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When ‘red tape’ refers to local non-partisan bureaucrats (such as city planners, health inspectors, or licensing 
clerks), it represents the excessive, redundant, or rigid administrative rules that these officials must enforce, 
which often slow down or prevent action, despite being intended to serve the public interest. In this specific 
context, the red tape is usually not a political plot but rather the byproduct of a rule-based system where strict 
conformity is prioritized over efficiency.
Key characteristics of local bureaucratic red tape procedural rigidity: Local officials may be unable to exercise 
discretion, enforcing rules exactly as written, even when a common sense exception is logical. Redundant 
approvals: Requiring multiple, overlapping authorizations from different municipal departments (e.g., zoning, 
fire safety, and health) for a single, simple request. When it comes to rules born bad versus rules gone bad, some 
rules are inefficient from their inception, while others (like needing in-person, paper-based, triplicate forms) 
are outdated procedures that have persisted despite technology advancements. And, due to risk aversion, non-
partisan staff, fearing scrutiny or liability, may introduce excessive precautions, leading to, for example, long, 
slow permit approvals.
Some common examples, at the local level, are: 1.Permitting/licensing – where small business owners need 
months to obtain permits, for a simple location change, due to redundant forms. 2. Land use/zoning – where 
building officials demand excessive paperwork for minor renovations. 3. Social services – where complex, 
paper-heavy documentation is required for citizens to be able to access municipal aid.  4. The come tomorrow 
mentality -- with inefficient processes where staff lack motivation or are bound by outdated systems, often 
causing multiple, necessary visits to a local office.
Why do non-partisan bureaucrats create red tape? In this context, it rarely stems from malice. It is often caused 
by accountability mechanisms -- rules designed to ensure, for example, that a nine-year-old’s lemonade stand 
doesn’t cause a salmonella outbreak or hide child labour, leading to overwhelming permit requirements; path 
dependence – ‘this is how we’ve always done it’;  lack of resources -- inadequate staffing or outdated technology 
that forces manual, slow work flows;  fragmented governance -- conflicting priorities between different local, 
regional, or provincial departments, causing bottlenecks. 
Some of the consequences are: Stifled local development -- long delays in business openings and housing 
construction; frustration and discontent -- citizens and businesses lose trust in public institutions; high compliance 
costs -- small businesses may spend disproportionate amounts of time and money on bureaucracy rather than 
operations.
Red tape in Canadian municipalities, defined as unnecessary, duplicative, or overly complex regulations and 
administrative hurdles, is a shared responsibility between politicians and bureaucrats, with 2024 data showing 
compliance costs for businesses reaching $51.5 billion annually across all levels of government. While 45 per 
cent of Canadians in a 2024 poll expressed dissatisfaction with federal services, municipal services also face 
scrutiny due to long, often opaque, approval processes.(Canadian Federation of Independent Business).
Who is more to blame for the red tape consequences in Canadian municipalities, politicians (elected officials) or 
bureaucrats (public service)? Many analysts argue that politicians are primarily responsible, as they are elected 
to set policy and hold the public service accountable for implementation. They create the enabling environment 
for red tape through new, often poorly considered, legislation (the regulatory assault). A survey found 42 per cent 
of Canadians hold politicians on the hook for service failures.
Bureaucrats are often blamed for the rigid adherence to protocols and the creation of middle management layers 
that slow down decision-making. They are, however, acting within a system created by political directives.
It is really a shared responsibility. The root cause is increasingly seen as a breakdown in the political-bureaucratic 
relationship -- politicians demand complex, rapid policy changes, and the bureaucracy lacks the efficiency or, in 
some cases, the motivation to implement them cleanly.
Here are some further consequences of red tape in Canadian municipalities: Housing and development delays; 
extensive municipal planning, zoning, and permitting processes are major drivers of housing shortages and high 
costs; economic impairment as small businesses in Canada lose an average of 32 work days per year to red 
tape, equating to roughly 394,000 full-time jobs’ worth of time wasted annually; declining trust in the ability 
of public services to function efficiently; high compliance costs -- small businesses bear a disproportionately 
higher burden (cost per employee) than larger ones. (Canadian Federation of Independent Business)
Why does red tape continue? Despite reduction initiatives, the total number of federal regulations in Canada 
grew by 37 per cent since 2006, and similar trends exist at municipal levels where new bylaws often overlap 
with provincial or federal requirements. According to the Fraser Institute, the ‘one-for-one’ rule (removing one 
regulation for every new one) has been hard to implement effectively. I wonder why?


