The Courage to Speak Out When It Seems That No One Is Listening
In public administration classes and business schools throughout the country, students are asked the question: Does an employee owe his or her employer loyalty? To many, the invariable questions are “what is loyalty,” “is loyalty blind,” and “to whom do we owe our loyalty: the organization or the people it serves?” These are not easy questions. Some people suggest that employees must adhere to a strict notion of loyalty to the employer—failure to do so could put the organization at risk. Yet for others, loyalty is less clear cut. To them, employees need to be loyal to their employer’s goals and interests—so long as loyalty does not stop an employee from reporting unethical conduct. Moreover, perhaps the best example of loyalty is the employee who speaks out when the customer, shareholder, or the public at large is put in jeopardy.  If an employee has exhausted all internal channels within the organization to have unprincipled conduct remedied, if his or her concerns are ignored, or he or she experienced reprisals from his or her superiors, then it is neither a demonstration of unethical behaviour nor a mark of disloyalty to blow the whistle.
Joanna Gualtieri’s Story
In 1992, lawyer Joanna Gualtieri was hired by the Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade (DFAIT) in Ottawa as a Realty Portfolio Manager. Her job entailed managing part of the approximately $2.5 billion in Canadian government properties worldwide, including embassies, ambassadorial residences, and other diplomatic accommodations. A central component of her function was to conduct feasibility studies to ensure that Canada’s overseas properties were managed and operated in a cost-effective manner. In short, the government hired Gualtieri to address a growing concern regarding excessive and unaccountable spending in the area of accommodations by the country’s DFAIT and its overseas diplomats.

Joanna Gualtieri was well-suited for the position as a real estate specialist. In addition to being a lawyer, Gualtieri had been renovating properties in the Ottawa area for over a decade. She had also lived in the United States and India and traveled extensively throughout Europe, Asia, and Africa.  Gualtieri was excited to begin her new career; however, she soon found that her initial excitement was replaced by dismay regarding government mismanagement and corruption within the DFAIT.
The Bureau of Physical Resources, were Gualtieri was employed, had a charter which called for all overseas diplomats and staff to procure accommodation in a cost-effective manner. Moreover, the Treasury Board special policies and directives reiterated that Foreign Affairs staff housing must be obtained in an accountable and cost-effective way. 
Gualtieri’s first official trip was to conduct a feasibility study of the diplomatic accommodations in Tokyo. In Tokyo, Gualtieri found that “from a risky joint venture deal for the construction of a sprawling and richly finished new embassy to widespread overhousing, the violation of policies was grave.”  Moreover, Gualtieri was told that in the late ’80s, the main Canadian diplomatic site in Tokyo had been valued as high as $2.5 billion. The site was underused and millions of dollars were being spent annually on alternative leased accommodations for staff members. Based on its high market value, and in keeping with government regulation, the land, or part thereof, should have been seriously considered for sale, used in a more financially sound manner, and/or sold with more modest property purchased in its place. Tokyo had the highest land costs in the world and sale of the property would translate into a high rate of return for the Canadian taxpayer. Instead, Gualtieri’s investigation found that the foreign affairs officials demanded more spacious and lavished accommodation and were leasing multi-million dollar homes each year for single families, while government owned condominiums sat vacant. 
In Tokyo, Gualtieri also found a large residence called Nishihara that sat empty for three years because the trade official did not find the house “suitable.” Instead, the Canadian tax payers doled out an estimated $350,000 annually in rent for the official’s residence that was more to his liking. 

Gualtieri found that, despite the existence of regulations and policies in regards to accommodation, officials had found ways around the rules or were simply ignoring them.
Gualtieri, at a government function in Tokyo, was confronted by a high-ranking official who told her not to interfere with “how things are done.”
Canadian foreign affairs officials’ abuses of regulations were not confined to Tokyo; Gualtieri traveled to Jamaica, Guatemala, Mexico, Brazil, and Denmark. Gualtieri quickly realized that, within diplomatic circles, Canadians were known for having “the nicest, most expensive accommodations.” Single diplomats with no dependants were living in 3,000 square feet homes costing over $100,000 a year in rent and fees despite the fact that the Treasury Board Guidelines limited such a diplomat’s housing to 950 square feet. According to Gualtieri, “Taxpayers were unknowingly footing the bill for lavish accommodations and a rich lifestyle.”
Examples of abuse of the regulations were rampant: 

· In Guatemala, a staff revolt effectively killed the plans to purchase smaller apartments as a cost-saving initiative that would have replaced the high cost of renting accommodations.
· In Mexico, the trade diplomat demanded to be relocated to the former residence of the New Zealand ambassador, who himself had been moved to less expensive accommodations. In fact, in Mexico, Gualtieri observed significant overhousing. She wondered why the majority of Canadian diplomatic leases were estimated at about $45,000 US a year, while the American counterparts paid only $23,000 US for many of their annual leases.
· In Costa Rica, Gualtieri claimed $1 million was spent on the renovation of the rented embassy despite the fact that the government had already approved the acquisition of a new one.
· In Brazil, Gualtieri witnessed Canadian government-owned luxury condominiums being sold at a loss because the occupants complained that other Canadian diplomats were living in homes with private swimming pools and beautifully manicured gardens.

From 1986 to 1998, Gualtieri estimated that mismanagement of overseas properties had cost the Canadian taxpayer about $2 billion. Gualtieri approached her supervisors with her concerns. She copiously documented her investigations into the management of the country’s foreign real estate holdings in countless reports that she past on to her superiors. In her communications, Gualtieri also raised concerns about the lack of proper record keeping by the Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade Bureau of Physical Resources in regards to its business dealings. 

It was evident early on that her superiors were not happy with the findings of Gualtieri or the direction of her investigations. In one of her reports to her supervisor, Gualtieri described a diplomat’s residence as “lavish.” Her supervisor crossed out the word lavish and warned her not to use such language in the future. Despite her attempts to have her concerns heard, it became clear that she was being ignored by her bosses. Moreover, what transpired next could only be described as systemic harassment by her employer. Gualtieri points out “After raising my concerns, I was banned from going on trips because management didn’t want me making cost-effective changes to living arrangements for diplomats. In fact, the more I started to identify problems at the places I went, the more my bosses tried to prevent me from doing my job. They even told me whom I could talk to.”  Her supervisors tried to have her relocated within the organization to a position without an official title and with no job description. When Gualtieri refused to take the new position, concerned that management was not acting in good faith, the retaliation and reprisals by her coworkers and supervisors intensified. Gualtieri was assigned no meaningful work and was denied attendance to essential meetings. Her nameplate was taken off her door. In another attempt to push her out of the department, she was de-listed from the department telephone directory. She was not emailed on the very projects she was supposed to be supervising. Further restrictions were placed on her that made doing her job in an effective and efficient manner impossible. In fact, she was made irrelevant within the organization. Gualtieri soon realized, “I was just a lone voice and a lone body trying to do my job—not realizing that in doing just that, I was, in fact, questioning and exposing a whole corrupt system.”
After two years of trying to fix a system she considered corrupt, only to be thwarted at every turn by her superiors, in 1996, Gualtieri approached the Assistant Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs. She told him of her concerns about department mismanagement of government holdings and also of the retaliatory harassment she had been experiencing within DFAIT.  While the Assistant Deputy Minister seemed to understand the gravity of the situation and seemed sympathetic to Gualtieri’s situation, he too did nothing to help her, ignoring his expressed promise to get back to her.
Completely demoralized and exhausted from the harassment and bullying, Gualtieri was forced to take 18 months of unpaid leave.  In November 1997, Gualtieri wrote a reflective memo to the Minister of Foreign Affairs. Again she spoke of the abuse of the department’s own real estate regulations, the squandering of public funds, the stonewalling done by her supervisors in the DFAIT, and the ostracism and harassed she experienced at the hands of her colleagues and bosses.
Gualtieri expected the Foreign Affairs Minister to investigate her concerns; instead, the Minister had a Department of Justice lawyer write back to her stating that her allegations had no merit, and if she did not retract her statements, she could be sued for libel. Gualtieri had hit a brick wall. No one in the DFAIT was prepared to step up and support her attempts to correct these abuses. Moreover, her attempts were met with outright hostility and Gualtieri believed there was a concerted campaign to get rid of her. She approached her union representative for help. But the Public Service Alliance of Canada claimed there was little it could do, as harassment in the workplace was not included in the collective agreement; moreover, it claimed there was nothing it could do to counter public betrayals of the taxpayers and the waste of their tax dollars.  With her career being sabotaged, and suffering from sleep deprivation and emotional and physical exhaustion, Gualtieri took an extended unpaid leave of absences from her position in 1998. 
In June 1998, Gualtieri took her concerns to the public, because as she said, “after all, it’s the people’s money.” She decided to let the people of Canada decide whether they want to pay for the diplomatic staffs’ “grandiose and luxurious accommodations and lifestyles.”  Gualtieri also filed a lawsuit against eight departmental supervisors and public officials involved in either the harassment or in ignoring her calls for action. She is suing them for $5 million in general damages and an additional $1 million in punitive damages.
Gualtieri, true to her loyalty to the Canadian taxpayers, said that she was suing these eight individuals personally and not as government employees, “so that they will be held individually accountable for damages instead of the average, ordinary, decent taxpayer.” On behalf of the defence, the Justice Department—with unlimited funds at its disposal—has been able to use legal procedures to drag its feet—thus prolonging the case. 
It’s been 14 years since Gualtieri first uncovered the corruption within the DFAIT and 9 years since she began seeking vindication in the courts; yet, still she has not been able to put this matter behind her. The costs to her family, her career, and her personal and emotional health have been immeasurable. Knowing what she knows now, would she do it all over again? Gualtieri responds pensively, “I’d hate to go through this again because it’s been so destructive, yet if I was faced with the situation again, I would blow the whistle.  Following your conscience is not really a choice but, rather, simply a matter of who you are.”
So in the end, who do employees owe their loyalty to—employers or the general public? Throughout her ordeal, Gualtieri’s insists that she was loyal to her employer. She was acting according to the DFAIT’s own regulations. She wasn’t a maverick or a hero. Her conscience compelled her to see the wider implications of the situation in the DFAIT and to act in the best interests of Canadians. 
Gualtieri quotes a well-known whistleblower in the United States who challenged corruption in the Pentagon for years:  “If you have God, the law, the press, and the facts on your side, you have a 50% chance of defeating the bureaucracy.” In the ten years that she has been on unpaid leave from the DFAIT, Gualtieri has become a staunch advocate for whistleblowers in the public sector. In 1998, she founded Federal Accountability Initiative for Reform, or FAIR—Canada’s only support organization for employees who witness wrongdoing in their organizations. FAIR’s goal is to educate the Canadian public on the indispensable role of whistleblowers in combating wrongdoing and corruption that threatens the public interest, as well as inform on effective legislation and rights that will  protect employees of conscience who have the courage to speak out when it seems that no one is listening. 
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