This is not a passion many people share, perhaps in part because it’s only been done a few times in history, and in part because so many attempts have gone so horribly wrong.  Changing systems of government can be, and, in so many instances in the past, has been, a very bloody affair.  The nastiest wars in history have all been civil wars, because neither side has the option of just packing up and going home…
In this line of work, there is no second place.  There are no practice runs, no training seminars, no degrees.  There is success, or failure, but no middle ground.  The price of failure can be the lives of millions, but the reward for success can be the survival of billions…
I look at the system of government we have now, and I see a pathetic disgrace.  What makes it a disgrace is the fact that we, the public, are the boss.  A bad boss can turn a good job into hell, and a good boss can make a hellish job at least bearable.  Having been on both sides of the fence, it’s clear to me that what Deming taught is true: if a company is consistently underperforming, it’s always the management, never the workers.  But you and I are the managers, and frankly, the job we’ve been doing is disgraceful…
One of the most important lessons I’ve learned (and it’s taken rather a long time, given it’s simplicity), is that before you blame a person for doing a lousy job, you need to look at the tools, the training and the time they’ve been given first.  Most of the time, the true problem will be in one (or all) of those three areas, as opposed to a lack of effort, intelligence or skill.  Even when, on the surface of it, the problem would seem to be rooted in attitude, that attitude usually originated with the boss ( if the boss doesn’t care, I certainly don’t…
Wanting to be the boss is one thing; wanting to be the best possible boss is something else; wanting every boss to be the best possible is something else again.  That is what I am going to do: make the government of Canada the best government in the world, by making the Canadian public the best boss in the world.
Time is the one thing we have, since every one of us has the rest of our lives, but the training and tools we have leave a lot to be desired.  That is the challenge I face: first, making people who have never, ever considered themselves the government’s boss, want to be the best bosses in the world, and then giving them the tools and the training necessary to actually do it.

The CD I began writing four years ago was a ‘training manual’ written explicitly for the average person.  After almost twenty years of analysing systems of government, I have a pretty good idea of what works and what doesn’t, as well as how, why, when, where and for whom.  I’m not the smartest person ever born, or even the most educated, but I’ve picked up a few things that are worth sharing…

While I was writing the CD, however, it struck me that what was really missing were tools.  You can train a mechanic at the factory, and teach him every single in and out of a vehicle, but if you send him back to a garage without tools, he still can’t fix cars.  Knowing how to fix something and having the tools you need are two separate things, but neither has a point without the other.

Imagine being the boss of a big, big company.  As the boss, if the company does well, you get more than just credit, you get cash.  If, however, the company does poorly, bye bye…
Imagine, despite being the boss, having to work within the following rules:

· You don’t get to specify what education, experience or qualifications your employees must have.

· You can’t ever talk to your employees in person, or over the phone.

· You can write letters to your employees, but you have no way of knowing if they got them, and they are under no obligation to acknowledge receipt.
· You can’t fire anyone.

· When the employee chooses to give you the opportunity, but at least once every five years, you have the option of retaining him or replacing him with someone else from a very short list of people.

· By the same token as you don’t get to specify education, experience or qualifications, you don’t get to choose who else will be on that short list.

· If you don’t like anyone on that list, including the employee you already have, too bad…
· If you want to get rid of one particularly bad employee, you must get rid of an entire group of employees (and replace all of the experienced people you have with rookies).
· If you don’t want to get rid of an entire group of employees, you can’t get rid of one particularly bad one.
· Employees are under no obligation to answer any question you have, beyond a very limited list of things that they have volunteered to tell you, if you file the paperwork they demand, and then wait for it.

· Even if something is on the list of things you are entitled to know, if your employee decides he doesn’t want you to know, he can simply refuse to tell you by invoking the right he gave himself to do so.

· If your employees are doing something you believe and/or outright know they shouldn’t be, you have to wait up to five years before you can do anything about it, at which point the only option you have is replacing them with people who promise not to.

· If an employee promises to do something, or not do something, if they are hired, but they do the exact opposite, or do exactly what they said they wouldn’t, once they are hired, you have to wait up to five years before you can actually do anything about it, at which point you are right back where you started five years before…

· If you disagree with some of the things your employees are doing, but agree with others, you must either accept every decision they make or counter every one of them ( you don’t have the option of choosing what you will support, only whom.

· If someone else doesn’t like what your employees are doing, you pay the price for their mistakes, while they keep their jobs.

· Your employees are never obligated to ask you what you want, or even whether or not you want what they’re offering.

· If they do ask, and you agree, they’re free to take credit if things go well, or blame you if things go bad, but if you don’t agree, they’re free to simply ignore you.
· If your employees lie to you, there’s nothing you can do about it, but if you lie to your employees, you go to jail…

· Your employees decide how much they’ll be paid; you have no say in the matter beyond the option of replacing them when they give you that option, which they only have to do once every five years…

· Your employees decide what they’ll do, or not, when they’ll do it, or not, and how.

· Your employees decide how your money will be spent; you can ask for anything you want, but they are under no obligation to even listen, let alone deliver.

· The business of the entire organization may be put on hold until key employees choose to leave, for a period of up to five years.

· Your employees can choose to accept any order they wish, from any person or group, no matter how stupid ( there is no standard for ensuring that people have been careful about what they are asking for…

· Most of the time, you have no way of knowing whether or not what your employees are doing is actually working.

· Even when there is some way of determining how well, or not, your employees are doing, it is up to them to decide what to tell you, when and how.
· The only rules your employees are bound by are the ones they write themselves.

· The only exceptions to those rules are for the employees who write the rules…

If you were going to start your own company, and be the boss, would you choose to establish rules like these?  Not just one of them, but all of them?  Is it even remotely conceivable that you would be a successful boss if you did?

If you look at all of the screwups, lies and outright frauds that have been perpetrated by one member of government or another over the years, every time, in every case, it comes down to the same question: what are you going to do about it?
For all of my life, there have only been two basic answers to that question open to me: riot in the streets, or do nothing.  Letters to the editor, letters to the government, participation in peaceful protests and all manner of other things have been tried, but, in the final analysis, most of the worst offenders have gotten away with even their worst offences, simply because there was nothing that could be done, short of rioting in the streets, and civilized people don’t do that…
More to the point, in an environment where outright fraud goes unpunished, poor performance alone is never sufficient grounds for removal.  It is virtually impossible to motivate Canadians to ‘take to the streets’ to demand that a man who has committed outright fraud be forced from office; it is impossible to motivate Canadians to do the same over something as petty as a billion dollar mistake, and every member of the government knows that…
If, however, the basic principles of democracy are respected, then we are all free to vote on anything we want, any time we want, and if it can be proven beyond any reasonable doubt that enough people agree, then we have a collective right to demand that our choices be respected ( we are the boss, after all.
It’s easy to argue that we, the public, will be better bosses than a government ever could be, because we have only our own interests at heart, while they have theirs as well, but that is an oversimplification.  Lots of people are, in fact, stupid.  I’ve met more than a few who couldn’t even run a pop stand, let alone a nation.  But there are lots of smart people out there, too; within the public there exists an entire world of education, experience and expertise.  The trick, of course, is making the most of the best that’s out there, while limiting the damage done by the worst.
That trick brings me right back to tools.

“The government” is made up of people.  Some of those people are, in fact, extremely bad at what they do, and need to be fired.  Sometimes, the true root cause of a problem is the employee, and the only rational solution is to replace him.  But most of the time, the root cause of a problem is not the employee, but a lack of tools, training or time, and if the only thing that I can do, as the boss, is hire or fire, then most of the time, there isn’t anything I can do.  Which, of course, is exactly the situation most people are in, most of the time, which is why most people don’t bother trying to change the government, or the system, or laws, or programs, or taxes, or…
This is the biggest shortcoming of the system that we, the public, have for managing our government ( periodically, we get to choose who will run things, but we rarely get any meaningful say in how things are run.

The key to achieving consistently and persistently better results begins with instituting a system which clearly separates those two functions: determining who gets to run things, and determining how things will be run.  Separating people from issues is absolutely critical, because no matter how much I like, respect or admire someone, I may still disagree with them on something that matters a lot to me, and vice versa.  Being forced to take the good with the bad is okay if there is no other choice, but only if there is no other choice.

My task, of course, is giving people another choice…

The system I have designed is actually two separate, but interconnected systems, one designed to deal with people (elected officials), the other with issues.  The section of the system which applies to elected officials is called the vertical axis, and the section for issues is called the horizontal axis.

The single biggest flaw in democracy is the fact that people are only given the authority to replace an elected official periodically, despite the fact that the right to do so, at least in theory, is persistent.  That is, in theory, we have the right to remove any elected official at any time, because every one of them works for us, at all times, but in practice, we only get to exercise that right every once in a while.  This gives elected officials a lot of time to ‘cover their tracks’, and, failing that, they still have a lot of time to do a lot of damage before they can finally be removed.

In some places in Canada, at some times, Canadians have had the right to fire some elected officials at any time, by obtaining sufficient signatures on a petition to do so.  In Canada, these rights are called “recall”, as in “We, the people, are recalling the following person from service…,” which is a wishy-washy way of saying we’re firing them.

The basic problem with recall, however, is best illustrated by the first attempt at establishing it, in Canada.

A man by the name of William Eberhardt ran for Premier of Alberta, promising that if elected, he would give Albertans the right to fire any member of the provincial parliament through a petition ( recall rights.  Once elected, he actually kept his promise.  However, the very first Member of Parliament to be recalled was… him.  He promptly recalled his own legislation, ignored the petition that had been successfully begun to recall him, and that was the end of recall rights for the next 60 years or so…

His rationale for doing so is the same rationale those who oppose recall used before, and since: if people have the right to fire any elected official they choose, any time they choose, no elected official will be able to do their job, since they all have to do unpopular things, at least once in a while…

Those who understand the true challenge of leadership see this argument for the horseshit it is.  Leadership means more than making the right decision in the face of opposition; it means convincing the people that oppose you that your decision is right, whether they like it or not.  Preaching to the choir is easy; convincing people to do the right things, rather than the easy things, separates the men from the boys.

What has changed in our time, however, is the advent of computers ( new tools.  It is not simply what can be done with a computer that can’t be done with a pencil and paper, but the costs of doing things on a computer, versus doing them with paper, which makes such a difference.

The cost of holding a referendum in Canada has been estimated at $150 million.  Given that there are about 20 million taxpayers in Canada (ballpark), that works out to about $7.50 per taxpayer, per referendum.

At that price, how many questions can you afford to answer?  At $7.50 a shot, if the government chose to consult you on everything, every day, how often could you afford to put your two cents worth in?

If putting your two cents worth in every time you thought it worthwhile could save you 10% of your tax bill every year, it could be worth doing so at least once a day, and maybe more often, but at $7.50 a shot, it had better be worth it.

Designing a computerized system that can reduce the cost of putting your two cents worth in to less than two cents is no mean feat, but it is only one part of one side of the equation, since it only addresses the money you spend; the other part of that side of the equation is the time you spend, which, at two cents a shot, is the important part.  The other side of the equation, and, even at $7.50 a shot, the only side that really counts, is the results you get.

Given the cost advantages of a computer, what is now economically feasible, that has never been so before, is a system that goes way beyond a simple x on a piece of paper (“Choose one of the following people to make all of your decisions for you…”).

When all is said and done, the decision to fire an elected official is a judgment call.  When it can be proven that a criminal act has been committed, at least in theory, it is a clear cut call, and the only real question is whether or not the law will be enforced.  But most of the time, it comes down to judgment…

The true problem with recall is not the inability of the public to exercise proper judgment, but the lack of a robust, reliable and secure system for doing so.  If the threshold for firing a Member of Parliament is 20,000 signatures on a petition, will it be virtually impossible to fire any one of them, or will it be virtually impossible for every one of them to keep from getting fired?  How about 30,000, or 10,000, or 63,752…  How do you know?

But if we let people vote any time they want, and record those votes daily, and do a little simple math to make the standard easier to understand…
For instance, if we count every vote to fire an elected official, and call that number N (for negative), count every vote to retain that official and call it P (for positive), subtract N from P, divide that difference by the total number of votes cast (P + N), and multiply by 100 to get a percentage, for every elected official, we will have a single number that defines the ratio of people that want to keep him to the number of people that want to fire him, on any given day.  I call that number the differential.

If every single person votes to retain an official, his differential will be +100, if every single person votes to fire him, it will be -100, and if exactly half vote to retain and exactly half to fire, it will be 0.  A positive number means more people voted to retain than fire, a negative number means the opposite.
If we track differentials for every official, over an extended period (two years or more), at that point we can vote on what it will take to fire an elected official and know exactly what we are asking for.

Doing all of that math by hand would take forever, and cost a fortune, but a computer can do it quickly, reliably and cheaply.  Instead of being restricted to a single (periodic) vote on a single representative, you could place a numerical vote on a specific standard that every elected official has to meet.
Most important of all, you wouldn’t have to simply pull a number out of thin air, based on your best guess.  What a computer can do economically, that can’t be done with paper, is give you a list of who would have been fired, when they would have been fired, what reasons people cited for firing that person, what reasons people cited for retaining that person, what that person had to say in their own defence, and anything and everything else of any relevance to the decision.  Of equal importance, all of that information isn’t simply available, it’s available right now, when and where you need it ( when you are making a decision that it is relevant to.
Choosing a resignation threshold (the differential below which an elected official is fired) begins with the number at which only one person would have been fired.  Note that the computer gives you this number; you don’t have to do the math yourself, since the machine is much better at it, much faster, and can do it cheaper.

You may have already heard about this person, and know all about what they did (or didn’t do, or are accused of, or…), or you may know nothing at all about them.  Simply by clicking on their name, you can find out anything and everything you might want to know, from how long they’ve been an elected official, to which way they’ve voted on any given issue, to their side of the story, to the stories they might not want you to hear, but as a free man you’re free to read anyway…  When you believe you know enough to make a reasonable judgment call, you make your decision: yes, this person should have been fired, or no, he shouldn’t have been.  If no, you vote for that number, or lower.  If yes, you click the up button, the next name appears on the list, and you make another judgment call.  Eventually, you get to the point where, in your judgment, one of two things would happen: somebody who shouldn’t be fired, would be, or there are simply too many people who would be fired, too often, for the government to function.  At that point, you drop the number a notch, and that’s what you vote.
At the same time, a computerized system of voting does not limit us to firing or retaining elected officials; there is no reason to forego the option of suspensions, in lieu of dismissal.  Virtually every one of us has lived with this basic principle, either at school or at work: some things will get you fired, any time, every time, but some things just get you a warning…  The vast majority of managers retain the right to suspend, rather than fire, because in their judgment, there are situations where discipline is necessary, but the ultimate punishment is not warranted.  The Canadian people, as managers, should have this option as well.
There are at least two sides to every story; most of us will agree with that.  Firing elected officials is necessary at times, but at the same time, elected officials take a lot of cheap shots.  Not only in the interest of being fair, but in the interest of making the right decision as often as possible, it makes sense to give elected officials a fair hearing, in the court in which they are tried: the court of public opinion.

Giving elected officials unlimited space in any newspaper they choose, or the right to commandeer any news broadcast they choose, or mail out anything they want any time they want, is both expensive and intrusive.  Computers, however, give us, and them, another option.  If, in order to vote for or against any given elected official, you had to ‘walk into his office’, he could put up a chalkboard front and center, so that he could guarantee himself the opportunity to ‘say’ at least something to you.  At the same time, he could label all of the drawers in his file cabinet, so that you could find information on all of the things he’s done that he believes will influence you, and leave those drawers unlocked.  By the same token, anyone who wanted to leave information on the things he might not want you to know could commandeer a drawer, label it, and leave it unlocked as well…
A robust, reliable and secure means for removing any elected official, at any time, does more than simply protect us from our own mistakes.  Forcing every politician to drop everything they’re doing, and every governmental operation to put every pending change on hold, simply so an election can be held to confirm the choices we have already made, is horrendously expensive at any time.  If we have a robust, reliable and secure means for firing any elected official at any time, should our choice change, there is neither need nor purpose for periodic elections.  A vastly superior alternative is vivocracy ( vote in, vote out.  Put simply, elected officials remain in office until they quit, die, retire or get voted out (fired).  Not only if, but when, a change in personnel is necessary, out with the old, in with the new, right now.  Conversely, not only if, but when a change in personnel is not necessary, politicians are left alone to do their jobs, rather than being forced to drop everything to focus on an election which we already know they would win…

Being able to fire any elected official at any time could have saved Canadians a lot of money over the years.  Former Premier of BC, Glen Clark, spent over $460 million taxpayer dollars on three boats that he had originally said would cost no more than $210 million.  The sheer stupidity of a man who had never built a boat in his life doing his own estimates of the cost of building three massive ferries aside, he lied about everything, from start to finish.  He lied about whether or not new boats were needed, he lied about what they would cost, he lied about how well they would perform, he lied about having actual plans (as opposed to a vague idea) for building these boats, he refuted every statement made by every person who disagreed with him, despite knowing less than most of them, he lied about the number of jobs that would be created… More to the point, from start to finish, everyone knew he was lying, but there was nothing they could do about it.  In the end, the first boat was so bad, it was pulled from service within weeks, as was the second; the third one never even hit the water.  Despite this, he wasn’t even fired, let alone arrested for fraud.

The gun registry was originally slated to have a net cost to taxpayers of $2 million.  It is now over $1 billion (500 times original estimates!), but no-one has been fired…

If you work hard every day, the thought of kissing $150 goodbye, like every BC taxpayer did courtesy of Glen Clark’s Fast Ferries, or even $50, which is what the gun registry has cost every Canadian taxpayer, is not going to make your day.  Making ends meet is hard enough without some hair-brained SOB wasting our money on stupidity, with nothing more in mind than getting re-elected.

If you do a little math, however, you will realize that while worthwhile, stopping the stupidity before costs get out of hand is just the tip of the iceberg.  The average Canadian spends almost $10,000 per year on taxes, in one form or another (income taxes, sales taxes, cost of taxes included in the price of goods or services, etc.).  If you could knock 10% off of that bill, or, alternatively, get 10% more for the same cost (or an equivalent combination), simply by being a better manager of your own government, that’s $1000/per year, every year ( $80/month, for life.  And for most of us, that makes a difference…
The kicker, however, is that simply firing the idiots won’t get us that much.  Despite the complaints and criticism we aim at governments every day, most of the people elected to office do in fact try to do a good job, and are in fact good at what they do.  We are not going to make significant gains simply by weeding out the bad ones faster; we can only achieve that if we give ourselves, and the government, better tools to work with.  That is what the horizontal axis is all about; this is where the money is…
You’ve been to hospitals, and dealt with doctors.  You know what it’s like to be a customer of the health care system.  But how much do you know about managing a group of organizations that collectively have hundreds of thousands of employees and millions of customers, who are spending billions of dollars every year on things that can be the difference between life and death?  Have you ever done it?  How much time have you spent considering the health care system from the perspective of the guy responsible for running it?
Asking someone who has never spent any significant amount of time considering the challenges involved in managing such a massive, complex, high stakes business, what they think of a reform proposal which consists of thousands of pages of collective agreements, price lists, policies and procedures, is like asking them whether titanium or magnesium is a better material for exhaust valves.  If you spend enough time trying to convince them one way or the other, they’ll probably agree, if they trust you, or disagree, if they don’t, but they still won’t have a clue which is genuinely better, because they don’t have the tools, the training or the time to make an intelligent choice.
The kicker, however, is that even monumentally complex tasks, such as reforming health care, pensions, taxes or systems of government, can be broken down into a logical series of smaller tasks, the vast majority of which require little more than the common sense which comes with experience.  The math might get a little hairy, but the machine can do that part for you…
Big companies around the world tackle high stakes problems every day.  Every time a Boeing jet takes off, the people of Boeing, and their customers, have collectively bet hundreds of lives, and hundreds of millions of dollars, that it’s going to come back down without killing anyone.  More to the point, if the best they could do was win that bet 99.99 per cent of the time, we would not have an airline industry.

Some of the people at Boeing are, in fact, rocket scientists.  Some are, in fact, geniuses, or at least close.  But most of them aren’t; most of them are just average people…

Toyota builds millions of vehicles every year, and they collectively travel billions of miles.  If those vehicles only functioned 99.99 per cent of the time, then they would be breaking down every ten thousand miles, and Toyota would be out of business.  And despite any image we may hold of Japanese workers, most of them are no better than average, either…
NASA builds rockets that consist of thousands of components.  They do, obviously, have rocket scientists on staff.  But every one of those people is just that: a person.  Like everyone else, every one of those people has good days and bad, ups and downs, successes and failures.  They don’t have any magical powers, or any way of knowing what they’re going to run into when they try something that has never been done before.  They have failed more than once, but they have succeeded at things that most of us can only dream about, and they’ve done it with people who are at best a little better than average, at some things…

Toyota, Boeing, and NASA do very different things, in very different ways:  Toyota builds millions of vehicles for people who know next to nothing about them, Boeing builds hundreds of vehicles for people who spend years learning about them, and NASA builds a handful of vehicles for a handful of people who spend a lifetime preparing to operate them.  But if you look at how they do what they do, instead of what they do, you will find that they do many of the same things, as does every other major organization on earth that tackles wildly complex, high stakes problems on a regular basis, with one exception: government.
Does it make sense to at least consider applying the same basic methods that these companies use to government?

There is a very wise old saying: “Be careful what you ask for, because you just might get it…”  But if you’re the boss, that saying doesn’t apply ( you don’t ask for things, you order them.
When I was at the University of Windsor, I had a computer science professor (Dr. Robert Staeger) who is easily one of the smartest men I have ever met.  It was not just his incredible memory, or ability to understand wildly complex computer code, that impressed me so much.  At his own expense, he passed out copies of a book he had co-written, which explained the professional decision making process.  That book has had a profound impact on my own work, and is at the core of the system I have designed, because it explains exactly how to be careful what you ask for.

The process they describe is as old as engineering itself; it really is nothing more than applied common sense.

If you want to solve a problem, the very first thing you have to do is define that problem.  It may be something vague, like “There is too much air pollution,” or “Taxes are too high”, or something extremely specific, such as “Paragraph 3ii, Clause VII of Article 17 of the Highway Traffic Act costs more to enforce than it’s worth to do so”, but one way or another, you’ve got to decide what it is you want to change.  Keep in mind that in this context, something simply not being as good as it possibly could be is a problem, since there is always room for improvement ( making a good thing better is considered to be solving a problem.
Often, simply taking the time to define a problem will go a long way towards solving it, since you must ask yourself exactly what it is that you think could be, or should be, better than it is.

The next step is also one that can be extremely simple, or require a great deal of consideration ( developing goal options.

Some problem definitions will lead directly to a goal, with few, if any, options to consider.  For example, a problem definition such as “Spanish trawlers are illegally fishing on the Grand Banks” leads directly to the goal “Stop Spanish trawlers from fishing illegally on the Grand Banks.”  There really aren’t a lot of goal options to be considered…

Some problems, however, will present an entire spectrum of possible goals, with complete eradication of all root causes at one end of that spectrum and simply learning to live with that problem at the other.  An example would be air pollution: at one end of the spectrum, you could try to eliminate virtually all pollution through rigid control of every single industry, at the other you could let every company pollute as much as they saw fit, or you could choose any point in between these extremes.  As a rule, you’ll find the best goal rarely lies at either extreme, but is somewhere in the middle, and the real trick is finding that balance point…
Once you have defined the goal options you have, and given each due consideration, the next step is defining the goal:  exactly what is it you are trying to accomplish?

Again, this may be simple and straightforward, or extremely complex.  If you want to reform the health care system, this one will take a while, but if you just want dogs to be kept on a leash in your local park, it need not be…

Once you’ve defined what it is you want to accomplish, the next step is intuitive; it’s something most people do without being explicitly trained to, and can be summed up with the old expression “There’s more than one way to skin a cat…” ( develop solution options.

In a nutshell, this is brainstorming, followed by analysis.  First you come up with as many different ideas for achieving your goal as you can think of, then you sort the good from the bad, then you make the best one you can from what’s left.

Once you’ve done this step, you may well end up changing your mind about the goal you picked.  I’d prefer a 20% reduction in air pollution to a 10% reduction, but if 10% costs me $100/year and 20% costs me $10,000/year…
Once you’ve defined your goal options, chosen a goal, and defined your solution options, as many times as necessary to come up with something you believe is workable, you have to define your solution: what needs to be done, when, how, why, by whom and at what cost.

These steps do not constitute being careful what you ask for; they really only make you be specific.  Often, however, simply forcing someone to be specific can cause them to carefully consider.

Being careful means more than simply being specific.  If your proposal is going to be adopted, it will have to work in the real world, as opposed to working on paper, and in the real world, Murphy’s Law holds…

In the 50’s, NASA had some rather spectacular problems with Murphy’s Law.  There was nothing fundamentally wrong with anything they were building; every single component of their rockets should have worked, but far too often one of them didn’t, and millions of dollars of taxpayer’s money would quite literally go up in smoke, on national television.
Being not just rocket scientists, but rocket scientists on the verge of long-term unemployment if they didn’t improve their results, they tackled Murphy’s Law.  What they came up with is called Failure Mode and Effects Analysis, or FMEA (pronounced “fema”).  Since that time, the methodology has been expanded to include criticality, and is now known as FMECA (Failure Mode, Effects and Criticality Analysis).  Decades later, FMECA’s are standard procedure for major organizations around the world.

Despite the complex name, FMECA’s are really just a simple extension of Murphy’s Law.  Where Murphy’s Law states that “Anything that can go wrong, will, at the worst possible moment…,” an FMECA is simply a list of everything that could possibly go wrong, with some numbers attached.

Every possible problem is rated in four categories:

1. Severity ( if it does go wrong, how bad is it?

2. Occurrence  ( what is the likelihood that this will actually go wrong?

3. Detection ( if this is going to go wrong, what are the odds we will catch it before it does?

4. Criticality ( what is the likelihood that this problem will initiate a chain of events that will lead to catastrophic failure?
Typically, the rating scales are 1 thru 10, with ten being the worst (someone’s going to die, it’s a certainty this will happen, there’s no way we’d catch this in time, this will definitely lead to catastrophic failure) and one being the least serious (not a big deal, highly unlikely to happen, almost certain to be caught beforehand, there’s no way this could lead to catastrophic failure).

Those four numbers are multiplied together to get the Risk Priority Number, or RPN.  The higher the number, the higher priority that possible problem is given.
Once an FMECA is done, the next step is the flip side to it; once you’ve listed and prioritized all of the things that could possibly go wrong, you figure out ways to prevent them from doing so ( control plans.
For every possible problem, you come up with a way of controlling that problem, by reducing the severity if it does happen, and/or the probability that it will, and/or the likelihood it won’t be caught before it does, and/or the likelihood that if this little thing goes wrong, it will lead to disaster.

FMECA’s and control plans go a long way towards preventing massive failures, but genuinely being careful about what you ask for requires still more.  Once you know exactly what problem you want solved, exactly how you’re going to go about solving it, what problems might occur and how you’re going to prevent and/or deal with them, you still need to measure the actual results you get against the results you were expecting.  The best laid plans…
If actual results are nowhere near what you expected, you may have to go right back to the drawing board, but even if they are better than expected, there will still be room for improvement.  This is the basic function of a quality system ( measuring actual results for the purpose of finding ways to improve.

The ISO series of quality system standards are genuinely global.  You may have seen banners on any number of manufacturing facilities proudly proclaiming “We are now ISO 9000 certified,” since such certification is more than just a major undertaking, it is a condition for doing business in many industries.  Given the stakes in governmental operations, where millions of employees are paid billions of dollars to provide services that can be the difference between life and death, or the difference between persistent prosperity and perpetual poverty, there is no excuse for not applying the basic principles of quality control to government.

The quality system section of the horizontal axis develops directly from previous sections.  The goal definition specifies what it is that you are trying to achieve; the quality system will measure progress towards that goal.  The solution proposal you put forward will specify what needs to be done to achieve that goal; the quality system will measure progress towards the completion of those tasks.  The FMECA/control plan section sets out possible problems and plans for controlling them; the quality system will measure actual costs associated with those problems and/or control plans.
Most important of all, each step in the process described above is perfectly suited to mass involvement.  The system provides informational and motivational focal points for every person that actually cares about a specific problem, which is absolutely critical to making the most of the best that’s out there, while the voting process applied to each limits the damage done by the worst.
If I approach the Minister of Health with a plan for reforming the health care system in Canada, as her boss, I have a right to demand she consider it.  However, since there are about 30 million other Canadians with that same authority, I may or may not get the consideration I seek.  If, however, she believes that a significant number of Canadians agree with the proposal I am putting forth, the likelihood that she will consider my proposal increases.

What we have to recognize, as managers, is that 100,000 ill-considered opinions are just as worthless as one, but far more dangerous.  If I spend five minutes giving you the gist of my proposal, and then ask if you like it, provided I’m good at five-minute sales pitches, there is a good chance you’ll say yes.  If I repeat that process enough times, I can produce ‘poll results’ which show broad support for my proposal.  But in the final analysis, we are still talking about reforming a set of organizations with hundreds of thousands of employees, providing life-or-death services at a cost of billions.  And if the vast majority of people surveyed at random haven’t given due consideration to the true net effects of the changes proposed, the results of that survey are not just worthless, they are dangerous.
What the horizontal axis makes possible, however, is due consideration being given to the full picture, using methodologies that are amply proven, regularly produce better than 99.99% results, and are perfectly suited to mass involvement.

Presenting a proposal which I claim to have properly considered is one thing; presenting a proposal where millions of people have considered the problem definition, goal options, choice of goals, solution options, choice of solution, possible problems with that proposed solution, ways of preventing and/or mitigating those possible problems, and the measurement and reporting systems necessary to ensure that the results we get are at least as good as the results we expected, is something else altogether.  Blowing off one person who claims to have ‘a solution’ gets done all the time, sometimes with good reason, sometimes not.  But blowing off millions of Canadians who have collectively voiced properly considered opinions, is something that has never happened.  Even in a democracy, where politicians have so many things to hide behind for so long, this is not something likely to ever happen.  And in a vivocracy…
Giving people better tools is absolutely critical to achieving consistently and persistently better performance.  But training also counts…

The single most important lesson that all Canadians must be taught is not only simple, but one that can be taught simply by bringing the system described above into existence.  Every person who listens to news on the radio, watches TV or reads newspapers, has heard an endless stream of people ‘giving advice’ to the government, be it simple criticism of what they have done, are doing or say they’re going to do, or changes to existing practice that are being recommended.

It will quickly become obvious to even a casual observer that most of these people offering this advice don’t have a clue in a bucket load.  This can be easily written off to stupidity, but in fact, relates right back to expectations.  If you don’t expect to be taken seriously, why bother putting a lot of time and effort into considering your statements?  If you don’t expect to be held to professional standards, why bother meeting them?

When a genuine professional tackles a large, complex, high stakes problem, he will use the basic methodology outlined above (define the goal, develop goal options, etc.) every time.  No true professional bets millions of dollars on a cocktail napkin sketch, and no professional worth hiring would bet millions of dollars of other people’s money on something they had spent no more than minutes considering.

From the moment the clock radio goes off in the morning until the TV is turned off at night, every one of us is constantly bombarded with messages from strangers seeking to mislead, misinform or misconstrue ( advertising.  At this point, we expect to be lied to, on a regular basis.  What we don’t expect is that those who seek to influence public affairs will meet the professional standards outlined above.  This is in large part due to the fact that most people have never been taught the standards, and none of us have been taught to expect adherence to them from politicians, journalists or activists.
First learning the difference between the way a true professional approaches a problem, and the way a mindless mouthpiece approaches that same problem, and then learning to expect (demanding) a professional approach, is the single most important lesson the public can be taught.

Murphy has his law, I have mine:  If you can be lied to, you will be lied to, in the worst possible way.  If you don’t know how genuine professionals do things, you won’t expect things to be done in a professional manner.  And if you neither ask, nor demand answers to, the basic questions that every professional must, you can be lied to…

Designing a system that has the potential to significantly improve the efficiency of government is a wonderful thing to do.  Knock 10% (net of service) from every Canadian’s tax bill, and all sorts of good things will happen.

But…

Microsoft has been hacked.  NASA has been hacked.  The Pentagon has been hacked…
If the public uses a system to manage the government, and the only officially binding way of measuring the public will is through that system, should someone manage to control, corrupt or subjugate that system, there is virtually no limit to the damage they could do.  If the public uses a computer to control their government, but the government controls that computer, who controls who?
The last vote on separation taken in Quebec was decided by less than 1%.  The last Presidential elections in the U.S. were, statistically speaking (allowing for the margin of error in a hand-counted paper system), a tie.  Surveys on public support for war with Iraq straddled both sides of the middle at different times, and never gave definitive answers either way.

In all of these situations, and many others, if a computerized system for tracking votes on either officials or issues could be corrupted, the outcome could have been changed.  It follows then, that any such system needs to be secure…

The first thing we need to recognize is that of all the organizations in the world with some manner of motivation to cheat such a system, it is the government of any nation that has the greatest possible motivation.  At the same time, it is the government of any given nation that will possess the greatest available body of resources for doing just that.  Between police, intelligence agencies, the military and various private sector companies that rely on government for business, if anyone could possibly pull together the resources necessary to corrupt a computer system, it is the government.

If the government itself were to not only propose, but lead a project aimed at building a system such as I’ve described above, this would be very much akin to hiring the fox to design, engineer, build, test, develop, market, manage, maintain and guard the henhouse, which would not bode well for the chickens…
After looking for a computer system that was secure enough to be trusted with an application such as a management system the public could use to control their government, it became obvious that such a system didn’t exist.  Which, of course, left me with two options: design one, or give up.

What I came up with is a system which integrates (19) physically separate banks of cryptological co-processor equipped, modified RISC processor based, individually tasked servers, all integrated into a single, controlled state machine…
From a security standpoint, I have a massive advantage over virtually every other security engineer in the world, due to the fact that I have a truly blank sheet to work with.  While the design I have penned will be expensive to build, and operate, given the stakes, it is still dirt cheap.  What is needed is the most secure system ever designed; that is what I have designed.

Not many people will appreciate the importance of designing a system to operate as the anchor in a logically connected loop, with bi-directional, multi-channel connections and symbiotic relationships.  Fewer still will appreciate the importance of using pseudo-random nonces and robust hashing algorithms.  But how many drivers care about the intricacies of internal combustion?  You turn the key, the engine starts; what more do you really need to understand?
It’s important that somebody understand the intricacies of internal combustion, and electronics, and metallurgy, and…  Cars could not be built without this knowledge.

As the designer of this system, it is important that I understand a broad range of things that the average person never gives a second thought to, such as monetary policy, mapping the mental functions of the mind onto the physical functions of the brain, and the security vulnerabilities inherent to distributed systems.  It has taken me almost two decades to integrate the knowledge I have acquired into a set of understanding structures appropriate for this design task ( it’s not just what I know, but forming the connections between all of the things I know, that matters.

If you recognize the basic fact that nations are competitive, and globalization is upping the ante of competition every day, it should dawn on you that if such a system works in Canada, the rest of the world will have no choice.  More to the point, by the same token as Canadians are spectacularly unimpressed by their current government, the rest of the world isn’t in love with their own governments, either ( we’re not the only ones in the world who need a better system for managing our government.
Regardless of the cost of the systems themselves, the big money is in the infrastructure required to support them: phone lines, cable, fibre optics, switching facilities, PC’s, etc., etc.  Trillions of dollars have already been spent on this type of equipment.  But, as of this moment, none of it is of any significant use for managing our government ( this is a brand new application, whose value is a pure addition to the value of trillions of dollars worth of installed equipment…

The value of the internet alone warranted multi-trillion dollar investments in infrastructure, around the world.  Add to that value significantly, what would you expect to see happen to the pace of investment in infrastructure?  If the Americans adopted this system, and we didn’t, and as a consequence our competitive position took a nose-dive, how long would it take Canadians to clue in and build one of our own?  And if doing so spurs the purchase of PC’s, and the software they need to run, and internet connections, and…  How many jobs will be created?  Providing an exact figure is impossible, since every forecast involves a margin of error, but the net effect will clearly be greater than zero…
“Figures lie and liars figure.”  Most people accept this as a statement of fact, when in fact, only half of it is true.  A figure that originates as a lie is not a figure, it’s a lie.  Actual figures never lie, but they do get misinterpreted.  This is at the root of the single most important principle behind the design of both axes of the system.

If I were to ask you “Do you believe that the most recent reform proposals for the health care system will be good for Canadians,” as a Canadian, you are free to answer.  If, however, you were to ask yourself, “If I was personally responsible for the decision to adopt these proposals, would I be willing to accept responsibility if they went wrong,” how would you answer?  If changes were made as a result of your orders, could you stand in front of parents who had just lost a child because of the changes you ordered, and look them straight in the eye?  What would you think of the Minister of Health if she put the same amount of time, effort and expertise into that choice as you had?  The choice to support or oppose is a decision, and like any other job, it requires all three basics: tools, training and time.  How much of any of them have you actually used for evaluating these proposals?

The Canadian health care system is jointly managed by three levels of government, employs hundreds of thousands of people, deals with life and death matters every day, and has a cost measured in percent of GDP…  What percentage of the Canadian population has anywhere near enough of any, let alone all, of the three basics (training, tools and time) to reliably tackle this type of decision?  But if I ask 1047 Canadians this question, I have statistically valid figures relating to the level of support those proposals have…

1047 answers from 1047 people, none of whom had anywhere near enough time, let alone the tools or the training necessary. to intelligently assess the answer, is no more reliable than 1.  And if it is unthinkable to base our actions on the opinion of one person who hasn’t any training (or experience), has virtually no tools to work with (a handful of newspaper articles, if that), and barely enough time to listen to the question, let alone genuinely assess the net effects of the proposal(s), is it any smarter to let 1047 people in the exact same situation do so?

Instead of asking how the current proposals will affect “Canada”, I can ask how the current proposals will affect you, personally.  You are the world’s leading authority on that subject…  Who is in a better position to judge how something will affect you, than you?  Who cares more?  If you can be lied to, you will be lied to, and if you don’t care, you can be lied to…

1047 answers to that question provides the single most accurate answer to the question “How will the current proposals for health care reform affect the following 1047 people?”  But if what we really need to know is “How will these reforms affect the following 30 million people,” exactly how much is it going to cost to get that answer?  Exactly how long is it going to take to first ask the question, then get the answers, and then sort the results?  And if we need to ask another question, exactly how much is that going to cost?  If we pay that much, is there any guarantee that the government won’t simply ignore the answers given anyway?  Or misinterpret them?

Knowing both the exact cost and the exact amount of time necessary to first ask a question, then receive the answers straight from the horse’s mouth, then make the results available to anyone who cared enough to look, is the very first step in properly answering the following question:  “Should we bother asking this question?”  But the higher that cost, the fewer times it will make sense to let 30 million people answer any question.  Reducing that cost from $150,000,000 to $15,000 will have an obvious impact on the number of questions it will make sense to ask…
It makes sense to build a machine designed explicitly to achieve one thing, by doing two: make 30 million lives consistently and persistently better, by giving the Canadian public the tools necessary to be more effective managers, and the Canadian government the tools necessary to be more productive employees.  Calculating the true value of such a system is rather complex, but the potential is clear…

The kicker, of course, is if we use a computer to receive, record, tabulate and distribute the results of a continuous stream of votes, the very group that has the greatest possible motivation to cheat also has the most expansive body of resources to draw on for the purpose of cheating.  Putting the ultimate motivation together with the greatest available body of resources is extremely poor design…
I am, however, free.  Because I am free, I don’t even need government involvement, let alone permission, to build such a machine.  As a free man, I have the right to ask any question I want, of as many people as I want.  As free people, every Canadian is free to answer.

There are a million questions I would love to ask all 30 million Canadians, but there is only one that I need to ask, right now:
“If I can deliver such a system for a billion or so, and run it for under a hundred million per year, would you pay $50 once, and $5/year for it?”
If you believe a majority of Canadians might answer “Yes,” follow the links…
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