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ABSTRACT

Public procurement is one of the areas most vulnerable to administrative corruption, conflicts of interest, collusion, and abuse
of discretion due to the substantial financial resources involved, the complexity of decision-making processes, and continuous
interactions between public officials and private-sector actors. This study aims to analyze Canada’s institutional and legal
framework for reducing corruption in public procurement and to examine its capacity to strengthen transparency, competition,
accountability, and administrative integrity. Using a legal-documentary approach, the study examines the federal structure of
Canadian public procurement, the roles of federal and provincial institutions, rules governing tendering and contract award,
conflict-of-interest controls, the influence of trade agreements, and corruption-risk management across the procurement cycle.
The findings indicate that the Canadian system is based on a multilayered combination of regulations, administrative policies,
audit and oversight mechanisms, complaint and review procedures, electronic procurement systems, and competitive standards.
The federal structure provides flexibility for adapting procurement rules to provincial and local circumstances, but it also creates
differences in institutional capacity, oversight standards, and anti-corruption enforcement. The experience of reforms in Quebec
further demonstrates that formal rules alone are insufficient to prevent corruption and that independent oversight,
professionalization of procurement personnel, systematic recording and analysis of procurement data, and stronger control over
contract implementation are essential. A risk-based approach can further improve oversight effectiveness by focusing on high-
risk contracts, non-competitive procurement, major post-award modifications, and unusual supplier participation patterns.
Overall, stronger federal-provincial coordination, common standards for transparency and conflict-of-interest management,
greater use of data analytics, and increased attention to the post-award phase can enhance the coherence and effectiveness of
Canada’s anti-corruption procurement framework.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY

Public procurement constitutes one of the most financially significant and institutionally sensitive
areas of modern governance because it connects public expenditure, administrative decision-
making, private-sector participation, and the delivery of public goods and services. Given the
substantial share of public expenditure that passes through procurement systems, weaknesses in
procurement design can have direct consequences for fiscal efficiency, market competition,
institutional legitimacy, and public trust (Arrowsmith, 2003). Public procurement is no longer
understood merely as a routine purchasing activity but increasingly as a strategic policy instrument
through which governments can pursue economic, social, technological, and sustainability objectives
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(Bolton, 2006). This broader policy role has increased the discretion exercised by procurement
authorities and has simultaneously intensified concerns regarding integrity, transparency, and
accountability. Procurement processes are particularly vulnerable to corruption because public
officials frequently interact with private contractors in decisions involving large financial interests,
technical complexity, asymmetric information, and considerable administrative discretion (Oecd,
2007b). Corruption may occur through bribery, conflicts of interest, collusive bidding, manipulation
of technical specifications, selective disclosure of confidential information, unjustified use of non-
competitive procedures, favoritism in bid evaluation, or opportunistic contractual modifications
after award (Ferwerda et al.,, 2016). The contemporary integrity perspective therefore treats
procurement corruption not as an isolated criminal event but as a systemic governance risk requiring
preventive controls throughout the procurement cycle (Oecd, 2024). Canada provides a particularly
important case for examining this issue because its procurement system operates within a
decentralized federal structure in which authority is distributed among the federal government,
provinces, territories, municipalities, and broader public-sector institutions. This institutional
fragmentation creates both flexibility and vulnerability. While sub-central governments can adapt
procurement frameworks to local economic and administrative conditions, differences in
regulations, institutional capacity, conflict-of-interest controls, and enforcement mechanisms may
also create uneven integrity safeguards. The purpose of this study is therefore to analyze the
institutional and legal framework used in Canada to reduce corruption in public procurement and to
assess how transparency, competition, accountability, international commitments, oversight
mechanisms, and corruption-risk management interact within a federal governance structure.

The Canadian procurement system has evolved gradually from a predominantly financial-control
model into a complex multi-level governance framework combining administrative policies, public
financial rules, contractual principles, trade obligations, professional procurement standards, and
provincial regulations. Historically, federal procurement was closely connected to expenditure
authorization and financial administration, but the growth of infrastructure, defence contracting,
and technically complex public projects increased the need for professionalized procurement
institutions and more structured purchasing procedures (Auger, 2020). At the federal level,
procurement management became progressively more centralized and professionalized in key areas,
while individual departments and agencies continued to retain operational responsibilities under
broader government-wide policies. This institutional model reflects a balance between
administrative centralization and delegated authority. From an integrity perspective, however,
institutional decentralization can become problematic when agencies differ significantly in
professional capacity, documentation practices, oversight mechanisms, and internal control
systems. International integrity frameworks similarly emphasize that the existence of formal rules is
insufficient unless they are supported by clear responsibilities, competent personnel, effective
monitoring, and organizational implementation mechanisms (Oecd, 2009). The Canadian federal
structure adds another layer of complexity because a substantial share of public procurement is
conducted below the federal level (Collins, 2010a). Provinces and territories maintain their own
procurement rules, thresholds, exceptions, and institutional arrangements, while municipalities and
other public bodies may operate under additional local or sector-specific frameworks. This diversity
does not necessarily indicate legal weakness, but it complicates the development of consistent anti-
corruption safeguards. Quebec is particularly significant because investigations into corruption and
collusion in public construction contracts resulted in major institutional reforms and increased
attention to integrity in municipal and provincial procurement (Oecd, 2020). The Quebec experience
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demonstrated that corruption can persist even where formal procurement rules exist if enforcement,
market oversight, contract management, and institutional accountability remain insufficient. It also
illustrated the importance of independent supervision, specialized contract-management expertise,
and integrity-oriented institutional learning. Therefore, the Canadian model should be understood
not as a unitary legal regime, but as a network of federal, provincial, local, and international rules
connected by shared principles of transparency, fair competition, accountability, and value for public
money.

A major component of the Canadian legal framework is the integration of procurement obligations
derived from international and intergovernmental trade agreements. The WTO Government
Procurement Agreement played an especially important role in shaping transparency, non-
discrimination, procedural predictability, and supplier access within Canadian procurement
markets. International procurement law generally seeks to prevent discriminatory restrictions and
to ensure that procurement opportunities are publicly accessible and subject to predictable rules
(Arrowsmith, 2003). In the Canadian context, extension of GPA commitments to sub-central entities
significantly expanded the reach of international procurement standards beyond the federal
government (Collins, 2010b). This development had anti-corruption implications because non-
discrimination, prior publication of opportunities, objective eligibility criteria, and review
mechanisms reduce the scope for covert favoritism and arbitrary administrative discretion. The
implementation of international procurement commitments within Canada is nevertheless shaped
by the constitutional division of powers. Federal authority over international negotiations does not
automatically eliminate provincial jurisdiction over matters falling within provincial legislative
competence, which means that implementation often depends on coordination across levels of
government (Steger, 1997). In addition to international trade commitments, domestic
intergovernmental arrangements have sought to reduce barriers among provinces and to enhance
access to procurement opportunities across Canada. Dispute-resolution mechanisms associated with
internal trade arrangements have contributed to the development of more reviewable and
predictable procurement decisions (DiMarzo, 1995). These legal mechanisms have an important
integrity function because a procurement decision that may be challenged before an independent
review body is more likely to be documented, justified, and based on previously announced criteria.
However, trade-based rules do not constitute a complete anti-corruption framework. They primarily
regulate market access, procedural fairness, and non-discrimination, whereas conflict-of-interest
management, employee ethics, internal control, audit, and contract-execution monitoring remain
primarily matters of domestic public administration. Consequently, effective anti-corruption policy
in Canada depends on the interaction between trade-law obligations and internal integrity controls
rather than on either framework operating independently.

Transparency and competition form the procedural core of procurement integrity. Transparency
requires more than the publication of final contract awards; it includes timely disclosure of
procurement opportunities, clear participation requirements, understandable technical
specifications, equal access to relevant information, previously defined evaluation criteria, and
sufficient documentation to reconstruct the decision-making process. OECD procurement principles
consistently identify transparency as a central safeguard against favoritism and corruption (Oecd,
2007a). Competition reinforces this function by reducing the ability of officials to direct contracts
toward preferred suppliers without justification. Nevertheless, competitive procedures are effective
only when they are genuinely open and when entry conditions, deadlines, technical specifications,
and evaluation standards do not covertly favor specific firms. Short bidding periods, unnecessarily
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restrictive technical specifications, unjustified single-source procurement, repeated use of limited
tendering, or unusually low numbers of bidders may therefore function as corruption-risk indicators
(Ferwerda et al., 2016). Technical specifications constitute an especially important area of risk
because procurement officials can design apparently neutral requirements that only one favored
supplier can meet. International best-practice frameworks accordingly encourage the use of
functional or generally recognized standards and discourage unjustified references to proprietary
characteristics (Oecd, 2017). Bid evaluation presents another critical vulnerability. Criteria should be
specified before bids are opened and should not be materially altered after decision-makers become
aware of the competitive field. Objective and documented evaluation does not require exclusive
reliance on price; qualitative, innovative, environmental, and technical considerations may
legitimately be included, particularly where procurement is used as a strategic policy instrument
(Demircioglu & Vivona, 2021). However, broader qualitative discretion increases the need for detailed
scoring methodologies and written justification. Public procurement for innovation illustrates this
tension particularly well: governments may need greater flexibility to assess novel solutions, but such
flexibility must be accompanied by stronger transparency, documentation, and conflict-of-interest
safeguards (Rolfstam, 2008; Zabala-Iturriagagoitia et al., 2015). Conflict-of-interest management is
therefore a central legal and ethical requirement. Disclosure obligations, recusal procedures,
segregation of duties, and restrictions on privileged access to information help prevent personal,
professional, or financial relationships from distorting procurement decisions. Electronic
procurement systems further strengthen these controls by creating auditable records of publication,
bid submission, communication, and award decisions, although digitalization alone cannot prevent
corruption if data are not systematically analyzed or if key decisions remain outside the electronic
audit trail.

A risk-based perspective is particularly important because procurement corruption can shift across
different stages of the contractual cycle. At the planning stage, public authorities may overstate
needs, inflate project scope, or structure procurement packages in a manner that reduces
competition. During tender preparation, specifications may be tailored to a preferred supplier or
market information may be selectively shared. During bidding, unusually short deadlines, repeated
participation by the same small group of firms, suspiciously similar offers, or artificial bids may
indicate elevated corruption or collusion risks (Ferwerda et al., 2016). Collusive market sharing
among private suppliers can undermine procurement even in the absence of direct bribery and may
become especially damaging when public officials tolerate or facilitate such arrangements (Lambert-
Mogiliansky & Sonin, 2006). Risk management should therefore extend beyond the behavior of public
employees and include supplier networks, bidding patterns, subcontracting arrangements, and
market concentration. The contract-award stage requires particular attention to the consistency
between announced criteria and final scoring, the documentation of reasons for selection, and the
availability of review mechanisms. Yet the post-award phase may represent an equally significant
vulnerability. A contract awarded through a formally competitive procedure can later be transformed
through substantial amendments, price increases, scope reductions, extensions, or acceptance of
inferior performance. Red flags associated with infrastructure projects include major deviations
between original and final costs, repeated contractual modifications, weak performance
enforcement, and suspicious financial claims (Kenny & Musatova, 2010). Effective anti-corruption
policy therefore requires monitoring of contract implementation, payment approval, subcontractor
legitimacy, and supplier performance, rather than ending oversight once the winning bidder has
been selected. The Quebec experience reinforces this conclusion because institutional reform
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following corruption scandals increasingly emphasized not only procurement award procedures but
also contract governance and oversight (Oecd, 2020). Data analytics offers significant potential in
this regard. Standardized procurement data can be used to identify concentration of awards,
repeated winners, unusually low competition, frequent amendments, or relationships among
bidders. However, the usefulness of such analysis depends on the completeness and comparability
of procurement data, an issue that has also complicated broader efforts to measure public
procurement expenditure accurately (Cernat & Kutlina-Dimitrova, 2015; Hafsa et al., 2021). For
Canada, harmonized minimum data standards across federal and provincial systems could therefore
strengthen national corruption-risk monitoring without requiring full legal centralization.

In conclusion, Canada’s institutional and legal framework for reducing corruption in public
procurement is best understood as a multi-layered integrity system rather than a single body of
procurement law. Its principal strengths lie in the combination of competitive procedures,
transparency requirements, trade-based non-discrimination rules, audit, complaint mechanisms,
professional procurement institutions, electronic systems, and increasingly risk-oriented forms of
oversight. At the same time, the federal nature of Canadian governance creates persistent challenges
because procurement authority, administrative capacity, data systems, and enforcement practices
vary across jurisdictions. The analysis indicates that future improvement should not necessarily
depend on further legal centralization, but rather on establishing a stronger common integrity core
across federal, provincial, and local procurement systems. Such a core should include minimum
standards for conflict-of-interest disclosure, justification of non-competitive procurement,
transparency of contract amendments, professional qualification of procurement personnel,
supplier-performance monitoring, access to independent review, and interoperable procurement
data. Particular attention should also be directed toward the post-award phase, where modifications,
payments, performance certification, and subcontracting may create corruption opportunities that
are less visible than manipulation during tendering. Risk-based monitoring can help allocate
oversight resources more efficiently by focusing on contracts and institutions displaying
combinations of objective warning indicators. Ultimately, the Canadian experience demonstrates
that corruption prevention depends less on the sheer quantity of procurement regulation than on the
coherence of rules, institutions, data, professional capacity, and accountability mechanisms
throughout the entire procurement cycle. A coordinated federal—provincial approach that preserves
legitimate sub-national autonomy while strengthening common integrity standards can enhance
transparency, reduce opportunities for improper intervention, improve the defensibility of
procurement decisions, and reinforce public confidence in the management of public resources.
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