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E
very organization’s milestone anniversaries trigger a degree of introspection among those most

closely involved. What has marked their journey to this point and what lies ahead?

So it is that the Association, as it plans for a second quarter-century of promoting excellence,

professionalism and the interests of federal Public Service executives, has assembled a brief record of its

origins and evolution since 1984.

This story of APEX’s growth and consolidation is a tribute to the men and women who, with vision and

drive, moulded a network of like-minded colleagues into a respected voice for executives and a force for

positive change within the Public Service.

On behalf of the Association, I want to thank the many friends of APEX who generously contributed their

notes and excellent recall to help us prepare this retrospective. Their dedication to the Association both as

active participants and supporters from the sidelines is a reflection of the professionalism espoused by

APEX and all members of the executive cadre. (Their names appear in Appendix D). 

I also want to take this opportunity to thank Janet Hughson, who wrote this thorough and eloquent 25 year

retrospective , Marie Bergeron who has done almost the entire translation and the full editing of the french

version of the document and Suzanne Sarault for her invaluable support and advice.

We have made every attempt to be factually accurate about the sequence of events and the players involved

at specific stages of APEX’s development. We ask readers to forgive the occasional error or discrepancy

which may have crept in as a result of gaps in APEX’s early files and the natural blurring of precise time

lines over 25 years.

APEX and its members are immensely proud of all that has been accomplished in the last quarter century

and launch the Association’s next 25 years with confidence and commitment. 

Simon Coakeley

Chair of the APEX Board of Directors
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T
he first known discussion about forming a senior managers’ association within Canada’s Public

Service took place in 1980. Irene Johnson, a former Commissioner of the Public Service

Commission, held a small gathering of executives at her home one evening to probe the degree of

interest. No notes of that meeting survive, and in spite of what may have been discussed, no attempt at

organizing was made for a further two years. 

In the early 1980s, newly appointed senior managers spent three weeks in residence at the Public Service

Commission’s Centre for Executive Development, at Touraine. The intensive group learning and reflection

at the heart of the Senior Management Training Program (SMTP) forged new friendships and professional

connections. Past APEX Presidents Don Cooke (1984–1986) and John Riddle (1991–1993) remember that

during informal discussions facilitated by the study directors, course participants expressed their strong

desire to maintain these connections and keep their networks active.

 

In late 1982, a group of about 80 Touraine graduates met at the Delta Hotel in Ottawa. They exchanged

views on the advantages of forming an association which could help them maintain and expand their

networks. However, as executives went back to their departments and talked openly about creating such an

organization, some Deputy Ministers (DMs) had reservations, fearing a nascent union of executives. 

A number of executives who had been quite enthusiastic about the idea abandoned their interest because of

direct or implied disapproval from their Deputy Head.

Nonetheless, a number of the Touraine graduates —– led by John Riddle, Hélène Beauchemin, Don Cooke,

Johanna Hickey, Louise Holmes and Barbara Darling — continued to meet for lunch every few months to

hash out their concept of a professional association. They considered two options. One was simply to

maintain a loose affiliation to support their professional networks. The other was to work toward building 

a more structured entity. Don Cooke, among others, was very familiar with the military’s mess system and

thought that this principle could work for an executive group whose members were based right across the

country and overseas.

Almost a year after the gathering at the Delta, about 16 SMTP graduates met at Touraine at the invitation of

Roy Bartlett and Andrew Lumsden. The two study directors urged the group to decide once and for all

whether it wanted to invest the time and energy required to launch an association. John Riddle believes that
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if it had not been for people like Roy Bartlett — executives nearing the end of their careers willing to give

their time to put into organizing informal meetings — APEX would not have been born or at least not until

much later.

The group agreed to press forward and Johanna Hickey volunteered to carry out a feasibility study. Late in

November, she distributed a questionnaire to all 1,551 previous SMTP graduates, asking them to state their

interests, needs and expectations for a proposed executive association. In her covering note, she identified

two likely organizational objectives: to promote professional development opportunities and to foster

collegiality.


�����������

I
n February 1984, Johanna Hickey’s transitional group met to review the results of the previous

November’s survey. They learned that of the 41 per cent of SMTP graduates who had responded, 

82 per cent supported the creation of an association that would espouse professional development and

collegiality. Encouraged, the group asked member Yvon Tarte (then at the Department of Justice) to draft a

constitution for the fledgling organization.

When Peter Sutherland succeeded Johanna Hickey as interim chairperson in March 1984, he wrote to

Treasury Board Secretary Jack Manion, informing him of the group’s intent to form an association. 

Robert Emond, later APEX President (2002–2005), worked at the Public Service Commission (PSC) at the

time. He recalls hearing PSC President Edgar Gallant comment on Manion’s first and rather negative

reaction to the idea of an association: he thought the proposed organization sounded a lot like a union for

executives, something he deemed not in the best interests of either the Employer or the Public Service.

However, after weighing the potential risks and benefits, Manion eventually agreed to support the

Association, both as an individual executive and as Secretary of the Treasury Board.

In June 1984, the organizing committee accepted Yvon Tarte’s draft constitution and settled upon a name —

Association of Professional Executives of the Public Service of Canada / Association professionnelle des

cadres de la fonction publique du Canada. Reassured by the generally positive reaction from 

Jack Manion, the group set September 11, 1984 as the date for a founding meeting. The following month, an

invitation was sent to all Public Service executives, along with a membership form and notice of the 

$5 membership fee. The hope was that the Association could recruit between 500 and 1,000 members.

On September 11, 300 executives turned out for the Association’s inaugural meeting. It was held, fittingly

enough, at the Touraine campus of the Centre for Executive Development. Participants from many

departments, both headquarters and regions, heard guest speaker Jack Manion express his support for the
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creation and objectives of the Association as well as his satisfaction with the professional and non-

confrontational tone it had adopted. The constitution was adopted following some lively debate and the first

Executive Committee was chosen from among the Board of Directors. Don Cooke became the Association’s

first President — he remembers it as being volunteered by his colleagues. Maurice Morin was named 

Vice-Pesident, John Montieth became Secretary, Kate Dobson was the Treasurer, Yvon Tarte the Legal

Advisor, while Peter Sutherland and Peter Clarke were chosen as the Regional Vice-Presidents. 

The Board of Directors held its first official meeting at the end of September, setting a budget and a modest

program of activities. In line with the new  organization’s formal objectives, special information sessions

were organized to explore the new Mulroney government’s plans and priorities.

When, later that fall, the Board reviewed its membership statistics for the first time, it found that close to

700 executives from all provinces and territories had joined the Association. Members from Vancouver,

Toronto, Charlottetown and Halifax were already demonstrating strong interest in having their own

chapters.

At its final meeting of 1984, the Board approved the following year’s budget, which included an increase in

membership fees to $40, of which 25 per cent would be used to help launch regional chapters. While

Directors also debated possible incorporation under federal legislation, this issue was not resolved for close

to another eight years.

����������� 

A
PEX’s first full year of operation as an association — 1985 — was a period of experimentation with

networking and professional development activities. Starting in the spring, the Association held

twice-monthly, after-hours social gatherings, with special guest speakers such as Jean-Pierre

Kingsley, Gordon Fairweather, Jennifer McQueen and Huguette Labelle. Although participants rated these

events very highly, they were poorly attended and the program came to an end by early summer.

Nonetheless, the positive reviews prompted the Association to offer similar events on an ad hoc basis, an

approach which proved to be more successful. That the Association was able to offer any such activities is 

a true testament to the commitment and tenacity of its early Presidents, who planned and managed all APEX

programming in their spare time.

As a new organization, the Association naturally had to devote considerable energy to increasing both its

membership base and its visibility with Public Service executives. It approached Treasury Board Secretary

Jack Manion to seek his help in raising awareness of APEX’s mandate among DMs.  Manion agreed to

assist and, in a letter to Huguette Labelle (President, PSC), reiterated his support for the objectives of
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APEX Logo c. 1986

professional development and collegiality and forwarded material on APEX he said would be especially

useful for new DMs. He emphasized that the Association was not a union and was not intended to be a

spokesperson on collective bargaining issues. This publicly expressed support for the Association by the

Secretary of the Treasury Board was a critical milestone in APEX’s development.

�����������������

T
he first issue of an APEX newsletter — later that year to be named the

APEX Bulletin — was published in January 1986. It contained a letter

from President Don Cooke on the Association’s first year.

At the February 1986 annual general meeting, members ratified a new Board

of Directors. David Steele, an Assistant Deputy Minister (ADM), was chosen

as the new President.

Over the course of the summer of 1986, the Board of Directors developed a

five-year plan based on a slightly restated mission: to promote professional enrichment, collegiality and

fellowship. A number of new committees — policy, membership, professional development, public

relations, special events and accommodation — were asked to develop particular elements of the action

plan. The Association also joined with the Centre for Executive Development (Touraine) to co-host learning

events. As a visible signal of the new partnership, the Association adopted the Centre’s colours of gray and

burgundy.

By late 1986, some of the Association’s Directors were expressing fears that efforts to recruit more

members and create a strong organizational identity were so stalled the organization might not survive.

Board members like Robert Morin and John Riddle expressed their belief that the Association needed to be

a magnet, a forum for executives to discuss strategic issues of general concern. They proposed holding 

a modest conference — a symposium — for executives, if the budget would allow. The concept was not an

easy sell. Some Directors questioned whether a symposium would be enough of a boost to APEX’s

visibility and bottom line. The Association was aware that the Institute of Public Administration of Canada

offered very popular annual events. Could APEX compete?  Morin recalls having to inform his fellow

Directors that because of the financial commitments undertaken to run the conference, they would each be

liable for $11,000 should the plan fail. Directors also knew that if they went ahead and the conference did

not achieve its financial and membership goals, the Association would probably be forced to dissolve. No

one backed out. In the end, the Board decided to risk it and mandated a small group to plan a two-day

conference. Indeed, the shared risk cemented very strong relationships which last to this day. 
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APEX logo 1987:the
building blocks of
excellence

Following a meeting between APEX President David Steele and Treasury Board Secretary Jack Manion, the

Association opted to broaden membership eligibility to admit those appointed by Order-in-Council, thus

increasing the potential membership pool by 2,000 people. APEX also accepted an invitation to present 

a proposal on executive benefits and compensation to the Burns Committee (Advisory Group on Executive

Compensation in the Public Service), in March 1987.

Much of the Association’s energy throughout 1987 was devoted to planning and organizing the first

symposium. APEX negotiated an arrangement with the PSC and the Treasury Board Secretariat, offering

special workshops and training in order to make it possible for more regional executives to attend the

conference. The Treasury Board Secretariat agreed to accord the symposium the same status as that given to

the Financial Management Institute’s annual conference. This meant that departments could pay the

conference fees for their executive teams.

Early in the fall of 1987, 4,000 copies of the Association’s first brochure on its mandate and objectives were

produced. The APEX logo, composed of a series of half-open blocks, appeared in print for the first time

above the Association’s name. This logo remained unchanged until the

Association undertook a complete overhaul of its communication tools in 2004. 

The Board of Directors also created the Departmental Representative network,

establishing better links between organizations’ executive teams and the

Association. Each Representative was partnered with a member of the Board of

Directors. 

Delays in producing a firm symposium program forced the Association to

postpone the conference until January 1988. Registrations were closely tracked

through the month of December so the Board of Directors could pull the plug if necessary.  In the end, there

was more than enough interest from executives. Public Service: the Honourable Profession took place at the

Conference Centre, in Ottawa from January 20 to 22, 1988, with 500 people in attendance. Treasury Board

Secretary Jack Manion delivered the keynote address. Despite the shoestring budget of just $5,000, the

Association made a little money. APEX received letters of congratulation from Prime Minister Mulroney,

the Clerk of the Privy Council Paul Tellier, and central agency heads. The Association’s no media policy for

the conference seemed the right choice, as it had allowed the Clerk of the Privy Council and others to speak

freely to the Public Service’s management team.
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Buoyed by the conference’s success, APEX wrote to the Clerk, asking for financial support to hire an

executive director, establish a permanent office and develop the Association’s capacity for independent

research and information gathering. While APEX’s files do not contain a record of Tellier’s response, he

must have had no particular objection to central agency support to the Association: later in the year, a 

full-time Executive Director was seconded to APEX.

At the Association’s June 1988 Annual General Meeting (AGM), John Edwards was elected President.

Edwards, then Secretary-General, National Museums, remembers having been approached by APEX

founding member Barbara Darling some months earlier, asking him to consider the position. Rumblings

about the need for significant public service reform had convinced APEX that having a DM-level President

would be very helpful if the Association wanted to play an active role in the change process. Many line

DMs in particular thought that central agencies were constraining good management — not letting the

managers manage. The Association believed it could be helpful in generating and interpreting debate on the

central themes of the coming reform.

Edwards agreed to take on the role of Association President, the first of several DMs to do so. Although

some DMs still looked askance at APEX, he recalls that the Association had built a good deal of credibility

through its annual conference and was also successfully promoting collegiality across departmental

boundaries. Edwards had no concerns about a close involvement with APEX: having come from the United

Kingdom public service, he viewed the idea of a professional association for executives as neither new nor

alarming. As a Deputy Head and as an individual Public Servant, John Edwards believed one of the chief

benefits of APEX was the cross-fertilization of ideas it promoted. He believes this to be just as true today.

The new President held a Board of Directors retreat to explore the Association’s future role and to discuss

the responsibilities of executives, first within their own departments and agencies and then as APEX

members. Not for the last time, Board members debated the Association’s membership criteria and agreed

that APEX’s effectiveness would be as dependent on how it did things as well as on what it said.

It was around this time that the Association first considered developing a code of ethics to guide its

members and govern its own activities. Before the end of 1988, it had hired a private consultant to prepare

research on the sorts of values that might be included. While the Association’s commitment to develop such

a code remained strong, it was not until the mid-1990s that it created a Policy Committee with a specific

mandate to draft guiding principles. Based on exhaustive consultation with members, the resulting

Statement of Principles adopted by the Association remains to this day a centrepiece of APEX’s identity.
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T
hanks to encouragement from Treasury Board Secretary Jack Manion — and with financial support

from the Treasury Board Secretariat, the Public Service Commission and the Privy Council Office —

the position of APEX Executive Director was filled for the first time on October 11, 1988. 

D’Arcy Coulson, an executive from Indian and Northern Affairs and a former Olympic luger, was loaned

through an agreement with his DM, Harry Swain. 

Concurrently, the Centre for Management Development’s LaSalle Academy promised APEX a bit of office

space. In early May 1989, the Association became an informal tenant of the Canadian Centre for

Management Development (CCMD), moving into a space at CCMD’s LaSalle Academy. This mutually

beneficial arrangement continued for over ten years.

The Association’s second symposium took place from January 18 to 20, 1989. Innovation was chaired by

former SMTP study director Roy Bartlett and drew just over 500 participants to hear panelists and speakers

from both public and private sectors.

In APEX’s third Bulletin, which appeared in February 1989, John Edwards shared his conclusions based on

the conference debates: that the Public Service was more innovative than it was given credit for, but that as

innovation in the Public Service was less encouraged than risk avoidance, more needed to be done to foster

it. Tim Plumptre (soon to found the Institute on Governance) congratulated APEX on its bold move to

discuss innovation at a time when the recent Zussman-Jabes study had noted a sharp fall in morale within

the Public Service and a decrease in public confidence. In a letter — and subsequent press release — from

APEX President John Edwards to Prime Minister Mulroney, APEX supported a call by the Public Policy

Forum for a Public Service reform initiative. This was the first time that the Association had taken so public

a position on an issue so close to the interests of the senior Public Service. There was some feeling among

executives — even the most senior — that a champion for the Public Service was needed. That did not quell

skepticism about the value or appropriateness of APEX playing a part or concern that the organization

might slip into a quasi-union role.

In March 1989, Director Colin Broughton reported that about 60 Toronto-based senior managers and

executives had agreed to form an APEX chapter.

APEX also initiated a dialogue with the Institute of General Management (IGM), suggesting that a merger

be considered, since the mandates of the two organizations were substantially the same. A draft proposal to

this effect was approved by IGM.
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Although pleased with the response to its recent symposium and the proposed additions to the APEX

family, the Board of Directors was quite concerned about internal financial issues at this time. Directors had

hoped to raise $22,500 in membership fees over the previous year, but the campaign had fallen far short.

Further, the revenues from the January 1988 conference had not covered all the costs associated with it. 

A revised membership strategy — including a new mandate to focus on management excellence and

professionalism – was developed.

In settling on the theme for its third symposium (Renaissance), the Association also agreed on the specifics

for its new awards program, which would recognize leadership within the executive group and the

contribution to the Public Service from someone not a Public Servant. Past President David Steele chaired 

a committee to develop selection and eligibility criteria and initiated a nomination process which led to the

first awards being presented at the conference.

At the June 21, 1989 AGM, the President called for approval of a motion to merge APEX and IGM. Upon

ratification, this de facto subsuming of IGM gave APEX about 56 new members, pushing its total to over

900. The new Toronto chapter was also recognized and Winnipeg-based members expressed their hope that

there would soon be a chapter to serve them. The number of seats on the Board of Directors was increased 

from 15 to 18, both to reflect amalgamation with IGM and to provide representation for regional chapters.

Individual APEX committees tabled activity reports for the first time and members approved 

a recommendation to move toward full incorporation for the Association. Finally, the definition of executive

equivalent for the purposes of membership eligibility was broadened to include retired executives.

In mid-December 1989, John Edwards stepped down as APEX President when he was appointed by the

Prime Minister to become Manager, Public Service 2000 (PS2000). Georgina Wyman, DM at the

Department of Supply and Services, agreed to complete Edwards’ term at the Association.

������������������������������������ 

W
ith the Renaissance symposium concluded, the Association once again turned its attention to

a number of governance and administrative issues. It reviewed membership eligibility, adding the

category of Associate member, which would confer all rights except that of holding a position on

the Board of Directors. Further, Director George Hussey had urged APEX’s Finance Committee to seriously

consider directors’ liability and the Association’s income tax status. At the time, APEX had a constitution,

but no corporate existence. Over several months, the Board of Directors pondered the benefits and

disadvantages of incorporation as a not-for-profit entity under Part II of the Canada Corporations Act. The

debate yielded a decision not to press ahead with incorporation because of perceived inflexibility — such as

the requirement for Ministerial approval to amend the constitution — and the seemingly limited advantages.

The Association also deferred a recommendation that it apply to Revenue Canada for non-profit tax status.
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T
he Association wanted its members’ thoughts on Public Service reform to be heard by the people

leading PS2000. In the spring of 1990, APEX held a three-day workshop entitled Projecting a Vision,

attended by 87 public and private sector participants. President Georgina Wyman afterwards wrote to

John Edwards, summarizing the discussions and offering to organize PS2000 information sessions in the

National Capital Region and elsewhere. She also proposed that APEX invite 100-150 executives and non-

public service observers to a workshop where they could discuss PS2000 initiatives.

Georgina Wyman left the Public Service — and thus the presidency of APEX — in early June 1990. 

Vice-President Hélène Beauchemin stepped into the breach as interim President and ensured that the

Association’s contributions to the reform process did not fall by the wayside.

In July 1990, APEX again wrote to John Edwards to comment on the findings of the PS2000 committee on

service to the public. In her letter, Beauchemin underscored APEX’s role in organizing workshops in six

cities across the country and offered the Association’s continued cooperation.

Alain Gourd, then DM of the Department of Communications, was named APEX’s new President in late

September. In remarks to members, he noted that he was the first APEX member to be appointed to the DM

rank. He added that APEX was at a turning point in its development: the government needed an independent

voice on the reform initiatives and the Association was well-positioned to play that role. 

Before the year was out, APEX had briefed Edwards on its members’ reaction to the PS2000 White Paper.

In May 1991, the Association sent him the results of the ten PS2000 working sessions it had held with over

400 managers from Halifax to Vancouver. While participants had expressed cautious optimism, they

wondered if they would ever see a tangible demonstration of change.

�	����������	��

A
PEX launched a vigorous new membership campaign in the fall of 1990 to reach all 4,500 members

of the management group and their 2,000 equivalents. Precisely who could join was at times unclear.

During the early 1990s, successive Boards of Directors engaged in vigorous debate about the

classification and hierarchical criteria that qualified a senior manager or executive to apply for APEX

membership. There were several points of contention. For instance, although APEX touted itself as a strictly

executive organization, it was often challenged to accommodate senior regional managers — people often

doing work at least equivalent to that carried out by EX-01s in the National Capital Region. The arguments

on eligibility continued throughout the decade.
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At the same time, the Association was starting to examine ways to make joining APEX easier. 

In December 1990, APEX Director Stewart Goodings first floated the idea of payroll deduction for APEX

membership fees. Several months later, the Board of Directors agreed that membership terms should be for

one year from the date on which fees are paid. It also decided that once membership reached 1,000 (it was

then at 800), the Association would seek permission from the Employer to collect membership fees through

payroll deduction.

In January 1991, the Association’s fourth symposium (Partnership) was held before a small audience of

around 300. The few participants who completed the conference survey were generally satisfied with the

content, but disappointed with the quality and amount of French used, and the gender balance of speakers.

The Board of Directors asked Hélène Beauchemin to develop the following year’s conference theme —

Perspectives — with these criticisms in mind.

#�������������������

 

T
wo major changes in Association leadership took place in mid-1991. First, Alain Gourd announced

his resignation as President.  In response, the Board of Directors chose a new President, John Riddle,

newly appointed Director of Information Technology Management at the Treasury Board Secretariat,

to replace him.

Second, Executive Director D’Arcy Coulson confirmed that his assignment at APEX would end as of early

autumn. During his three-year assignment, he had obtained APEX’s first office space CCMD and negotiated

the first exchange-of-services agreement with that organization. Coulson also hired the Association’s first

administrative assistant, Carol Manuel. Coulson later hired Antoinette Bitar to manage the office. During

his tenure, Coulson also established a professional development program and worked on creating a strong

membership base. 

Financially, the Association was in a period of retrenchment and when Coulson left, the Board of Directors

decided APEX could not afford a full-time Executive Director. Louise Mantha, a former senior Public

Servant, was named part-time Executive Director for an initial term of six months. However, John Riddle

recognized that relying heavily on member-volunteers to develop policy and carry out program activities

would place severe constraints on the Association’s effectiveness. He wanted APEX to work towards

establishing a small, but permanent staff group. 

Riddle set out three other key objectives for his presidency: get the Association on a solid financial footing;

ensure regular communication with the executive cadre and senior decision-makers; and establish a more

advocacy-based agenda for APEX. The Association moved quickly on all fronts.
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To begin, APEX asked the Treasury Board Secretariat for ongoing financial support. As justification, it

pointed to the Association’s contributions to government initiatives over the years and its efforts to bolster

pride among senior Public Servants. Although membership fees had a nominal impact on the Association’s

finances, the Board of Directors also announced a fee increase from $45 to $55 annually.

APEX then obtained a standing invitation from the Secretary to the Treasury Board, Ian Clark, to brief him

regularly on the State of the Executive Category and on the Association’s needs and interests. These

briefings continued throughout his time at the Treasury Board Secretariat. Building on the precedent set by

Jack Manion in 1988 (the assignment of the APEX Executive Director), Clark also agreed to the concept of

executive assignments at APEX, viewing them as beneficial both to the individual and to their home

organization. 

These regular discussions with Clark bore fruit almost immediately. In December 1991, APEX’s first

Deputy Executive Director, Deborah Spurr, was assigned to the organization under the aegis of the Career

Assignment Program (CAP). Her appointment was an immense boost to the Association given the

continuing part-time nature of the Executive Director’s role.

Pursuing its goal of better communications with executives, the Association renewed its support to the

Departmental Representatives network. The President also wrote to DMs, inviting them to join APEX and

to encourage members of their management teams to do the same. The Association’s regional expansion

continued, as it launched its third and fourth chapters: one in Montreal and early in 1992 a Moncton-based

New Brunswick chapter. The Board of Directors also thought about launching an outreach program to

aboriginal managers. However, as the Association had no membership category for Public Servants not at

the executive level, the proposal was shelved.

All the promotional activity paid off. Having signed up its 1,000th member, APEX could boast 

a membership representing 25 per cent of the Public Service’s senior management group. The Board of

Directors again discussed collecting membership fees through payroll deduction. Perhaps the will to tackle

the inevitable administrative hurdles was then lacking within the Association or in central agencies, but in

the end, payroll deduction was not offered to APEX members until July 2004.


�$�����

A
t its 1991 annual retreat, the Board of Directors discussed casting the Association in the role of

advocate for executives and promoter of initiatives benefiting the executive group. This hint of a tilt

towards a more union-like role caused some uneasiness: several Directors objected strongly to the

notion that EXs might have an agenda that differed in any way from that of the government.
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However, the Association did press ahead immediately with two advocacy initiatives. The President wrote

to the Secretary of the Treasury Board, summarizing APEX’s understanding of executive rights and

recourse as contained in personnel policy and legislation. He suggested that APEX be closely involved in

reviewing the policy on executive re-deployment. The Association also proposed the creation of an

ombudsman service for executives — to be housed at a central agency — and offered to develop the

concept. This was the first time the Association had sought support from the government for services

benefiting the individual executive. It was 12 years and several iterations of the proposal later that APEX

named its first Executive Advisor.

In the Autumn of 1992, the Association distributed a questionnaire to members to test their comfort with

APEX taking on the role of executive advocate and spokesperson for executives striving for professionalism

and management excellence. Following these consultations, the Board of Directors continued to refine the

concept and wrote to Glen Shortliffe, then Deputy Clerk of the Privy Council, to share its thinking on the

role of APEX as of defender of executive interests. APEX stated that it intended to take an even more active

role in pressing home executives’ interests on major Public Service initiatives.

The Association’s voice was heard. In March 1992, it was invited for the first time to attend a legislative

committee hearing as a witness. Under discussion was Bill C-26, The Public Service Reform Act. The

Association took the opportunity to defend the integrity of federal executives and supported the change

agenda as set out in the Bill. The Association also made presentations to the Burns Committee on Executive

Compensation as well as to TBSAC (Treasury Board Secretariat Advisory Committee) on the state of the

executive group and recourse in executive staffing.

The Board of Directors and APEX’s various networks were doing a great deal of valuable work to

strengthen the Association. For example, APEX was officially incorporated as a not-for-profit entity under

Part II of the Canada Corporations Act on July 2, 1992.  However, APEX President John Riddle knew that

the pace was not sustainable with the limited resources then at their disposal. Membership fees were never 

a major source of revenue and recent conferences had not refilled the Association’s coffers. The part-time,

interim Executive Director was a private consultant whom the Association was paying out of its dwindling

budget. Nonetheless, Riddle believed that only by hiring a full-time Executive Director could APEX regain

some financial stability. He quietly began to identify potential candidates from within the system.



PART I  — CREATION AND EVOLUTION AT THE GOVERNANCE LEVEL

-13-

Pierre de Blois
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P
ierre de Blois, a seasoned Public Service executive who was also known for his extensive

contributions to his city and his community and for being a committed volunteer who had resuscitated

a cultural non-profit organization and kept its finances in the black, was looking for a new challenge. 

Mr. de Blois was then a Director at the Office of the Commissioner of

Official Languages (OCOL).  He met John Riddle to see if the two parties’

interests might be compatible. In turn, John Riddle needed to determine

whether Mr. de Blois’ managerial and operational styles would be suitable

for a quasi-Public Service organization. 

The exploratory meeting went well and led quickly to an agreement in

principle: Mr. de Blois would take the position on an interchange, on

condition that the assignment — and associated funding — be guaranteed for at least one year. Messrs.

Riddle and de Blois met with Treasury Board Secretary Ian Clark, who agreed with their proposal to secure

the funding, allowing APEX to meet Mr. de Blois’ stipulations. OCOL was persuaded to provide the first

six months of salary and, with Mr. Clark’s encouragement, several benevolent DMs undertook to cover the

remaining six months. 

Pierre de Blois took up his new position in early February 1993, thanks to an Executive Interchange

agreement brokered by the PSC.  The Association’s Secretariat was then located on the first floor of CCMD

at 65 Guigues Street. At the time, the sole administrative support was provided by Antoinette Bitar, who

juggled the roles of receptionist, secretary and bookkeeper. So sparse were the office fittings that 

Mr. de Blois had to talk OCOL into donating his old office chair to APEX. He also begged two boxes of

used French-and English-language dictionaries from the National Library. 

The Association was very nearly broke. Just prior to Mr. de Blois’ arrival, the symposium had been called

off with three days’ notice as APEX’s nod to a recently imposed travel freeze. The trouble was that the bank

account had been severely depleted to meet conference-related financial commitments. All that remained

was about $27,000. 

During that winter, the Association’s Board of Directors decided to hold the conference after all, but in 

May 1993. The new Executive Director recognized that the symposium committee would need major

logistical support and assistance in finding the right speakers, areas in which he had expertise. Paul Racine

of Communications Canada was chosen as the President of the conference. At Mr. de Blois’ request, 

Mr. Racine loaned APEX one contract employee to support the Secretariat’s operational role. Mr. de Blois

insisted on getting full authority from the Board of Directors to manage the event in as cost-effective 
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a manner as possible — even to make a bit of money. In addition to signing up a number of paying

sponsors, he negotiated hard with suppliers to keep the costs reasonable. In the end, executives liked the

themes and speakers enough to attend in satisfactory numbers. Later, the Board was surprised and delighted

to learn that the conference had made in the neighbourhood of $150,000. The money was used to replenish

the Association’s bank account and a portion was set aside for core program activities.

At the 1993 AGM, Hélène Beauchemin, then a senior executive at the Canada Customs Revenue Agency

(CCRA) was chosen to succeed John Riddle as President. Whereas John had devoted much of his

presidency to getting the Association on a more stable financial footing and raising its profile with decision-

makers, Hélène Beauchemin’s mandate (1993–1996) was characterized by greater outreach to regions and

smaller agencies and to executives needing moral support. She had been involved with APEX as early as its

first symposium, which she had viewed as an avenue for her to access interesting information and ideas. She

remembers being frustrated at the time by how scripted the messaging was from senior decision-makers.

In Ms. Beauchemin’s view, APEX really began to redefine itself by the way it reacted to elements of Prime

Minister Kim Campbell’s mid-1993 reorganization of the Public Service. She believed that the Association

had to be relevant on this issue or resign itself to ineffective obscurity. She saw that a number of ADMs

were being dismissed rather callously and assembled a team of APEX Directors to call each one of the

affected people, to let them know someone cared.  Without judging the government’s decision to cut the

positions, the Association made it clear that it deplored the way it was being implemented. It seemed most

executives felt the same and APEX’s intervention lifted it once and for all out of the realm of pure

networking club.

Meanwhile, the Executive Director was facing his next major challenge. With a little money in the bank and

good prospects for regular annual income through the symposium, his next priority was to assemble a team

of permanent and professional staff, especially including a new Deputy Executive Director (Deborah Spurr

had ended her CAP assignment at APEX in June).

Janet Hughson had worked with Pierre de Blois for several years starting in the late 1980s, when he was

Director of the Regional Operations Branch at OCOL. The partnership had worked well, so he invited her to

join the Secretariat team as the new Deputy Executive Director. 

Ms. Hughson’s assignment began in early July 1993, but there was some uncertainty about its duration:

OCOL was not willing to send any more salary dollars APEX’s way and there were no other firm

commitments. That summer, the Secretariat and the President scrambled to sign up short-term salary

contributors to cover de Blois’ and Hughson’s salaries — two months here, four months there. Needless to

say, the process demanded the majority of their attention. Salary support from a small group of friendly

departments and agencies eventually enabled the Secretariat to turn its attention to its program priorities for

the coming year.
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Mr. de Blois and Ms. Hughson were good foils for each other and together provided the core of

organizational stability the Association desperately needed. Having two full-time senior people at the

Secretariat allowed APEX to attract other executives on six-month to two-year assignments, their salaries

borne by their home departments. This in turn meant the Association could expand its horizons, exploring

whole new areas of interest to executives. The Executive Director and his team supported the Board of

Directors with informed advice, in-depth research and challenging ideas. Mr. de Blois and Ms. Hughson

created an open and collegial work environment which inspired thinking that was free of Public Service

constraints. Their team was able to look at APEX’s challenges in a new way. 

Two pivotal members of this new team came on board in the mid-1990s. France Perron was recruited early

in 1995 as an administrative assistant and soon became Executive Assistant to Pierre de Blois. Line Larose

joined APEX two years later to fill a dual role as administrative assistant and finance clerk. Both very

quickly grasped the dynamics of the Public Service environment and the importance to APEX of the

outreach work it did. They remember the difficulty in those early days of getting cooperation on

administrative matters from some DMs’ offices: APEX was then relatively unknown to departmental staff.

Thanks to Mrs. Perron and Ms. Larose, the Association was able to build excellent working relationships

with departments across the Public Service. They are proud of their contribution to making APEX’s internal

management systems such as Board of Directors and committee meetings, the accounting and computer

systems, and its public initiatives including annual consultations, induction ceremonies and the symposium 

as efficient and effective as they have become today. Through many personnel changes at the management

level, continuity and corporate memory have been assured by France Perron, Executive Assistant to the

Chief Executive Officer, and by Line Larose, Finance and Membership Co-ordinator. Together, they

represent about 24 years of knowledge of how the Association functions and the reasoning behind key

decisions. Their value to APEX increases every day. 

Pierre de Blois’ vision for APEX stretched the Association’s traditional boundaries, but Hélène Beauchemin

and the Board of Directors were willing to support it. In brief, Mr. de Blois believed APEX had to develop

an entirely new relationship with the Public Service. This would mean creating a much more independent

Association, both in terms of policy and finance. Stable financial support from the system with no strings

attached was necessary to ensure continuity at the Secretariat. Mr. de Blois wanted the Symposium to

become the event of the year for senior Public Servants and provide enough revenue for the Association to

support itself without other income, if necessary. 

The newfound energy and stability at the Secretariat allowed the Association’s next Presidents to build on

the strengths of their predecessors and mould the annual action plans to reflect their own vision. As

mentioned, Hélène Beauchemin used her mandate to press for greater outreach to regions and small

agencies. Her successor built on that foundation.
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My time on the APEX Board had a
positive impact on my career
progression, contributing to my
knowledge of broader public
service issues and initiatives and
substantially enhancing my
network.

Nadir Patel

APEX Director (2003–2008) 

Kay Stanley had come to the Public Service in 1986, following a successful teaching career. As the Public

Service went through Program Review doing more with less and later, the La Relève initiative, she

remembers it being an anxious time for public servants. She came to view APEX as a potential source of

support for the executive cadre and as the best organization to explain to a Public Service newcomer — as

she then was — how things worked. Hélène Beauchemin had approached Ms. Stanley, an ADM at Health

Canada, starting in 1993, about joining the Association’s Board of Directors, with the understanding that

she would take over the presidency at the end of the former President’s term. 

As President, Kay Stanley demanded and created a strong voice for APEX, setting an ambitious but

ultimately achievable agenda for the Association. Among other objectives, she focussed on expanding the

impact of the annual symposium and pressed for improvements to executive compensation by solidifying

the Association’s links with the Advisory Committee on Senior Level Retention and Compensation. Under

Ms. Stanley, APEX established new relationships with Regional Federal Councils and improved its working

relationships with central agencies — especially the Treasury Board Secretariat and CCMD.

Kay Stanley was followed in the President’s chair by Andrew Graham (1999–2002), who joined the

Association when he was ADM for the Ontario region of Corrections Canada. During her mandate, 

Ms. Stanley had leveraged APEX’s networking capacity to get APEX to the table on key Public Service

initiatives. Mr. Graham maintained the Association’s presence with senior decision-makers, but had to

resolve a number of challenges, including APEX’s finite personnel capacity and the risk it ran of becoming

just another service agent for the government. During his three-year presidency, Mr. Graham ensured that

the Association’s approach to executive compensation remained research-based and consistent — always

refusing to discuss it in a political context. He still expresses pride

in APEX’s dedication to the needs of its members during his

mandate, especially the success in building a solid case for the

eventual Advisory Service for Executives and the continuation of

the health survey project. As President, Mr. Graham mandated

extensive research, promoting the Association as a significant

player on the policy scene. The symposium programs developed

under his leadership were known as perhaps the most intellectually

stimulating the Association has ever developed. 

A Touraine orientation alumnus, Robert Emond was an early

member of APEX who maintained his involvement with the Association as his career progressed. His

leadership of the Association’s 2000 survey of DMs (development of the EX cadre) led to his being invited

to join the Board of Directors and in 2002 Mr. Emond, then ADM, Finance and Corporate Services at

National Defence, succeeded Andrew Graham as APEX President. With a background in human resources

and financial management issues, he was particularly interested in tackling the unresolved issues of the
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contribute either three or six months of salary for the Executive Director or Deputy Executive Director

position, once in every five-year period. The model made sense for both parties: each department’s

individual contribution was small enough to be a relatively painless way to demonstrate support for the

Association; and APEX could stop worrying about salary issues without feeling beholden to any particular

outside organization. Mr. Harder gladly supported the recommendation, as did his successor Jim Judd, five

years later. APEX recently concluded its third such agreement with the help of Nicole Jauvin, then

President of the Canada Public Service Agency, and the DM community.

Mr. Harder supported APEX’s request to TBSAC because he saw two clusters of advantage in its continued

robustness. First, in the absence of bargaining status for executives, the Association provided system-wide

representation and conveyed information and messages to the Employer. Further, by both its interests and

mandate, APEX was seen as a legitimate, system-wide forum for EX professional development and the

establishment of a sense of community. In Mr. Harder’s view, the Association’s symposium was the primary

vehicle for achieving these objectives. As Secretary of the Treasury Board, Peter Harder chaired the

symposium on three occasions, putting his networks and experience at the Association’s disposal to develop

themes and attract top-notch speakers. 

A number of other DMs and Clerks of the Privy Council maintained an open-door policy with the

Association. However, Kay Stanley (APEX President 1996–1999) remembers that when she joined the

Public Service, there was borderline hostility from some DMs and ADMs, who equated APEX with unions.

Fortunately for the Association, some were curious about its objectives and a few enlightened ones even

started to express support. For instance, Mel Cappe, DM of Environment Canada and then DM of Human

Resources Development Canada, prior to being named Clerk of the Privy Council, had not been fan of the

organization early on, having perceived it as a union in all but name when it first appeared on the scene in

the mid-1980s. However, Mr. Cappe had changed his mind about APEX when he saw that on issues from

government operations to professional development, it played a key role in bringing people together. The

more senior he became, the more he saw the valuable role the Association could play in developing a sense

of community among executives. While at Environment Canada, and chairing the DM Task Force on

Horizontality, he came to believe that the more executives had opportunities to interact, the better off the

Public Service would be. In his view, APEX was the ideal forum. 

Improved reception from the DM community was due not only to the benevolent attitude of a few key

people, but also to the reputation APEX was building as a credible voice on Public Service issues. It

consulted broadly and conducted evidence-based research before advancing any position, was always frank

but cordial in presenting recommendations and never blind-sided decision-makers. APEX used its newly

won access to DMs to sound them out on issues from management of the EX cadre to the future of the

Public Service.
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I
t wasn’t just DMs who held some misconceptions about APEX in its first two decades. The Association

recognized that a certain proportion of executives equated professional association with “union” and

shied away. Still others assumed the Association was an exclusive club reserved for those with the right

contacts. APEX tackled these biases head on, offering briefings, presentations, and social and professional

events to clarify its mandate and modus operandi. John Riddle recalls that executives in different

departments and agencies didn’t really know each other in the early days. Through APEX, people started to

realize that they faced similar challenges in their jobs and careers. Through its existence, APEX

demonstrated there were lots of reasons for horizontal networking; it was in fact in the vanguard of this type

of thinking.
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APEX has always had to look for efficient and appealing ways to gets its message out to Public Service executives,

wherever they are located, both geographically and organizationally. In the beginning, the Association relied primarily

on word of mouth, launching its print Bulletin and a network of departmental contacts in the late 1980s. By 2004, when

electronic communication had become the norm, APEX had abandoned the Bulletin in favour of ad hoc and succinct

e-communiqués to announce new initiatives and events. Since the early 1990s, more in-depth information has been

conveyed through a mix of annual national consultations, presentations to departmental management teams and

committees of DMs, orientations for newly minted executives (through a partnership with the Canada School of Public

Service) and of course, through APEX’s network of departmental and agency representatives and regional chapters.
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A
PEX named its first departmental representatives in 1987. The idea to create more direct and

personal links between the Association and departmental executives was sound. The considerable

challenge at the time was to keep the network refreshed and dynamic without having a secretariat. 

Once Pierre de Blois was named Executive Director, in early 1993, much more attention was paid to this

communications resource. Mr. de Blois immediately recognized the importance of the network to the

growth of APEX and invested in cleaning up the network’s lists and recruiting enthusiastic new

representatives. The effort went a long way towards revitalizing the network, but more needed to be done.
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APEX Representatives Luncheon
Meeting

APEX provide me with opportunities my
own job could not: to contribute to the
well-being of my peers; to exchange ideas
and information with executives from
other organizations; and to be exposed to
strategic debates from fields other than
my own.

Edouard Verrault
PWGSC Representative—1999–2001

APEX Director and Champion for
Departmental Representative Network—

2001–2007

Under Kay Stanley’s leadership, the Association decided to take a new tack. Based on a recommendation

from its Member Services Committee, APEX envisaged a new body, called the APEX General Council. It

was to be composed of past presidents of APEX, serving directors and a representative from each

department and agency of the Public Service of Canada. The Council’s intended role was to provide policy

advice to the Board of Directors and ensure better communication with executives.

On paper, the concept looked promising. In reality, the difficulties of managing such a unwieldy body and

coaxing clear policy direction from it quickly became apparent and the Council idea was sidelined.

During 2004–2006, the APEX Secretariat intensified its

efforts to extend and galvanize APEX’s Departmental

Representative network. The first task was to fill gaps in the

ranks, which it did fairly successfully. While maintaining a

complete roster has always been a challenge given executives’

high degree of mobility, the Association’s investment paid

dividends in the greater profile it began to enjoy among

executives and their Deputy Heads. 

Next, the Secretariat attached new privileges to the post of

APEX Representative.

The heart of the

initiative was advance or off-the-record information about APEX

and Public Service initiatives. A popular component of the program

was a quarterly luncheon meeting at which the Executive Director

and Board member responsible for the Representative network

would brief attendees on the latest news. In return, the Association

asked Departmental Representatives to be the voice and face of

APEX within their organizations and to communicate their

colleagues’ interests and concerns to the Association. The

Association regularly looks to this network to fill vacancies on

APEX committees or its Board of Directors.
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The executives who founded APEX were by and large Ottawa-based, although the few from other

centres who were involved in the early stages were keenly interested in starting chapters in their own

cities. 
































































