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W elcome to our special sum- 
 mer issue, Postcards from  
 the Pandemic, a collection 
of articles by leading Canadians on 
how lives, including their own, have 
changed in the last year and a half 
under COVID-19, the most serious 
global health and economic crisis of 
our time. 

We don’t know what the new nor-
mal is yet, except that it won’t be 
the same as the old one. Among oth-
er things, we’ve learned that choosing 
to work from home is one thing, and 
having to work from home quite an-
other. Zoom calls, which most of us 
had never heard of, are now part of 
the daily work routine.

A Zoom call in mid-June was the vir-
tual venue for our Q&A with Perry 
Bellegarde, stepping down after sev-
en years as National Chief of the As-
sembly of First Nations. “We’re mov-
ing in the right direction,” he says, 
though much remains to be done on 
reconciliation and renewal, of which 
he speaks with great eloquence. 

Bob Rae, Canada’s Ambassador to 
the United Nations begins our series 
of Postcards with an account of life 
in New York during the lockdown, 
and since it’s been lifted in the Big 
Apple. Green MP Elizabeth May re-
counts how “Parliament has been 
very odd,” with virtual heckling 
disrupting proceedings in a “nearly 
empty chamber.” Sen. Peter Boehm 
gives an account of his life, in and 
out of the Senate, during the first 
year of the pandemic. Ottawa po-
litical staffer Mohammad Hussain, 
whose Twitter reports on his first 
Christmas with roommates went 

globally viral, imparts lockdown les-
sons from his big sister. 

From a family visit to Hong Kong, 
Robin Sears writes of the difference 
between lockdown adaptation in the 
resilient financial hub and Montre-
al and Toronto. From Ottawa, John 
Delacourt recalls Lyndon Johnson’s 
lessons in the power of kinesics for 
deciphering Zoom calls. 

Our own Lisa Van Dusen measures 
the pandemic in the larger context 
of global politics and writes the best 
thing to come out of it is the way 
in which human beings “have risen 
to the moment.” Kevin Page’s main 
takeaway is “the lesson of gratitude” 
for family and country.

And two important examples of lead-
ing Canadian companies stepping 
up. Tony Geheran of TELUS writes of 
partnering with the Bearspaw First 
Nation to establish cellular and on-
line service in their remote reserve in 
the Alberta foothills of the Rockies. 
And James Scongack of Bruce Pow-
er tells of a partnership with Ontario 
Health and a “hockey hub” model for 
vaccine inoculations.

Meredith Wilson-Smith writes of life 
in the lockdown for students and 
young adults as she turned 22. Me-
morial University President Vianne 
Timmons hasn’t seen her mother or 
her new grandchild, and looks for-
ward to both.

In Canada and the World, Contrib- 
 uting Writer Stéphanie Chou- 
 inard takes a timely look at the 
Trudeau government’s long promised 
update of the Official Languages Act. 
As Chouinard notes, the bill intro-

duced on June 15 is very much about 
the electoral politics of the language 
issue in Quebec. 

Elizabeth McIninch looks at Indige-
nous success stories in business, us-
ing Saskatchewan companies as a 
case study of winners. Jeremy Kins-
man, a former Canadian ambassador 
to Moscow, looks at Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin’s meeting with 
US President Joe Biden in Geneva on 
June 16.

And columnist Don Newman has a 
look at the challenges to the Alber-
ta economy amid falling demand for 
heavy energy products in an increas-
ingly climate conscious world. 

F inally, in Summer Reading, we  
 offer a delightful mix of book  
 reviews. Historica Canada Pres-
ident Anthony Wilson-Smith offers 
praise for The Unexpected Louis St-Lau-
rent, edited by Patrice Dutil. Uncle 
Louis, as he was known, presided over 
the post-war boom years of 1948-
57 “as a man with his eye on the fu-
ture, but habits rooted in the past.” 
And Don Newman looks at Nev-
ille Thompson’s, The Third Man, on 
Mackenzie King at the Second World 
War leadership table with Franklin 
Roosevelt and Winston Churchill.

From New York, Arlene Perly Rae 
shares her positive take on Karen 
Tumulty’s “thoroughly researched, 
comprehensive biography” The Tri-
umph of Nancy Reagan. And Paul 
Deegan looks at Donald K. Johnson’s 
autobiography, Lessons Learned on  
Bay Street.

Happy reading, and have a great 
summer.   

From the Editor / L. Ian MacDonald

Postcards from  
the Pandemic
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Policy: Chief Bellegarde thank you for 
joining us in doing this today. 

Chief Perry Bellegarde: Happy to do it. 

Policy: One of the things on the news 
agenda, of course, is the residential 
school crisis—not a new subject for 
you. And of course, it’s not just the Ka-
mloops 215, but thousands of others, 
as you’ve pointed out. And, despite 
the Calls to Action of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, noth-
ing has been done to locate the other 
sites. I wonder in terms of oral histo-
ry and what you learned about, heard 
about this growing up in Saskatche-
wan at your mother’s knee?

Perry Bellegarde: I would say there 
were two things in Canada that re-
ally hurt First Nations people in a 
very negative way, and we still feel 
the intergenerational trauma and ef-
fects of them. One was the residen-
tial school system itself. The last 
one closed in 1996. I called the res-
idential school system a genocide of 
our people. It broke down identity, 
broke down self, it broke down fam-
ily, broke down community, broke 
down nationhood, then inflicted 
abuse on these beautiful children. 
Sexual abuse, physical abuse, men-
tal abuse, starvation, malnutrition, 
diseases, lack of proper health care, 

overcrowded conditions. So, it was a 
genocide at residential schools.  

Everything good about being a First 
Nations person was no good. Your 
beautiful long hair was cut. Your 
names were gone. Your languages 
were outlawed. So, we still feel the in-
tergenerational trauma because you’re 
not healthy when you come out—if 
you survived those institutions. You 
don’t know how to raise a healthy 
family, you don’t know how to love 
and care. So, we feel the intergenera-
tional trauma even now. And that’s re-
flected in 40,000 children still in foster 
care, it’s reflected in disproportionate 

numbers of our people in jails and the 
high numbers of five to seven times 
youth suicide.

Then the other one was the Indian 
Act, the colonization and oppression. 
We weren’t allowed to leave the re-
serve till 1951 without a permit from 
the Indian agent. We weren’t allowed 
to sell anything without a permit from 
the Indian agent to participate in the 
economy. We weren’t even allowed to 
vote until 1961. The Indian Act broke 
down our system of governance—He-
reditary chiefs, clan mothers. It out-
lawed sundances and potlatches. Be-
cause of the residential schools and 
the Indian Act, it was colonization, 
oppression and it basically controlled 
First Nations people by keeping us on 
our little pieces of land called reserves, 
so that all the other lands and resourc-
es could be exploited to form Canada.

So, when you talk about the 215 chil-
dren who were discovered or uncov-
ered, it just validated all the stories 
we’ve been hearing from survivors for 
years and years and years. That there 
were a lot of deaths in these schools. 
And there’s a lot of unmarked graves 
in these institutions. And that’s what 
we’re seeing now. 

We need to listen and learn from the 
past because our history is shared. But 
how do we learn from the past and 
chart a future forward together as peo-
ple? We have a challenge now to re-
ally embrace reconciliation. And it’s 
hard work. To listen to the truth about 
how Canada was founded and provide 
some hope and light that we can cre-
ate a better future together. 

Policy: And the TRC, in its final report, 
the title says it all, doesn’t it? Missing 

Policy Q&A

AFN National Chief Perry  
Bellegarde: ‘Moving in the  
Right Direction’
As he prepared to step down as National Chief of the  
Assembly of First Nations, Perry Bellegarde sat for a con-
versation with Policy Editor L. Ian MacDonald, rang-
ing from the residential school crisis to the growth of 
Indigenous businesses, including innovation addressing  
climate change. 

I called the residential 
school system a 

genocide of our people. It 
broke down identity, broke 
down self, it broke down 
family, broke down 
community, broke down 
nationhood then inflicted 
abuse on these beautiful 
children.  
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Children and Unmarked Burials. Do we 
have any idea how many children are 
missing and what is being done to 
somehow identify these remains and 
return them to their families and their 
descendants?  

Perry Bellegarde: Well, the TRC 
documented approximately 4,000 
deaths. Children’s deaths in these 
institutions, but we know that’s low 
and that there are far more. Earth so-
nar technology will do the proper 
research investigation because you 
need to know where are these chil-
dren from? Who are these children? 
What are their names? You have to 
look at DNA testing.

In some cases, these may be crime 
scenes—how old are these bodies, 
how did they die? All these questions 
have to be answered and then you’ve 
got to search and notify the next of 
kin, and the communities them-
selves. And then you have to bring in 
ceremony and all this has to be done 
through ceremony, and protocols 
and prayer. And so it’s done in a re-
spectful way so the Elders have to be 
brought in together, so there’s a lot of 
work with this. 

One TRC call to action is finding 
all these unmarked graves and then 
commemoration. All of the sites have 
to be done properly, so there’s be-

ginning to be a lot of work. And I’ve 
said before that these 215 beauti-
ful young spirits are waking up and 
they’re speaking to people and peo-
ple are starting to listen—which is a 
really good thing. 

Policy: And what’s your sense of why 
the government’s still in court or 
hanging on to litigation? 

Perry Bellegarde: That one is a Cana-
dian Human Rights Tribunal decision, 
and when we clearly pointed out that 
there is discrimination and racism 
that these young people faced in that 
system and we won a $40,000-a-case 
decision that these people should be 
compensated. I’ve said before there’s 
no need for a judicial review. There 
shouldn’t be a judicial review. You’re 
fighting children, just go on and work 
towards the implementation of that 
decision. Because again, you’re only 
a child once. You only have a child-
hood experience once, so we’re still 
looking at it. 

In addition to the AFN, in this Cana-
dian HRT decision, we are in negoti-
ations. I’m encouraging the federal 
government to just come up with a 
proper fair settlement, so these chil-
dren don’t have to go to court in any 
way shape or form, so that’s still the 
position we’re advocating. 

Policy: In terms of the church and the 
Papal apology and the possibilities of 
that. One hears of First Nations being 
invited to Rome, perhaps to meet with 
senior members of the curia and even 
the Pope himself, possibly to do an 
apology in person. I expect that Car-
dinal Michael Czerny, who’s a Cana-
dian, is involved in that because he’s 
close to the Pope. Do you have a sense 
of where that’s going? What would 
you like to see happen?  

Perry Bellegarde: We’ve been work-
ing with the Canadian Council of 
Catholic Bishops for the last 2-3 years, 
building relationships because they’re 
a very key piece on, first, getting an 
audience with Pope Francis, and sec-
ond, getting him to come to Cana-
da to make a statement to the survi-
vors here. And we’ve been working 
with them the last number of years, 
and we were planning a trip to the 
Vatican a number of years ago, but 
then there was a federal election, so 
that slowed down things and then 
COVID-19 came upon us. So, things 
have been postponed again, on that 
call to action. 

It’s very important for reconciliation 
to have the highest office of the Ro-
man Catholic Church come and speak 
to survivors here in Canada. And so, 
we’re going to keep seeking that audi-

National Chief Perry Bellegarde chats with children during a February 2017 child welfare demonstration on Parliament Hill. AFN photo
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ence with His Holiness Pope Francis. 
To have an apology from the Pope is 
very important. What a strong state-
ment that would make. He’s made 
apologies in 2015 to the Indigenous 
people in Bolivia as well to the Irish 
people in 2010. We’re still planning to 
go back to the Vatican to have an au-
dience and the Pope will be guided by 
spirit and he will speak from his mind, 
but more importantly from his heart, 
when survivors get in front of him. 

Policy: And Kamloops would be just 
the site for an apology, wouldn’t it?  

Perry Bellegarde: That’s where it 
happened but we have 130 plus sites 
in Canada. My dad went to Leb-
ret Residential School in Lebret, Sas-
katchewan. So, he went there but 
there were 19 or 20 in Saskatchewan. 
Across Canada there were 130 resi-
dential school sites.  

Policy: How was he marked by that. 
Did he ever talk to you about it? 

Perry Bellegarde: No, my dad passed 
when I was 16. But we could see the 
influence in the sense that he didn’t 
want us to go to residential schools. 
He didn’t say why. But obviously he 
knew the hurt, the pain he…. You 
know there’s a lot of suffering, so 
why would you subject your children 
whom you love to something that’s in 
a bad way? So, even if we wanted to 
go for sports or to meet other First Na-
tions people, we didn’t go. We were 
bussed into the provincial school sys-
tem…It was a travesty and a very dark 
mark on Canada’s history.  

Policy: On something more uplifting, 
something that seems like a good note 
for you to end your leadership at the 
AFN on. Your thoughts on the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) passed 
by Parliament at the end of the sitting. 

Perry Bellegarde: I’ve been National 
Chief for seven years, and I’ve been 
in First Nations politics since 1986, 
35 years. Leadership is all about 
bringing people together and build-
ing relationships. And once you start 
doing that and you seek out process-
es that unite rather than divide, you 

can move things and you can get pol-
icy and legislation done. Bill C-15, 
which is the UN Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples is one 
very good example.

Even 10 years ago, there was no pub-
lic dialogue about racism or discrimi-
nation in Canada, no public dialogue 
or discourse about the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, or the 
impacts of residential schools. Ten 
years ago, there was no Inquiry into 
Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women and Girls. So, we can see the 
ground we’ve gained by even having 
this public dialogue. 

For example, the recent Throne 
Speech, we have never, ever had as 
much dedicated to First Nations is-
sues. We had a whole chapter. A whole 
chapter was dedicated to First Nations 
issues! So it’s not only C-15. It’s C-91, 
the Indigenous Languages Act is com-
plete. It’s C-92, Child Welfare is com-
pleted and there’s 40,000 children in 
foster care, which is why we keyed in 
on children and the key jewel in C-92 
is that First Nations law is paramount. 
So, you can start focusing on preven-
tion, not apprehension. And you may 
as well throw C-5 in there as well, the 
National Day of Reconciliation got 
passed. C-8, the Oath of Citizenship 
office which now recognizes treaty 
rights as well. Now C-15, implement-
ing the UN Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples. That is the road 
map to reconciliation in Canada. 

And it creates economic certainty, be-
cause it involves the rights and title 
holders sooner than later in any proj-
ect. People will argue that free prime 
form consent creates economic uncer-
tainty. I say no, no, no. It creates eco-
nomic certainty. It is the pathway to 

economic stability and economic in-
vestment. If you embrace the UN Dec-
laration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples and Bill C-15, you get a na-
tional action plan that will be done 
in concert with Indigenous peoples. 
And, as well, you get a national poli-
cy and law review. So, all the laws that 
are inconsistent with the UN Declara-
tion have to be brought into line. 

Policy: In retrospect, do you think Mr. 
Harper deserves some credit for the 
apology he made originally in 2008, 
and the appointment of the TRC? 

Perry Bellegarde: Well, again, there 
was a court challenge, there was some 
legal pressure. And all the powers that 
be at that time listened to them. So, 
whoever was in power, I won’t say 
they didn’t have a choice, but I will ac-
knowledge leadership for embracing it 
and getting it done. Now we have to 
keep building on that. It was the Con-
servatives who were in power, grant-
ed, but there were also legal court cas-
es that brought them to that place. 
And now, the Liberals are in power in 
a minority. So, you’ve got a task to im-
plement all the calls to action. 

Whoever comes to power has Crown 
fiduciary obligations, and even, for 
example, treaties. We have a trea-
ty relationship with the Crown. We 
don’t have a treaty relationship with 
the Liberals. We don’t have a treaty 
relationship with the Conservatives 
or the Greens or the NDP or the Bloc. 
We have a treaty relationship with 
the Crown. Nations make treaties, 
treaties do not make nations.  

Policy: Do you have a sense looking 
forward about the possible Charter 
implications of the United Nations 

We have a treaty relationship with the Crown.  
We don’t have a treaty relationship with the 

Liberals. We don’t have a treaty relationship with the 
Conservatives or the Greens or the NDP or the Bloc. We have 
a treaty relationship with the Crown. Nations make treaties, 
treaties do not make nations.  
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Declaration in terms of the Con-
stitution and interpretation by the 
courts? Possible invocation of the 
notwithstanding clause and that sort 
of thing? 

Perry Bellegarde: No, I think you 
have section 35, on the Rights of Ab-
original Peoples of Canada, you have 
Canada’s Constitution. Supreme law 
of the land. Legal scholars, both do-
mestically and international scholars, 
have said this international UN docu-
ment declaration can be implement-
ed within Canada’s domestic state. No 
problem, no question. The UN Dec-
laration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples does not give Indigenous peo-
ples any new rights, it merely recog-
nizes what we have already. 

Policy: On First Nations and business 
success stories, that’s been emerging 
increasingly during your leadership of 
the AFN. I go back to being in the same 
room as Chief Billy Diamond and Rob-
ert Bourassa in 1975 when they signed 
the James Bay Energy Agreement. And 
without the leadership and the vision 
of those two, the James Bay Energy 
project would never have been built. I 
wonder if today’s business leaders are, 
in a sense Billy Diamonds; inheritors 
of something that’s now larger than 
what we had. The pipeline partnership 

that’s emerging for the ownership of 
the Trans Mountain Pipeline between 
the First Nations communities along 
the route of the twin pipeline in part-
nership with Pembina, and then Proj-
ect Reconciliation, another First Na-
tions group which says it would hold 
100 percent ownership. You have the 
Clearwater deal, the Membertou na-
tion in Nova Scotia and the leadership 
of Chief Tearance Paul. These are big 
stories and I think people are really 
glad to see them. Your thoughts?  

Perry Bellegarde: It’s a good point. 
You know, economic self-sufficiency, 
economic development, growth. I’ve 
always said you can’t talk about self-de-
termination or self-government with-
out economic self- sufficiency tied in. 
It provides hope when you see Mem-
bertou getting involved with Clear-
water, a multibillion-dollar fishing in-
dustry. We’re moving beyond impact 
benefit agreements, and we’re starting 
to look at equity ownership. And we’re 
starting to embrace that concept of the 
three Ps—Planet, People, Profit—and 
incorporating First Nations people to 
make sure that their sustainable eco-
nomic development going forward. 

Balancing the environment and econ-
omy at all fronts, we also have some 
First Nations that are involved in 
green energy. For example, 

T’Sou-ke First Nation B.C., totally on 
solar, and they’re selling power back 
to the B.C. grid at T’Sou-ke First Na-
tion Gore Plains. I think of Henvey In-
let Chief McQuabbie they have a wind 
farm in northern Ontario. 

I think of a Gull Bay First Nation, 
and they have microgrids. So up in 
Gull Bay they’re saving 300,000 li-
tres of diesel because of investments 
in the microgrid there. Also, mov-
ing into that whole clean, green en-
ergy-field geothermal at Peguis. Are 
you talking about the forestry sector, 
mining, tourism, energy, transporta-
tion, hospital, the retail sector? So, 
we’ve got to break it down because 
even though people will say we’ve 
got to create our own economy, I’m 
saying there is one economy. 

There is a domestic economy in Can-
ada, and then there’s a global econo-
my. So how do First Nations start par-
ticipating in the global economy and 
as not only consumers of goods and 
services but producers of goods and 
services? It’s all about demand and 
supply. 

And so we’re fitting into that supply 
chain now as First Nations people and 
having access to land and territory 
and resources, with our rights being 
recognized. We’re getting involved 
in the forestry sector, the whole soft-
wood lumber issue because First Na-
tions are getting involved in that in-
dustry. What are some of the biggest 
barriers to First Nations participation 
in the economy? The biggest one was 
a lack of access to capital. So, the Infra-
structure Bank has a big role to play. 
Then, capacity building, technical ex-
pertise, even infrastructure having ac-
cess to high speed Internet.

The other aspect was where is the 
procurement policy? Federal govern-
ment-wise and provincial govern-
ment-wise, having a percentage of 
these government contracts dedicat-
ed to First Nations entrepreneurs and 
businesses. So, between procurement, 
between access to capital, between ca-
pacity and the bonding issue, all of 
these things were barriers to creating 
economic growth, sustainable growth 

National Chief Perry Bellegarde listens intently as negotiators worked toward the Paris Agreement 
on Climate Change in November 2015. AFN photo 
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but as well, employment opportuni-
ties. And I think there is movement 
now that those challenges and hur-
dles are being overcome. And you’re 
going to start seeing greater economic 
self-sufficiency amongst First Nations 
people and a greater participation in 
the economy and wealth creation 
and job creation. And that’s a positive 
thing going forward and moving be-
yond this thing called the Indian Act. 
I see a lot of light happening now. 

Policy: And going forward in terms of 
our largest trading partner, the United 
States, how do you see the trans-border 
issues in terms of sovereignty and so 
forth? Between First Nations and some 
of your Native American colleagues.

Perry Bellegarde: Well, num-
ber one—we always say it first—we 
didn’t create the borders, right? The 
Canada-US border: we didn’t create 
that border. We’ve always had trade 
between our nations and tribes and 
we still have that trade, I would say 
that people need to embrace the Jay 
Treaty, which is recognized by the 
USA but not yet by Canada, that will 
help promote trade between our na-
tions and tribes. I think there was 
some movement made with CUSMA, 
the Canada-US-Mexico Agreement, 
in which we tried to get a whole In-
digenous Peoples’ chapter. We had 
gender. We had environment. And 
we were looking at a First Nations 
chapter. We didn’t quite get that 
chapter in there, but there are some 
powerful words within that interna-
tional trade agreement. If Canada 
wants to get involved in the world 
and start trading some of these nat-
ural resources, from a First Nations 
perspective, how are we involved as 
Indigenous peoples? We should be 
involved in shipping potash through 
the world. We should be involved in 
dealing with softwood lumber to our 
biggest trading partner. And the dif-
ferent energy sectors as well. There’s 
a huge role for Indigenous peoples 
to play on a global stage, and that’s 
starting to be recognized.  

Policy: I wanted finally to ask about 
your in legacy terms and how you’ve 
run the AFN, led the AFN over the 

years. I wonder, how does the Chief 
of the AFN keep more than 600 oth-
er chiefs happy and on board?  

Perry Bellegarde: When I took of-
fice seven years ago, I was asked that 
question. We’re so diverse, we have 
60-plus different nations or languag-
es across Canada. We have historic 
pre-Confederation treaties, Wampum 
treaties. You have the Treaty of Niag-
ara in 1764. You have the Silver Cov-
enant chain. You’ve got the Victorian 
Treaties in the 1800s. You have mod-
ern day treaties. You have territories 
with no treaties. So how do you bring 
about unity and working together as a 
collective? We have collective rights. 
And the most important thing is that 
our AFN has to be relevant to our peo-
ple. It has to be responsive to the is-
sues, concerns and needs identified by 
the people, and it has to be respect-
ful of that diversity. One of the biggest 
things we’ve done is put ceremony 
first. Always go back to our ceremo-
nies and traditions and customs and 
practices. And once you do that and 
you use the drum for example, all of 
our First Nations tribes do. There’s 
one thing that’s consistent. There’s a 
drum. In all of our nations and tribes 
from East Coast to West Coast and 
North, South, not everybody embrac-
es the relevancy of eagle feathers, the 
sacredness of the eagle. Not all of our 
tribes go to sundances, not all of our 
tribes go to sweat lodge. Not all of 
our tribes go to potlatch, tea dance. 
There’s diversity. 

You have to respect that diversity, But 
if you use our ceremony, that’s cre-
ator’s law. That’s natural law. And it’s 
important to put that at the forefront. 
Our worldview is quite simple. We’re 
two legged. We’re the two-legged. So, 
when we go to ceremony, we acknowl-
edge the creator. We acknowledge the 
one that sits in the east, the one that 
sits in the west, in the south, in the 
north. We acknowledge our Mother, 
Mother Earth, and Father Sky, Grand-
mother Moon, Grandfather Sun. We 
acknowledge the four-legged rela-
tives we have. We acknowledge the 
ones that fly, the ones that crawl, the 
ones that swim. The male plants, fe-
male plants. And then we acknowl-

edge those four grandmother spirits 
that look after the waters, rainwater, 
freshwater, saltwater, and the power of 
women when life comes, water breaks. 
So, we’re the two-leggeds. I don’t care 
if you’re black, yellow, red, or white. 
We’re the two-legged tribe and we fit 
into that family.

We’re all related. We’re all connected.  

Policy: And as you leave in terms of 
gender equity, is there still some work 
to be done for in the role of leader-
ship? Role of women chiefs at the ta-
ble inside the AFN? Are you satisfied 
with the progress that’s being made?  

Perry Bellegarde: Women are very 
powerful and women bring strong 
leadership at all levels to the table and 
we embrace that. Even in our ceremo-
nies, half the lodge is male, half the 
lodge is female. And you have to re-
spect that going forward, there’s al-
ways balance and you always work 
towards that balance in that respect. 
And you get better decisions.  

Policy: How would you like Perry Bel-
legarde’s leadership to be remem-
bered? In a sentence. 

Perry Bellegarde: Bellegarde’s leader-
ship was grounded in our seven teach-
ings—of truth and honesty, love, re-
spect, courage, wisdom, humility. 
That’s what I’d hope people would say.  

Anyway, I campaigned on closing the 
gap. I’ve used that phrase over and 
over. According to the United Nations 
Human Development Index, Canada 
is rated 6th but if you apply the same 
indices to First Nations people were 
63rd. And that’s why over the last sev-
en fiscal years, I advocated for monies 
in housing and water and infrastruc-
ture and healthcare and education. In-
vestments to close that gap over sev-
en fiscal years. We have close to $43 
or $44 billion over seven fiscal years. 
Again, unprecedented investments to 
help close the gap. It is very import-
ant to recognise that progress doesn’t 
mean parity. 

We still have a ways to go, but we’re 
moving in the right direction.   

From a conversation over Zoom on  
June 14, 2021 
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Bob Rae

I had three jobs when COVID  
 came to Canada: teaching at the  
 Munk School at University of To-
ronto, serving as counsel to the law 
firm Olthius Kleer Townshend, and 
advising the government of Cana-
da as Special Envoy on Humanitar-
ian and Refugee issues. This last job 
was supposed to involve some trav-
el to Africa and Asia, but as Febru-
ary turned to March, it became clear 
that was not going to happen. Like 
most people, I had initially underes-
timated the seriousness of the out-
break, and then it finally hit me, as 
it did everyone else: Stay home, keep 
your distance, wear a mask, stay 
home, keep your distance, wear a 
mask. And so we did, both confined 
and liberated by Zoom and other 
platforms, explaining to grandchil-
dren why we could only talk on the 
screen and the phone.  

Prime Minister Trudeau had asked 
me at the end of January if going to 
New York as Permanent Representa-
tive to the United Nations was some-
thing I could consider. Of course, I 
accepted, knowing that the appoint-
ment would not happen until later 
in the year. As COVID locked us in, 
and my work on refugees and hu-
manitarian issues was conducted re-
motely and virtually, (a strange feel-
ing for an issue that involves such 
immediacy), the global nature of 
the lockdown became clearer, and 
so did the truly global dimensions 
of the crisis.  

Living in a bubble was actually an ac-
curate reflection of the challenge in 
that first spring. I can remember the 

joy of the first backyard visit, the first 
trip to the door of the restaurant to 
pick up food, and seeing neighbours 
in the street as Arlene and I went on 
our masked walks around the block 
and back home. But as I was expe-
riencing this odd reality—my Zoom 

life was taking me to refugee camps, 
to discussions with diplomats, pro-
fessors, refugees, emergency work-
ers, and in the toughest of settings—I 
could not help but feel that even as 
cases mounted in Canada in what we 
now call “the first wave”, people in 

Adapting to the UN’s Distanced 
Diplomacy, and New York’s  
New Normal

Bob Rae, Canada’s Permanent Representative at the UN General Assembly, in the COVID 
context of distanced diplomacy. Canadian delegation photo
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most parts of the world were much 
worse off.  

My calls to New York became more 
frequent that spring, and with the 
city as the epicentre of the pandem-
ic, I could feel the anxiety talking to 
UN and Canadian staff working from 
home with kids in the background.  
When I talked with civil servants and 
politicians in Ottawa, the picture in 
my head was that I was isolated but 
they were sitting in an office some-
where. It took a while for it to sink 
in that everyone was working from 
home, that the empty streets and of-

fices in Toronto had their match in 
every part of the world as everyone 
was coping with the same isolation, 
the same anxiety, the same realities 
of closed schools and longer dreams 
and naps.  

I n July, I worked from the cottage,  
 heading into Ottawa on a more  
 regular basis as the announce-
ment of my appointment meant 
I had to get ready to head to New 
York before the UN sessions would 
start in earnest in September. Ex-
panding bubbles meant children 
and grandchildren could gather to-
gether, and after a multitude of brief-
ings—and yes, more Zoom calls—we 
packed up the car and drove across 
the Thousand Islands Bridge armed 
with diplomatic passports and trav-
el documents allowing us to get to  
New York.  

We arrived in the evening, warm-
ly greeted by masked staff from the 
Canadian Mission, and had a meal 
at a nearby restaurant where a cov-
ered sidewalk patio had been built 
(it’s still there, along with thousands 
of others), and we slowly made our 
discovery of New York.  It was clear, 
talking with my colleagues at the 

Mission, that the spring had been 
truly traumatic, the night air filled 
with ambulance sirens as the hos-
pital admissions kept mounting re-
lentlessly (New York lost at least 
25,000 people in those early months 
of the pandemic). Everyone worked 
from home, and the UN was deter-
mined to keep going, and keep meet-
ing, virtually but constantly. I was 
thrown in at the deep end as Can-
ada was chairing the Peacebuilding 
Commission and co-chairing, with 
Jamaica and the UN Secretary Gen-
eral, an ad hoc group of countries as-
sessing the impact of COVID on the 
global economy. 

Both jobs had been started by my 
predecessor, Marc-André Blanchard, 
and were to prove both daunting and 
rewarding in my first year. Some of 
the fruits of our labours have been 
well-reflected in decisions by the 
International Monetary Fund, the 
World Bank, and the G7, as well as a 
number of national governments, in-
cluding Canada.  

At a personal level, social life being 
much quieter than it might other-
wise be in New York was actually 
an advantage. We went to Central 
Park, to see the Statue of Liberty, 
to be tourists without being jostled 
and crammed, and to slowly get 
to know Canadians here as well as 
the representatives of 193 countries 
where face to face meetings were in-
frequent. Meetings at the UN itself 
have been largely limited to one per 
country, distanced, masked, and 
washing hands.  

We are not through this yet. Its health 
impacts are being felt everywhere, 
as are the economic consequences. 
Walking up Madison Avenue twenty 
blocks and back Arlene and I count-
ed 47 empty storefronts, businesses 
closed, and the same is true all over 
the city. It is not a “ghost town”, but 
it feels the impact still, and this will 
continue. There will never be “busi-
ness as usual”, it will be business with 
a new usual.   

Bob Rae is Canada’s Permanent 
Representative to the United Nations.

It took a while for  
it to sink in that 

everyone was working from 
home, that the empty 
streets and offices in 
Toronto had their match in 
every part of the world as 
everyone was coping with 
the same isolation.  

Bob and Arlene Perly Rae enjoy an unmasked moment in New York’s Central Park. With the 
resumption of normal life in New York, he writes they’re getting to do normal things.  
Rae family photo
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My Lockdown Adventures  
in Parliamentary Zoom and  
in Marriage 

Elizabeth May  

Of all the disasters and trau- 
 mas human society has lived  
 through, the COVID-19 pan- 
demic has the remarkable attri-
bute of being a shared experience 
that was completely isolating. Each 
of our experiences are similar and  
yet unique.

I found myself the other day speak-
ing with a constituent who was tell-
ing me how he had not seen his 
children for months, how he and 
his wife had to be locked down. He 
seemed surprised when I said, “Yes, 
me too. I have not seen my daugh-
ter for months and months and we 
are locked down.” Those of us with 
grown-up kids hardly see them if we 
were not blessed to have them in our 
bubble before this started. 

But those with little kids are having 
the opposite experience. When we 
catch up with each other and share 
how COVID has been impacting our 
lives, it has struck me how frequent-
ly I hear, especially from fathers, 
how much they have loved working 
from home. The experience of being 
around their kids has been fantas-
tic. More than one member of Par-
liament has remarked that they do 
not want to go back to their “nor-
mal” life with its outrageously in-
tense focus on work and family life 
squeezed into insufficient hours on 
the margins. Through Zoom, we 
have seen kids popping in and out 
of the screen. The other day, my 
friend and now former Green MP 
colleague from Fredericton, Jeni-
ca Atwin was juggling doing Zoom 

from her office with both little boys 
with her. She was sure she had them 
organized with games and activi-
ties and snacks as she spoke in a lat-
er night session. As she was wrap-
ping up her speech, her littlest one 
tried to climb up on her lap and 
Parliament melted in sweet smiles. 
Deputy speaker Alexandra Mendez  
said: “adorable.”

Nathaniel Erskine Smith was seen in 
a Zoom vote reading his little one a 
bedtime story. And many a child has 
made a cameo appearance thinking 
they were off-screen, not to mention 
dogs and cats! 

P arliament has been very odd.  
 We work hard, debate, pass  
 legislation and get interrupt-
ed by heckling. Some of us experi-
ence this in the nearly empty cham-
ber. Most of us experience this on 
Zoom. Initially, I thought we would 
not have heckling on Zoom. I had 
made the false assumption that the 
Speaker could mute anyone he had 
not given the floor. And initially, 
Parliament was more respectful. Per-
haps other MPs had made the same 
assumption about being on mute. 
However, it was not long before the 
bad boys discovered that Zoom gave 
them powers of the uber-heckler. In-
terrupting with a heckle while on 
Zoom actually catapults the heckler 
onto the main stage and shuts down 
the audio feed to whomever is speak-
ing. When a lot of voices engage in 
interruptions, total chaos reigns. 
Pity the poor Speaker.

My favourite moments are when 
we are gathered, but the House isn’t 
in session yet. Sometimes, we’re 

waiting for the Speaker to read the 
prayer and get the House open. Oth-
er times, we’re hearing the bells in 
the wait for votes. Every now and 
then, we start chatting. Just to see 
the face of a friend, even when sev-
eral hundred little black squares let 
us know our chat is entirely public, 
is a treasured chance to re-connect. 
We share photos of new grandbabies 
(shout out to Marilyn Gladu and 
Todd Dougherty). 

Every now and then someone en-
tertains us. Charlie Angus has been 
known to get going on his guitar as 
we all sing along. Charlie is a real 
musician—front man for the Griev-
ous Angels—and when we all sing 
along, it’s hardly melodious, but 
it is fun. The other night when we 
had a vote around midnight on the 
dreadful back-to-work legislation 
for Montreal longshoremen, we had 
a real treat. Tim Louis, new Liberal 
MP from Kitchener, is a professional 
musician with a wonderful voice. He 
had his keyboard ready and sang to 

Parliament has been 
very odd. We work 

hard, debate, pass legislation 
and get interrupted by 
heckling. Some of us 
experience this in the nearly 
empty chamber. Most of us 
experience this on Zoom.  
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us a whole set of gorgeous jazz. We 
had assumed that with the cham-
ber empty and the bells ringing for 
a vote, no one would know what 
we were up to. It turns out they had 
heard. Deputy Speaker Bruce Stan-
ton, calling us to order for the vote, 
said with warmth and humour, 
“And now we leave the musical styl-
ings of the honourable member for 
Kitchener-Conestoga…”

W hat will be the lasting im- 
 pacts of COVID? I suspect  
 they will be many. It may 
be years before we think it’s a good 
idea to gather in large, squashed 
crowds. I think it will not be unusu-
al to see people wearing masks, even 
just to ward off colds and flu. 

For me, being locked down—and 
locked up—in my rented apartment 
that I loved so much and thought 
I would never leave, was not quite 
as lovely when my only outdoors 

was the balcony. And my new-
ly married-up husband, John, who 
was used to living and working out-
doors on his Ashcroft, B.C. farm, 
was not having fun. So, one COVID 
impact has been our new adven-
ture: with another couple, my hus-

band and I have bought a place and 
moved to Saturna Island. I am now 
on just over half an acre of lush gar-
den, a short walk from a beautiful  
little cove. 

Fingers crossed I get a second vaccina-
tion shot soon. Fingers crossed I will 
get to see my children over this sum-
mer. Fingers crossed those best mo-
ments of our Parliamentary lockdown 
are the ones I will remember.    

Elizabeth May, MP for Saanich-Gulf 
Islands, is the former leader of the 
Green Party of Canada.

Working from home: Green MP Elizabeth May says the virtual sittings of Parliament by Zoom are a “shared but isolating experience.”  
Photo courtesy Elizabeth May

Every now and 
then someone 

entertains us. Charlie 
Angus has been known to 
get going on his guitar as 
we all sing along. Charlie is 
a real musician—front man 
for the Grievous Angels—
and when we all sing 
along, it’s hardly 
melodious, but it is fun.  



12

Policy   

Peter M. Boehm 

F or many, the past year-and-a- 
 half has been characterized by a  
 certain routine: watching your 
health; observing the ever-evolv-
ing rules for social distancing and 
lockdowns but still staying in touch 
with your loved ones; working from 
home (assuming you were fortu-
nate enough to do so); and adapt-
ing to virtual meetings, virtual happy 
hours, and all the new accompanying 
lingo. For me, this time has had its 
emotional highs and lows.

Awareness of what might lie ahead 
began to sink in during February and 
March of last year. My previous jobs 
had included health issues in both 
the international development con-
text and the G7, where readiness and 
coordination of response in the wake 
of H1N1 and Ebola outbreaks over 
the years had been a consistent item 
of global policy focus. As COVID-19 
began its spread beyond China ear-
ly in 2020, it was clear this new virus 
had the potential to become some-
thing much bigger. 

Our work in the Senate continued as 
normal until mid-March when Par-
liament, and just about everything 
else, shut down. Our last order of leg-
islative business before the pandem-
ic changed—maybe forever—how 
Parliament functions, was CUSMA. 
As the Senate sponsor of the bill to 
implement what was called the New 
NAFTA, I had a full-length speech of 
roughly 45 minutes ready for second 
reading on March 13. The night be-
fore, however, it was decided by lead-
ers in the Senate and the House of 
Commons that we would sit the next 
day to ensure the passage of this im-
portant business and then adjourn. 

So, my speech became a very short 
intervention and the bill passed. 
CUSMA entered into force on July 1, 
2020. Also, on March 13, the prime 
minister advised Canadians to post-
pone or cancel all non-essential trav-
el outside the country.

After careful consideration, we left 
for Cuba early the next morning on 
a long-planned visit. My spouse and 
I were conflicted: we had been look-
ing forward to this trip for some time 
and to celebrating our daughter’s 
16th birthday. On the one hand, 
two days earlier, on March 11, the 
World Health Organization (WHO) 
had declared COVID-19 a pandem-
ic and the official advice presaged 

stricter measures to come. On the 
other, Cuba was our first posting in 
Canada’s Foreign Service, we spoke 
the language, I knew many in Cu-
ban officialdom and we had stayed 
at this resort in Varadero before. We 
spent a lovely week on the beach but 
did not leave the resort and I can-
celled a planned visit to Havana to 
meet with Cuba’s deputy foreign 
minister. I was also working with 
travel agents to have our son, who 
was working on agricultural devel-
opment in Ethiopia, return to Otta-
wa. It was safer for him to be home 
with us and it meant we could all 
enjoy 14 days of mandatory quaran-
tine together. As the week in Varade-
ro passed and incoming flights were 
halted, the number of Canadians in 
our resort dwindled. 

C uba began to impose mobility  
 and social distancing restric- 
 tions once it was found that 
a few European tourists had carried 
the virus onto the island. The scene 
at Varadero’s airport was dystopi-
an: Cuban officials were masked—
this was not yet normal—and many 
frightened-looking Canadians, some 
stranded, were moved onto our 
plane. Arrival in Ottawa was tense: 
CBSA officers in masks and face 
shields, our taxi fitted with a plastic 
partition—again, while we are used 
to this now, we certainly were not 
at the time. We arrived home and 
the next morning our good friends 
brought us groceries. United with 
one of our three sons, we isolated for 
two weeks. Ottawa felt bleak but at 
least we were safe at home.

The immediate issue post-Cuba was 
adaptation. For my spouse, daugh-
ter, son, and I, the challenge was 

My Life in Lockdown 
A HYBRID SENATE, A FAMILY ADAPTS AND 
FAREWELL TO MY FATHER

Sen. Peter Boehm and his wife “spent a lovely 
week on the beach” in Cuba at the very start of 
the pandemic, but had to cancel the working 
part of his trip to Havana and returned home 
to quarantine. Family photo
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how to work from home without 
falling over each other. I very quick-
ly concluded that I would fare bet-
ter from my Senate office down-
town, where my virtual meetings 
would not be interrupted by a bark-
ing Xena, our standard schnauzer. 
In the absence of Senate sittings and 
committee meetings, my colleague 
Mobina Jaffer and I established a 
discussion group for interested sen-
ators on the international dimen-
sions of the pandemic, interacting 
with ministers, high-level global of-
ficials, and others, on COVID-related 
issues ranging from foreign to eco-
nomic policy. 

The Senate slowly but surely adopt-
ed a hybrid format where I, as an Ot-
tawa-based senator, was, and have 
been, one of the few to attend in per-
son, all the while observing prescribed 
distancing, masking, and other mea-
sures. Since I also sit on the Stand-
ing Senate Committee on National Fi-
nance, I was involved in many virtual 
meetings that addressed legislation re-
lated to the billions of dollars of relief 
programming the government was 
rolling out.

I n November, I was honoured to  
 be elected Chair of the Standi- 
 ng Senate Committee on Foreign 
Affairs and International Trade but 
our work thus far has been consigned 
to two government bills: the first, 
S-2, to amend the Chemical Weap-
ons Convention Implementation Act 
and the second, C-30, this year’s bud-
get implementation act. Committees 
have only now, the first week of June 
2021, been authorized to meet on 
non-government business. The halt 
on non-urgent meetings was done 
to ensure staff required onsite—of 
which there are many, from commit-
tee/procedural staff to interpreters to 
cleaners—were not exposed to undue 
health risks. I continue to hope that 
our committee will be able to exam-
ine the multilateral aspects of how to 
put the damage of the pandemic be-
hind us, as well as its economic, social 
and developmental consequences.

The impact of the pandemic on men-

tal health must also be seriously con-
sidered. I am a member of the Senate 
Mental Health Advisory Committee, 
which has tried to ensure senators and 
staff are well supported. On a personal 
level, I was and remain worried about 
our autistic son who lives in a group 
home in Sharbot Lake, Ontario. We 
have not been able to see him much, 
but he did get his first vaccination ear-
ly and is lined up for the second. 

My nonagenarian parents in Kitchen-
er were scheduled to move into an as-
sisted living facility but delayed their 
transfer because of the dire situation 
in long-term care (LTC) facilities ex-
acerbated by the pandemic. They did 
make the move, but the transition 
was difficult. My dear father passed 
away on June 4th at 93. Like so many 
families, pandemic restrictions pre-
vented us from honouring him with 
a proper funeral and celebration of 
his remarkable, life so I will do so, 
briefly, here. His name was Michael 
Boehm and his family, belonging to 
the Saxon minority in Transylvania, 

lost everything in 1944. In 1949, at 
the age of 21, he arrived in Canada. 
He learned his trade as a bricklayer 
and mason, sponsoring his siblings 
to join him. He started a construc-
tion business, married my mother, 
Anna Markus, had three children and 
an amazing life. I’ve thought of his 
remarkable journey at every key mo-
ment of my own life, including on 
my swearing-in as a senator.

One thing we’ve learned during this 
period is that there is a crisis in Can-
ada when it comes to caring for the 
aged. I spoke to this in the Senate in 
support of an inquiry launched by my 
colleague, Judith Seidman. 

Like so many people, we’ve been 
sustained during this crisis by sim-
ple things—reading good books (I 
am a happy member of a book group 
that has switched to meeting virtu-
ally) and watching excellent mov-
ies and TV from around the world. 
My favourite programs have been 
Babylon Berlin (no surprise, as a for-
mer ambassador to Germany), Money 
Heist, and Vikings. As I think about 
the way ahead, I feel compelled to 
quote Floki from Vikings, who, when 
faced with a dilemma, simply shrugs 
and states “it is in the hands of the 
gods.” This, of course, leads to the 
hairstyle of the gods: the mullet. I 
have one again.   

Senator Peter M Boehm, Chair of the 
Senate Standing Committee on Foreign 
Affairs and International Trade, is a 
former ambassador and deputy minister. 

One thing we’ve 
learned during this 

period, it’s that there is a 
crisis in Canada when it 
comes to caring for the aged. 
I spoke to this in the Senate 
in support of an inquiry 
launched by my colleague, 
Judith Seidman.  

Sen. Boehm wearing a mask and shield for a 
visit to his 93-year-old father, who sadly died 
shortly thereafter. Family photo
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Mohammad Hussain 

M irrors can really suck. You’ll  
 just be cleaning your room,  
 listening to a podcast, try-
ing to forget the global pandemic 
that haunts your every waking mo-
ment and then BAM—you catch a 
glimpse of yourself. 

Gone is the young, carefree guy and 
in his place is someone who just 
looks tired. 

In the span of a few short weeks in 
2020, we had to give up seeing our 
colleagues, friends, and family. We 
lost many of our distractions. What 
we were left with was a lot of uncer-
tainty and the crushing weight of our 
thoughts and anxieties. 

Personally, this past year has been 
tough. Early in the pandemic, my 
dad passed away and it was chal-
lenging to grieve at a time when I 
couldn’t hug my friends and family. 
Not long after, I started a master’s de-
gree. Not long after that, I took on a 
new job. Everything around me was 
changing and I couldn’t find a mo-
ment to catch my breath. 

My accidental confrontation with 
my mirror was a wakeup call: I need-
ed to be taking better care of myself.

Often, in our difficult moments we 
turn to our role models for inspira-
tion. Beyonce’s Homecoming always 
reminds me that success comes with 
hard work. A phone call with an old 
colleague of mine always helps when 
I have a case of imposter syndrome.

In this case, I knew the wisdom I 
sought was with my older sister, Ma-
deha. I have always been in awe of 
her parenting skills. Even on the 
days her toddler clings to her leg as 
she chases after her kindergartner 
who is trying to get away with eating 

paint, she manages to find time to do 
everything.

From her I took the following three 
lessons: 

Keep Yourself Busy: My sister en-
courages her daughter to explore her 
interests, a task my niece takes very 

seriously. Last time we spoke, she was 
an aspiring rock collector. 

When people ask me what my hob-
bies are, I say I like to read and that I 
enjoy nature. This is a lie. 

My actual favourite hobby has al-
ways been my work. As someone 

Lockdown Lessons from  
a Big Sister

Mohammad Hussain (right) and his big sister, Madeha, whose parenting skills inspired his 
lockdown lessons. Family photo
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who has followed politics from a 
young age, living and working in 
Ottawa has been a dream come true. 

Before, when I would walk by the Par-
liament Buildings on my way to the 
office, even on the most challenging 
days, it inspired me to stay positive. 

When we started having to work 
from home, the only things I walked 
by were the dirty dishes and laundry 
I was trying to ignore. It quickly be-
came very clear that I would need to 
find some real interests.

I started with origami. My goal was to 
learn to fold different animals and use 
that time to focus on my wellness. Al-
though this failed miserably, I learned 
that finding hobbies you like takes 
time. My attempts to learn to ice skate 
were also unsuccessful but eventually 
I made my way to video games.

Sometimes, at the end of a long day 
when you feel tired, there’s nothing 
as fulfilling as catching a Pokémon.   

Get Yourself Outside: My neph-
ew has this one specific bad mood. 
My sister perceives it as him hav-
ing pent up energy. I perceive it as 
him summoning a demon. Call it 
what you want, her solution to this 
is to get him to a park as quickly  
as possible.

Everyone has a “tell.” Some people 
pace around the house looking for 
something to be angry about. Oth-
er people rearrange their furniture. 
My “tell” is that I get into imaginary 

arguments with people who don’t 
know I am angry at them. It all gen-
erally means the same thing: it’s 
time to get outside the house.

Like many people, I prefer the com-
fort of being indoors to going out-

side. There is nothing better than 
a comfy couch and some strong air 
conditioning. But when indoors is 
the only place you are allowed to be, 
home can start to feel suffocating. 

So, now, when I catch myself mum-
bling angrily, I put on my hel-
met, hop on my bike, and go on an 
adventure. 

Don’t Eat Paint: A toddler with a 
bottle of paint is not a good thing. 
Inevitably, they will eat the paint—
it’s in their nature. They don’t un-
derstand that paint is not good for 
them. That’s when a grown-up steps 
in and saves the day. 

I have a theory. Even as we become 
adults, the instinct to eat paint stays 
with us. It evolves and changes, 
but it’s always there, lurking in the 
shadows. When left alone for long 
enough with my thoughts, I un-
doubtedly start spiraling as I ques-
tion all my life choices. This is my 
version of eating paint.

There is no handbook on this stuff 
and being stuck at home with few 
distractions only amplifies every 
negative feeling. This is the point at 
which I have to step in and stop my-
self from catastrophizing. This of-
ten just looks like me reminding my-
self that I am trying to do my best 
during a very hard time.

This pandemic will end at some 
point. As we get closer and closer to 
the other side, I am realizing that my 
stress and worries will not magical-
ly disappear with it. Those are not 
things I can control. 

What I can control is how I deal 
with these stresses. I can also control 
whether I am being kind to people 
and taking care of myself. 

There is one thing I know for sure. 
No matter how old I get, when I look 
in the mirror, I’ll still want to see a 
young carefree guy staring back.   

Mohammad Hussain is a political 
staffer who is the author of no books 
but many Tweets, most notably, a fun 
little thread about his first Christmas.

When we started 
having to work 

from home, the only things 
I walked by were the dirty 
dishes and laundry I was 
trying to ignore. It quickly 
became very clear that I 
would need to find some 
real interests.  

I prefer the comfort 
of being indoors to 

going outside. There is 
nothing better than a 
comfy couch and some 
strong air conditioning. 
But when indoors is the 
only place you are allowed 
to be, home can start to 
feel suffocating.  

“Now, when I catch myself mumbling  
angrily, I put on my helmet, hop on my 
bike, and go on an adventure,” writes 
parliamentary aide Mohammad Hussain. 
Mohammad Hussain photo
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Comparative Coping— 
A Hong Kong Perspective 

Robin V. Sears  

T he woman in Hong Kong was  
 less than five feet tall, dressed  
 in the dark formal Anglophile 
style of women of her generation, 
rushing toward me in the stream of 
early morning passengers, navigat-
ing the vast underground network 
of transit corridors. Absorbed in my 
cellphone, it was only when she was 
firmly parked in front of me looking 
up, that I stopped in surprise. “Sir, 
you may not have noticed that your 
mask has slipped from your nose…” 
It was gently and graciously deliv-
ered. Stunned, I snatched at my way-
ward mask and sputtered an apology. 
“Have a good day, sir” and then she 
was lost in the crowds.

Later, I smiled at what the encoun-
ter revealed about the difference be-
tween Canada and Hong Kong’s 
struggle with social rituals in a pan-
demic. She was doing me a favour, 
saving me from the much less for-
giving public safety officials parked 
at every corner. She saw it as a duty 
and had no fear of my reaction. Not 
the experience one would have, even 
now, on either the Toronto subway 
or the Montreal Métro.

It was iconic of the behavioural gap 
between communities that have 

known public health crises at least 
every decade and Canada’s indulgent 
complacency. Taking care of yourself, 
your family and your community in 
places where life is less predictable 
are not government responsibili-
ties—they’re yours. 

When our apartment building in 
Hong Kong was suddenly locked 
down one night—one of our fel-
low tenants had tested positive for 
COVID-19—and surrounded by po-
lice and public health officials, we 
all trooped off to emergency testing, 
and returned to quarantine until our 
results returned. We shared wry sto-
ries and smiles in the elevators later. I 
heard not one complaint.

No one trusts the Beijing-backed 
government of Hong Kong to deliv-
er clean air or affordable housing, let 
alone freedom of expression anymore. 
The leadership have indulged in dis-
graceful conduct almost weekly. At 
the front line in a testing or vaccine 
centre, however, every public em-
ployee is firm, polite and determined-
ly professional. Even the police, shuf-
fling in the background, take their 
orders from these impressive young 
men and women struggling daily at 
the frontline of the pandemic battle. 
The regime they deliver is tough: three 

weeks in a hotel room on arrival, reg-
ular compulsory testing, invasive con-
tact tracing on every cellphone, and 
Plexiglas dividers between desks and 
tables in offices and restaurants.

The outcome: Hong Kong, a city of 7.5 
million, perched on the lip of main-
land China, with among the world’s 
largest cargo airports, container ter-
minals and flows of marine traffic; a 
city whose geography should have 
made it one of the most porous and 
endangered in the world, has had few-
er than 220 COVID deaths in near-
ly 16 months. That is less than some 
big-city neighbourhoods in Canada. 
Greater Montreal and Toronto, to-
gether roughly the same size as Hong 
Kong, have suffered more than 20 
times the number of fatalities.

In other words, if you lived in either 
of Canada’s two largest cities, you 
had a 20-times-greater risk of dying 
of COVID than in Asia’s most inter-
national city.

There are many lessons in these dra-
matically different experiences and 
outcomes before the next one comes, 
above all a community engaged in 
and educated about the require-
ments of public health is the founda-
tion for containment. Not support-

Among the many talents that Robin Sears brings to his 
role as a regular Policy contributor after decades advising 
politicians from Willy Brandt to Ed Broadbent to Brian 
Mulroney is a serious expertise in crisis communications. 
After spending part of the pandemic lockdown in his for-
mer home of Hong Kong, Robin provides a look at what 
worked and what didn’t. 

If you lived in either 
of Canada’s two 

largest cities, you had a 
20-times-greater risk of dying 
of COVID than in Asia’s most 
international city.  
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ive legislation, more money or better 
trained and equipped public health 
officials, though all those things are 
essentials, too. But if your citizens 
don’t get it—that there are not opin-
ions about masks, tests, and isolation, 
there are only facts—nothing will stop 
a pandemic. 

P ublicly available granular data,  
 shared across every govern- 
 ment, business and sector of 
the nation, is the second foundation. 
We need to assemble data according 
to the same rules, bullet-proof it with 
independent eyes and update it on-
line several times a day—and hoard-
ing, or ‘editing’ are not on. Hong 
Kong’s contact tracing and local lock-
downs are based on tens of thousands 
of data points collected 24/7. Our 
data sets were often laughably impre-
cise and contradictory.

Also, everyone in a role that requires 
them to communicate to the pub-
lic needs to be able to do that clear-
ly, transparently, persuasively and 
authentically. That means coaching, 
rehearsal and assessment, before the 
demands of real-time crisis commu-

nications kick in. Some Canadian of-
ficials could not communicate the 
time of day believably. Those that 
can’t rise to the level of Bonnie Henry 
or Dr. Anthony Fauci should not be 
in front of any microphone or cam-
era. Their collectively shambolic per-
formance increased risks, anxiety and 
maybe even caseloads. 

Hong Kong officials were not great 
communicators either, so the com-
munity had to develop its own sourc-
es, networks and telephone trees. It 
was not ideal, but Canada’s commu-
nications disasters were worse. As 
one minister shared with me, they 
awoke one morning to see full-page 
print ads from two different govern-
ment agencies offering completely 
contradictory advice and caution to 
readers. Unacceptable.

Finally, you have scientific, medical 
and academic advisers for a reason; 
to get the best advice from as many 
sources as possible. Those advisers 
have an obligation to reach consensus 
before they weight in and during this 
crisis, they often didn’t. But the poli-
ticians have a higher obligation. Yes, 

they are necessarily the “deciders”, 
and yes, they have to weigh wider fac-
tors than public health alone. But if 
they receive a consensus recommen-
dation from their tables of advisers 
and reject it, they must explain them-
selves rather than abuse those pro-
fessionals by claiming to follow their 
advice when they are not. In Hong 
Kong, the entire health sector de-
manded early on that the government 
close all land crossings. The local gov-
ernment, always shaking in dread at 
Beijing’s reaction, refused, claiming 
its advisers did not think it necessary. 
Thousands of health care profession-
als went on a one-day strike. The gov-
ernment, deeply humiliated, immedi-
ately closed the borders. 

We have much to be proud of in our 
weathering these brutal months. We 
also need to find new ways of making 
the next pandemic less brutal.   

Veteran political strategist and Policy 
Contributing Writer Robin V. Sears lived 
and worked in Tokyo as Ontario’s Agent 
General for Asia for six years, and later 
worked in the private sector in Hong 
Kong for a further six years.

Hong Kong, with a population equivalent to Toronto and Montreal combined, has suffered 20-times fewer deaths in the pandemic. iStock photo
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John Delacourt 

I will call the pandemic, once it’s  
 finally in the rearview mirror,  
 “The Reading Time.” And I’m not 
simply referring to the books on the 
shelf that I have read or re-read (and 
that end up in background on ev-
ery Zoom or Teams call I’m on). I’m 
thinking of the reading that we have 
trained ourselves to do in public af-
fairs and government relations, as 
we have relied on communicating by 
hostage video.

Here’s what I mean. In Master of the 
Senate, the third—and, to my mind, 
the best (so far)—of the first four 
volumes of Robert Caro’s five-vol-
ume biography of Lyndon B. John-
son, there is a chapter that provides 
a window into the inner workings of 

Johnson’s mind. Caro relates how 
this consummate political animal 
would train his staff to “read” for the 
information a simple, transactional 
conversation would provide—if you 
knew what to look for.

“Watch their hands, watch their 
eyes,” Johnson instructed them. 
“Read eyes. No matter what a man is 
saying to you, it’s not as important 
as what you can read in his eyes.” He 
told them to read between the lines 
for men’s weaknesses, because it was 
weakness that could be exploited. 
“The most important thing a man 
has to tell you is what he is not tell-
ing you,” he said. “The most import-
ant thing a man has to tell you is 
what he’s trying not to say.”

The LBJ portrayed by Caro is at once 
a cautionary character, a Trumpian 

prototype who seems all id and appe-
tite for power and influence, yet he is 
also a fascinating contradiction, gift-
ed with a perceptiveness and sensi-
tivity that garden variety narcissists 
do not have. As Caro writes: “Lyn-
don Johnson himself read with a ge-
nius that couldn’t be taught, with 
a gift that was so instinctive that a 
close observer of his reading hab-
its, Robert G. (Bobby) Baker, calls it 
a ‘sense’; ‘He seemed to sense each 
man’s individual price and the com-
modity he preferred as coin.’ He read 
with a novelist’s sensitivity, with an 
insight that was unerring, with an 
ability, shocking in the depths of its 
penetration and perception, to look 
into a man’s heart and know his in-
nermost worries and desires.’”

The Reading Time
Just another day at the office. John Delacourt writes that “meeting on screens all day creates siloed perspectives like never before.” iStock photo
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M any of us who live by our  
 virtual meetings may not  
 have become so bloodless 
and Machiavellian as a Lyndon John-
son. Yet, we are now screen readers 
like never before, as “intel”—that 
dreaded word for the commodified 
mix of policy, gossip and punditry 
we trade on—has necessitated read-
ing between the lines, for lack of ac-
cess to the softer skills a conversation 
over coffee, or any actual person to 
person meeting, allows.

Communicating through a crisis also 
polarizes positions; any and every 
government is playing defence while 
those trading in information and 
providing counsel are on offence. It 
is a curious situation, because a great 
deal of what is discussed is not pol-
icy but process—not the “what” but 
the “how”. Whether it has been the 
script of logistics management for 
vaccines, sundry consultations or 
timelines for legislation, the same 
dynamic has played out time and 
again. The ones on offence like me 
are looking for certainties, fixed 
dates, granular details. Those on de-
fence, usually bereft of such content, 
are rightfully cautious about pin-
ning Jell-O to a wall. So, our screen 
reading skills have sharpened, focus-
ing on the between-the-lines, what 
poker players call the “tell” from 
the others around the table, and it 
all feels a little intrusive, too bluntly 
expressed and needlessly binary, like 
most things digital usually do.

Or maybe I’m just doing Twitter 
wrong. 

Over the first few months of  
 this neverendemic, many  
 predicted that we were wit-
nessing a transformation in how we 
work, communicate and transact 
with one another (or in this line of 
work, often all three at once) that 
the pandemic had only accelerated. 
Here in Ottawa, Shopify’s Tobi Lut-
ke was one of the first ones out of 
the gate more than a year ago to an-
nounce this transformation was ir-
revocable, announcing the compa-
ny would keep its offices closed until 
this year and, going forward, would 
allow most of its employees to work 
from home. In December 2020, Ja-
mie Iannone, the CEO of Ebay, stat-
ed in a BBC interview that four years 
of projected change and growth for 
the platform had occurred over four 
quarters. We’re all eager to make 
the great, 5-G-fortified, leap forward  
it seems. 

Many who work just off Parliament 
Hill are not so sure this will be the 
new workers’ paradise. To go from 
meeting to meeting on screens all 
day creates siloed perspectives like 
never before. The complexity of any 
issue is often predicated on how in-
terconnected it is to other policy de-
cisions. The web of causes, consider-
ations and projected effects that go 
into any policy initiative is not vir-
tual at all; it is real. And this is what 
many of us have been missing and 
trying to patch together in our day-
to-day working lives: the wider view, 
the deeper perspective.

There is a different kind of reading 
that we’ve all been missing, and that 
I believe many in my profession are 
eager to get back to: it’s not reading 
the room, it’s reading the field. In 
the course of daily interactions, con-
vening events that allow one to cir-
culate and talk to people whom you 
would not have any opportunity to 
see if you were solely focused on the 
conversations that occur virtually, 
a composite picture emerges of the 
larger policy landscape. It’s the abili-
ty to ask questions outside of a meet-
ing agenda, to listen to perspectives 
that may not seem germane to what 
brought you to a conversation … 

from such interactions inspired ideas 
and creative solutions often emerge. 
I think it’s these serendipitous mo-
ments of connection that we’ve all 
been missing. 

We may never return to way things 
were before, but I doubt we’ll want 
to rely solely on the reading skills 
we’ve developed through this cri-
sis. The world we work in requires 
a way of interacting that’s a little 
warmer, a lot less controlled. Yes, 
it’s sometimes awkward but always a 
more human and richer experience.  
As we tentatively start to hope once 
again for the end of this, I’m predict-
ing the end of the reading time will 
bring about the renaissance of peo-
ple time.   

Contributing Writer John Delacourt, 
Vice President and Group Leader of 
Hill & Knowlton public affairs in 
Ottawa, is a former director of the 
Liberal research bureau. He is also the 
author of three novels.

To go from meeting 
to meeting on 

screens all day creates 
siloed perspectives like 
never before. The 
complexity of any issue is 
often predicated on how 
interconnected it is to 
other policy decisions.  

Communicating 
through a crisis 

also polarizes positions; 
any and every government 
is playing defence while 
those trading in 
information and providing 
counsel are on offence.  
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Lisa Van Dusen 

I n 1984, in the days when authori- 
 tarian lunacy was a distant night- 
 mare or an ugly abstraction to 
residents of Western democracies, 
Václav Havel was asked to deliver a 
speech at the University of Toulouse. 
The Czechoslovakian playwright, who 
had been imprisoned multiple times 
for publicly advocating freedom and 
democracy, was, in those days, nom-
inally at large but living in a virtual 
prison of constant surveillance. Tom 
Stoppard, whose Czech roots and hu-
man rights activism had enriched his 
fellow-playwright friendship with 
Havel, delivered the speech “Politics 
and Conscience” on his behalf. 

“I favor ‘antipolitical politics,’ that is, 
politics not as the technology of pow-
er and manipulation, of cybernetic 
rule over humans or as the art of the 
utilitarian, but politics as one of the 
ways of seeking and achieving mean-
ingful lives, of protecting them and 

serving them,” imparted Stoppard—
then at the height of his rock stardom 
as the British theatre’s verbal Jagger—
in his role as Havel’s avatar. “I favor 
politics as practical morality, as ser-
vice to the truth, as essentially human 
and humanly measured care for our 
fellow humans.” 

The COVID-19 pandemic was born 
in the most dehumanizing chapter 
of global politics in more than half a 
century. The rantings of a treasonous-
ly weaponized American president, 
the chaos of Britain’s Brexit drama, 
the perpetual cortisol spike of social 
media wagging the dog of democra-
cy and the fog of obfuscating non-
sense fire-hosed daily into the content 
sphere to undermine that democracy 
had all taken a toll. Human beings, 
misrepresented by our loudest and 
most belligerent specimens, were sud-
denly brand-trending as reckless, gull-
ible, corrupt, dishonest and infantile. 
Not in generations had such a signifi-

cant swathe of politics seemed further 
from the ideal of “practical morali-
ty in service to the truth” that Havel 
espoused. In dystopian terms, replac-
ing humans with robots had never 
seemed so alluring.

O f all the transformative im- 
 pacts of this pandemic, the  
 one that has struck most con-
sistently and most indelibly has been 
the way in which human beings have 
risen to the moment. Overwhelmed 
by waves of the dead and dying, nurs-
es, doctors, orderlies and EMT special-
ists set their fears aside to just keep do-
ing what they do best to save as many 
souls as they could. Every day, the es-
sential workers whose indispensability 
was suddenly so obvious kept show-
ing up at cash registers, at prescription 
counters, in grocery stores…stock-
ing aisles, driving trucks, maintaining 
utilities—keeping the world function-
ing in a crisis in ways that put the Da-
vos men to shame. 

A Key Pandemic Takeaway:  
The People Prevailed

While the COVID-19 pandemic put all of us through unprecedented challenges and some of us through unspeakable loss, it also fuelled a solidarity 
based on shared values and reorganized priorities. Food Banks Canada photo
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People. People processed the daily 
changes in their context and adjust-
ed—they carved out space to teach 
their children, to balance the books, 
to hunker down, to redefine their no-
tions of urgency and mobility and 
necessity and luxury and boredom 
and patience. Yes, there were some 
who commodified stupidity and po-
liticized division but most people 
masked up and adapted. We assessed 
the unexpected and evolving changes 
in our risk environments. We adjust-
ed our priorities. We stopped caring 
about so many superficial questions 
whose importance had been shrunk-
en by the stakes of our daily decisions 
about whether to stay or go, to im-
provise or forage, to sit or move. We 
started—per the cliché-for-a-reason—
appreciating the little things. 

We read and read, getting to know our 
local booksellers by email and drop-
off. Some of us, for reasons whose or-
igins remain a mystery, made sour-
dough bread—a lockdown fad my 
own brownie-baking habit never gate-
wayed into. We Netflixed and Primed 
and Google-Played our captive arses 
off until the only thing left to watch 
was Tiger King. We had “reach” dreams 
about not being able to hug our grown 
kids. Our untrimmed lockdown locks 
made Zoom galleries look like the 
Brady Bunch hippies episode. 

The deaths—deaths of elderly people 
ending their lives alone and scared, 

deaths of health care workers in the 
line of duty, deaths of so many peo-
ple who had so many better things to 
do—were devastating. The constant 
reminder of mortality, the ambient 
hypervigilance, grounded our perspec-
tive. Our new awareness of the fragili-
ty of life may not have produced a col-
lective, existential epiphany that sent 
us all careening into the streets on 
Christmas Eve for an It’s a Wonderful 
Life appreciation jog down Main Street 
(“Merry Christmas, you crazy old Ca-
nadian Tire!”, “Joyeux Noël, Jean Cou-
tu!!”), but it quietly sorted our values 
like a Marie Kondo home invasion. 

Our American neighbours, per- 
 haps in a more collective,  
 existential epiphany for hit-
ting in a presidential election year, 
chose a humanist, empathetic, com-
petent, sane president. Life’s too pre-
cious to spend in the constant com-
pany of a lunatic, they seemed to be 
saying. The new president took of-
fice on a glorious day for poetry and 
prose, and in America, as in Cana-
da, the vaccinations went up and the 
death count came down. 

And social media evolved as a plat-
form for a shared experience so real 
and so serious, it became a crisis util-
ity and campfire. Doctors and nurses 
were now influencers, Anthony Fau-
ci usurping Kim Kardashian. Authen-
ticity overtook contrived perfection 

in Instagram posts, and toxicity was 
less ubiquitous. The absence of the 
man who had been, for four years, the 
provocateur, troller and Twitter IED-
in-chief significantly reduced the pro-
fanity percentages. In a space where 
people were commiserating, sharing 
lockdown survival tips, seeking news 
and information amid life-and-death 
outcomes and, above all, grieving, re-
active political fire seemed to recede.

Yes, the mass migration to online ex-
istence during lockdown held priva-
cy and economic cautions. But we 
kept each other company—even when 
we didn’t know we were doing it. The 
fog of a bad day could be broken by a 
tweet of a new baby, a dancing child, 
any number of animal hijinks or a hi-
larious political one-liner; the pall of 
accumulated loneliness offset by a mo-
ment of appreciation for another hu-
man being in the next town or across 
the world sharing the pain of a heart-
breaking loss, the architectural won-
der of the perfect sandwich or a spec-
tacular sunset. That seamless sense of 
community gave new meaning to the 
E.M. Forster exhortation to “only con-
nect” because there wasn’t much else 
to do. Culture became group thera-
py. The strange intimacy of late-night 
show hosts working from home and 
interviewing unguarded, housebound 
celebrities made the bedtime ritual a 
morale-boosting public service, like a 
singalong in a bomb shelter. 

Over a siege of more than a year, hu-
man beings proved both their com-
passion and their indomitability. 
They provided, in Vaclav Havel’s 
words, “human and humanly mea-
sured care” for their fellow humans, 
on and off-line. 

Back in 1984, in the margins of the 
text of Havel’s speech, Tom Stop-
pard scrawled, “All political ques-
tions are moral questions.” Of course  
they are.   

Lisa Van Dusen is Associate Editor of 
Policy Magazine. She was Washington 
columnist for the Ottawa Citizen and 
Sun Media, international writer for 
Peter Jennings at ABC News, and an 
editor at AP National in New York and 
UPI in Washington.

A home-made roadside sign near Baltimore, MD., thanking some of the heroes of the pandemic. 
Carissa Cifolelli Flickr photo
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Kevin Page 

T he word gratitude comes from  
 the Latin word gratia, which  
 infers grace, graciousness and 
gratitude. Medical journals and pop-
ular magazines highlight research 
that links gratitude to better mental 
health, better relationships and a re-
duction in anxiety. In these atypi-
cal times of a global pandemic, I feel 
more gratitude and more anxiety.

I grew up in a working-class fami-
ly in northwestern Ontario. As with 
many Indigenous families, much of 
the food we ate came from hunting, 
fishing, berry picking and the garden. 
My mother insisted that we say grace 
before meals because that “boun-
tiful goodness” came from mother 
nature. She would have agreed with 
G.K Chesterton, who said: “When 
it comes to life, the critical thing is 
whether you take things for granted 
or take them with gratitude”. To my 
Mom, gratitude and kindness were 
the best path to a life of peace and 
happiness.

Mother Nature threw humankind 
and our economy a nasty curve ball in 
the form of a pneumonia-like disease 
named SARS-CoV-2 (or COVID-19). 
How does one express gratitude in 
2021 after some 3.8 million deaths 
worldwide are attributed to the virus, 
including 26,000 deaths in Canada?

I think gratitude comes from an un-
precedented and ongoing global pol-
icy response. Millions of lives and 
livelihoods have been saved.

According to the International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF), more than $16 tril-
lion (US) has been allocated by gov-
ernments to address the fall-out on 
the global economy (estimated to be 
about ($93 trillion US in 2021). Gov-

ernments and the private sector col-
laborated to develop and distribute 
vaccines. The World Health Organi-
zation estimates that more than 2.1 
billion vaccines have been adminis-
tered. Global leaders are meeting to 
ensure we close the vaccination gap, 
particularly in less developed econo-
mies. This was top of mind at the G7 
Summit in the UK in mid-June.

I have always felt that I won a lot-
tery in life to be born in Canada. This 
feeling was instilled by grandparents 
who fled Poland and Ukraine during 
periods of great hardship (my sur-
name was changed from Paicz). 

Over the past year and half,  
 I have watched our political  
 leaders and public servants in 
Canada work tirelessly to save lives. 
Parliaments passed emergency mea-
sures to facilitate the shutting down 
of much of the economy to slow the 
spread of the unknown virus. The 
measures came in the form of direct 
fiscal supports (e.g., the wage subsi-
dy or emergency response benefit), 
as well as tax deferrals and liquidity 

measures totaling more than C$600 
billion in our $2.3 trillion economy 
(nominal GDP).

Notwithstanding the incredible Ca-
nadian fiscal supports, the negative 
impact of the social distancing mea-
sures on the Canadian economy was 
unprecedented in our lifetime. From 
Chart 1, you can see the declines in 
real output and employment during 
the 2020-21 pandemic recession far 
outweigh the relative declines in the 
2008-09 global financial crisis.

The 2020-21 global pandemic reces-
sion will have a placeholder in eco-
nomic history books. Economists 
Eduardo Levy Yeyati and Federico 
Filippini estimate the total econom-
ic and social costs of the pandemic 
could be close to 100 percent of glob-
al GDP. You get a big number when 
you work through the various com-
ponents of loss—long term GDP; fis-
cal supports; the loss of life and the 
human capital loss related to shut-
ting down the economy for an ex-
tended period of time.

In the midst of a deadly contagion, 
governments had little choice but to 
implement social restrictions to con-
tain it. Mindful that many govern-
ments and public health agencies 
were caught unprepared with respect 
to personal protective equipment, we 
need to better understand the costs 
and benefits of social distancing.

Basic models look at benefits of social 
distancing through the lens of the 
total value of lives saved. The costs 
are expressed simply as lost GDP. A 
recent study (Thunstrom, Newbold, 
Finnoff, Ashworth, Shogren) pub-
lished online by Cambridge Universi-
ty Press suggest the net benefits of so-
cial distancing can be significant.

The Social Costs  
of Social Distancing

I have always felt 
that I won a lottery 

in life to be born in 
Canada. This feeling was 
instilled by grandparents 
who fled Poland and 
Ukraine during periods of 
great hardship (my 
surname was changed 
from Paicz).  
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One of the key unknowns in the cur-
rent cost-benefit studies is the poten-
tial for economic scarring. Significant 
recessions, such as the one catalyzed 
by the 2008 global financial crisis, 
have long-term impacts on business 
and human capital. It can take many 
years for output and employment to 
get back to their trend lines (see Chart 
1). Losses may never be recouped.

As the Nobel Prize-winning econ-
omist Joseph Stiglitz has said: 
“COVID-19 is not an equal oppor-
tunity virus, and the economic im-
pact has not been an equal oppor- 
tunity impact.”

Saving lives with social distancing 
is complex. There are terrible hu-
man trade-offs. Not all lives are the 
same. We are different. There are 

people whose lives are vulnerable 
to a coronavirus (e.g., seniors, peo-
ple with pre-existing respiratory and 
immune issues) and there are those 
whose lives who are more vulnera-
ble to mental health problems; sub-
stance abuse and domestic violence 
that can be negatively impacted by 
social distancing.

I think we have all seen (up close) the 
negative human impacts of social dis-
tancing. My anxiety goes up when I 
see people struggling with fear of in-

fection or loneliness exacerbated by 
social restrictions. In Canada, more 
than 4 million people live alone. The 
percentage of solo dwellers aged 15 
and over living in private households 
is about 14 percent, and has been ris-
ing over the past few decades.

The New York Times writer David 
Brooks has made the case that we 
must be prepared to take off our pre-
covid masks once we get through the 
COVID pandemic. We will need to 
work on our collective mental health 
by building meaningful relation-
ships with others. Relationships over 
ZOOM are not the same as the face-
to-face relationships we get by gath-
ering for social and work activities.

My mom passed away in February. 
About a week prior to her passing I 
became a grandfather. My mom’s last 
words to me were words of gratitude 
and the joy of another great-grand-
child. I will try not to forget the les-
son of gratitude.   

Contributing Writer Kevin Page is 
President and CEO of the Institute 
for Fiscal Studies and Democracy at 
University of Ottawa. He was previously 
Canada’s first Parliamentary Budget 
Officer. A native of Thunder Bay, he 
lives in Ottawa with his family.
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Elizabeth Stella Page, Passed away February 2, 
2021 (92 years). Family photo

Audrey Stella Page, Born January 24, 2021. 
Family photo

I think we have all 
seen (up close) the 

negative human impacts of 
social distancing. My 
anxiety goes up when I see 
people struggling with fear 
of infection or loneliness 
exacerbated by social 
restrictions.  

Chart 1: Employment and Real Output



•	

•	
•	

•	

•	

•	





26

Policy   

Tony Geheran 

W hen COVID-19 first hit the  
 Bearspaw First Nation, the  
 community pulled togeth-
er to care for and protect each other, 
as it always has. 

As Bearspaw Chief Darcy Dixon has 
often said, this is a nation made up 
of strong and resilient people, after 
all. In Eden Valley Reserve 216, in the 
foothills that unfurl from the Rocky 
Mountains southwest of Calgary, 
Bearspaw members are no strangers to 
isolation. In the winter months, the 
local highway is impassable, leaving 
residents with only one way in and 
out of the community for months at 
a time.

Moreover, the remote and rumpled 
geography has made it challenging 
and costly to connect the community 
to a reliable broadband network. 

Until the pandemic struck, cell phone 
service was virtually non-existent in 
Eden Valley, so residents travelled 
30 kilometres down the road to the 
neighbouring town of Longview for 
coverage.

But if the COVID-19 pandemic has 
taught us anything, it is that connec-
tivity is an essential service—in Chief 
Dixon’s words, “a basic right of all Ca-
nadians, regardless of postal code.”

It’s why, following an urgent request 
from Bearspaw leadership, TELUS 
took emergency action to light up 

cell service to the area and ensure that 
the community’s 700 residents could 
quickly and easily connect with pub-
lic health officials—and each other—
in order to stay healthy and safe. 

In fact, 72 hours after TELUS got the 
call, a mobile cell site (also known as 
a “cell on wheels” or “COW”) was in 
place and providing coverage across 
the community.

These kinds of solutions are intend-
ed to be temporary—providing imme-
diate answers to critical situations. In 
the case of the Bearspaw First Nation, 
all parties agreed it was vital to act first 
and allow the procedures and process-
es for connecting such a remote com-
munity to catch up. 

COVID and Connecting 
Indigenous Communities to  
the Digital World

The Eden Valley Reserve, nestled in the foothills of the Rockies south of Calgary, home of the Bearspaw First Nation, where a Cell on Wheels (COW) 
was installed to bring online services to the remote community during the pandemic. Telus photo
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Now, we have designed and planned 
permanent wireless connectivity for 
this community, as we have for many 
Indigenous communities across West-
ern Canada. As soon as funding is 
made available for Bearspaw, we will 
replace the 18-metre-high COW with 
a tower of 75 metres, providing far 
greater coverage and enough capacity 
to support the entire community. 

Indeed, with funding in place and in 
partnership with Indigenous govern-
ments, we are confident that we can 
bring world-class connectivity to each 
and every underserved Indigenous 
community in the West—some as 
small as 14 households—within two 
years or less. 

Ambitious? Yes. But if we have quick 
and efficient funding commitments 
in place that allow for the effective 
channeling of government and pri-
vate sector resources, we believe this 
goal is achievable. 

I t is, however, going to take some  
 changes in how we tackle the chal- 
 lenges of rural connectivity. It 
starts with building stronger work-
ing relationships between all levels of 
government and the private sector. 

In the past, private companies have 
been left to work alone, making deci-
sions to support the infrastructure in-
vestments based on the prospect of a 
reasonable return. That approach has 
not been conducive to connecting ru-
ral communities because, in most cas-
es, the significant cost of these proj-
ects has meant that the economics 
simply don’t work.

With better collaboration between 
the public and private sector, existing 
funding opportunities can be stream-
lined, wringing the most out of every 
available dollar to benefit rural and re-
mote communities.

On this point, TELUS speaks from ex-
perience. Along Quebec’s Lower North 
Shore, we recently connected 14 com-
munities so remote that they can only 
be reached by snowmobile, boat, or 
helicopter. And in B.C., Alberta, and 
Quebec, we are bringing 5G network 
speeds to 149 Indigenous commu-
nities, and 366 Indigenous lands—

which include Reserves, treaty-lands 
and self-governing lands—by the end 
of this year.

None of this would be possible with-
out all the key players coming to the 
table, including Indigenous, federal 
and provincial governments, and pri-
vate partners. By working with experi-
enced carriers that can complete proj-
ects quickly, cost-effectively, and in a 
way that provides connectivity that 
meets the needs of the community, 
these communities will have access 
to the same high-speed connectivity 
found in major urban centres. 

W ireless solutions are typical- 
 ly the most effective in re- 
 mote areas because of the 
speed with which they can be de-
ployed and the coverage that can 
be enabled. For this reason, existing 
spectrum policy has a significant im-
pact on our ability to bring connec-
tivity to remote areas, and we rec-
ommend a careful reconsideration of 
existing spectrum policy. In particu-
lar, the practice of providing spec-
trum at subsidized prices for region-
al carriers has proven detrimental to 
rural connectivity: to date, approxi-
mately 85 percent of rural spectrum 
remains unused by set-aside eligible 
carriers. 

We strongly believe that govern-
ment has a vital role to play in mak-
ing it easier and more affordable to 
access spectrum in rural areas, which 
would enable connectivity faster in 
communities where a wireless solu-
tion is possible.

In addition to policy, the government 
also has a role to play on the econom-
ics of rural connectivity. In this regard, 
there are promising developments un-
derway. The Universal Broadband 
Fund (UBF), established by the feder-
al government to support the rapid 
rollout of high-speed internet projects 
across the country, is an important 
step in the right direction. With $2.75 
billion earmarked for rural and remote 
communities, the UBF shows promise 
as a means to level the connectivity 
playing field for everyone in Canada, 
regardless of where they live. 

The fund also makes up to $50 mil-
lion available to support coverage to 
roads and highways around Indige-
nous communities where mobile con-
nectivity is lacking.

It’s a process we applaud, and one 
that we are eagerly working with-
in to ensure communities like Eden 
Valley—which is exactly the type 
of community that funding mech-
anisms like the UBF are designed to 
support—get the connectivity they 
need to move beyond the pandemic, 
and enable it to grow and prosper as 
its residents intend. 

W e also understand that con- 
 nectivity is so much more  
 than sending and receiv-
ing data. It is the very foundation on 
which our modern society operates. 
It helps to drive the innovation that 
empowers our businesses and entre-
preneurs, allows our children to learn 
even when our schools are closed, and 
ensures safe and equal access to qual-
ity health care through digital health 
solutions. 

There is no time to lose. 

On this, let’s listen to Chief Dixon, 
whose community appreciates what is 
at stake more than most. 

“Technology is an equalizer for our 
people, especially since we com-
monly live in remote communities 
and face scores of socio-economic 
barriers. It gives our people the fun-
damental rights to access essential 
emergency services, to access edu-
cation for our children and a future 
they would not otherwise imagine, to 
access tools to preserve our language, 
culture and traditions, and so much 
more. Connectivity is about reconcil-
iation; returning some of the oppor-
tunities taken from our people over 
the centuries. Indeed, it’s a sover-
eign treaty right to be able to provide 
to our nation members the capacity 
they need to improve their lives and 
achieve equal standing with ordinary 
citizens across Canada.

“Let’s quit talking and get to it.”   

Tony Geheran is Executive Vice-
President and Chief Customer Officer  
of TELUS.
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James Scongack 

I n mid-March 2020, a group that  
 included public health officials 
 from the Grey-Bruce Health Unit 
and CEOs from hospitals in the two 
Ontario counties gathered in the 
health unit’s Owen Sound offices. 
The reason? To participate in a vir-
tual town hall live-streamed through 
Bruce Power’s website and on radio 
stations and cable TV across the re-
gion that informed residents about 
prevention and protection against 
the worst public-health crisis our 
generation has experienced.

Some 16 months later, we (hopeful-
ly) find ourselves in the final stages 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Many 
Canadians are getting their second 
vaccine shots, the number of COVID 
cases has been dramatically reduced, 
businesses are reopening, and fam-
ilies and friends are getting togeth-
er for backyard BBQs and at cottag-
es, parks and recreational facilities. 
There’s increasing room for opti-
mism that students attending ele-
mentary, secondary and post-second-
ary schools will be back in class and 
on campuses come September. 

Regaining some sense of normalcy 
hasn’t been easy. We’re almost there, 
thanks to the extraordinary contri-
bution of so many health care and 
frontline workers; government offi-
cials across the municipal, county/
regional, provincial and federal lev-
els; businesses, organizations and in-
dividuals. In times of crisis, we see 
the best in people and there’s been a 
plethora of evidence to support that 
for almost a year and a half.

At Bruce Power, our raison d’etre is to 
supply Ontario with 30 percent of the 
province’s electricity with clean and 

reliable energy at 30 percent less than 
the average cost to generate residen-
tial power. We’re a major contributor 
to the global supply of medical iso-
topes, which are used for the steriliza-
tion of medical supplies, and the di-
agnosis and treatment of cancer, not 
only here at home but around the 
world. While our company, our own-
ers and our workers take immense 
pride in the production of reliable 
electricity and life-saving medical iso-
topes, we also take very seriously our 
social responsibility to lend a hand 
when it’s needed.

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 
outbreak, we’ve worked hard—with 
the generosity, leadership and in-
novation of our employees—to be a 
good corporate citizen by supporting 
the people on the front lines. That 
starts with Dr. Ian Arra, the Medi-

cal Officer of Health and CEO of the 
Grey-Bruce Public Health Unit, and 
his staff. Since that first virtual town 
hall in March 2020, we have collab-
orated with the health unit on more 
than a half-dozen virtual information 
sessions, printed and digital newslet-
ters, advertising campaigns and other 
communications tools to make sure 
our residents had the most recent in-
formation to protect their families, 
friends, co-workers and neighbours 
against the Coronavirus. 

W hen there were concerns  
 our local hospitals may  
 not have the capacity to 
handle a potential influx of COVID-19 
patients, we worked with the health 
unit to create recovery facilities at 
community centres in Owen Sound, 
Kincardine and Hanover. At the be-

Helping Communities Respond, 
from ‘Hockey Hubs’ to PPE

Volunteers help staff one of Canada’s largest vaccination centres in Ontario’s Peel region.  
Bruce Power, in partnership with Peel Public Health, brought together a coalition of organizations 
to establish the regional clinic, operated by Peel Public Health at the CAA Centre in Brampton.  
Bruce Power photo
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ginning of 2021, as larger supplies of 
vaccines became available, Dr. Arra 
and the Grey-Bruce Health Unit came 
up with the concept for a “Hockey 
Hub”. Created inside hockey arenas, 
the typical vaccination hub has 150 
pods with one nurse assigned 30 pods 
each. A streamlined flow-through pro-
cess opened the door for a vaccinator 
to administer 90 vaccines per hour. 

Two Bruce Power employees—Bill 
Whetstone from supply chain and 
Rick McMurray from site services—
provided resources and logistical sup-
port to convert the recovery centres 
in Owen Sound, Hanover and Kin-
cardine into these hockey hubs. Since 
then, a mass immunization hub has 
been created in Lambton County in 
southwestern Ontario, along with an-
other hockey hub inside the CAA Cen-
tre in Brampton to lend a hand to the 
Region of Peel’s vaccination efforts in 
one of Canada’s COVID hot spots. 

The Brampton hockey hub has been a 
consummate team effort, put together 
by a coalition of organizations—many 
of them under the umbrellas of the 
Ontario Chamber of Commerce Vacci-
nation Council—unions and business-
es along with public-health officials 
from Grey-Bruce and Peel. “I want to 
thank our public health units, hospi-
tal partners, and frontline health care 
workers for their leadership through-
out this pandemic, as well as organiza-
tions like Bruce Power and their many 

partners, who have committed to sup-
porting Ontarians through this vacci-
nation effort,” Ontario Premier Doug 
Ford said after touring the hub in early 
June. “These organizations coming to-
gether with public health to establish 
this hub is a demonstration of the true 
Ontario spirit.”

A s the largest employer in  
 Bruce, Grey and Huron coun- 
 ties, we’ve been an anchor in 
providing economic stability for our 
communities since 2001. Providing 
jobs isn’t enough, however; we have 
a responsibility to give back to those 
communities as a company and as 
people who live in the cities, towns, 
villages and rural areas throughout 
what we call Canada’s Clean Ener-
gy Frontier. That’s why we have pro-
grams that underline our commit-
ment to safe and environmentally 
friendly operations, are transparent 
in our technologies and operations 
and invest in the betterment of our 
communities. Local Indigenous com-
munities and municipal and county 
governments have worked with us to 
partner on programs that benefit the 
entire region.

That’s never been more important 
than during the pandemic. Bruce Pow-
er, with assistance from the nuclear 
supply chain, has distributed almost 
two-million pieces of personal pro-
tective equipment. One of our nucle-

ar operators, Ronnie Miller, purchased 
six 3-D printers at the beginning of 
the COVID-19 outbreak and produced 
more than 20,000 “ear savers” to make 
the wearing of facemasks by health-
care and front-line workers more com-
fortable. We were able to distribute 
more than 50,000 litres of hand sani-
tizer to local municipalities and to In-
digenous communities in northern 
Ontario through a partnership with 
Junction 56, a distillery in Stratford, 
which redeployed its resources. 

Ontario’s nuclear supply chain 
stepped up to support the Retooling 
and Economic Recovery Council, es-
tablished to support the fight against 
COVID-19 and prepare strategies for 
the province’s economic recovery. 
One of those suppliers, NPX Inno-
vation, built the Grey Bruce Huron 
Strong app to support local business-
es. Another supplier, Abraflex, shift-
ed some of its business to produce 
gowns for physicians, nurses and oth-
er health-care workers while teaming 
with Bruce Power and Bruce County 
to purchase a machine for sanitizing 
PPE used by health-care workers.

Along with the supply chain and oth-
er businesses connected to Bruce Pow-
er, more than $2 million has been do-
nated during the pandemic to help 
out local food banks, assist the Uni-
versity Health Network with research 
into treatment for COVID patients, 
lend a hand to local businesses and 
organizations facing financial strug-
gles, and simply acknowledge the he-
roic work of the women and men in 
health care and long-term care facili-
ties with gift cards and packages. 

There aren’t nearly enough words 
to recognize and thank every person 
who’s stepped forward and contribut-
ed to these efforts in the fight against 
COVID-19. Each and every one of 
them has made a difference, and in 
many cases saved lives. It’s that spirit 
of compassion, generosity and good-
will that will get us through these fi-
nal months of the pandemic and car-
ry us into the post-COVID world.  

James Scongack is Executive Vice 
President, Corporate Affairs and 
Operational Services at Bruce Power. 

The mass vaccination centre in Brampton, Ontario uses a ‘Hockey Hub’ model in an NHL-sized 
rink. It provides the region the capacity for thousands of daily vaccines, building on a model used 
in Grey-Bruce that set a daily national record in April. Bruce Power photo
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Meredith Wilson-Smith 

A fter 15 months in varying de- 
 grees of lockdown, my sense of  
 normalcy as a 20-something is 
decidedly skewed. 

As the world starts to reopen and 
we’re expected to resume our 
pre-pandemic lives, that presents a 
distinct inconvenience. My pre-pan-
demic life belonged to someone sig-
nificantly different—more com-
posed, but less self-aware—than the 
person I am now. 

In the fall, I’ll be starting law school 
after a year of remote work. When 
asked if I’m excited, I hesitate to an-
swer—not because I’m not, but be-
cause it doesn’t feel real. 

I studied for the LSAT in my backyard 
and wrote it from my laptop. I wrote 
my personal statements in my child-
hood bedroom and received email ac-
ceptances while grocery shopping or 
blow-drying my hair. The degree I’ll 
pursue for the next three years feels 
like a vague concept rather than a tan-
gible next step. 

Law school is an intimidating prospect, 
but not for essays and lectures alone. 
After so long locked inside, readjust-
ing to the real world is daunting. Even 
scheduling a walk feels insurmount-
able, although all through undergrad, 
I was in a new meeting or class every 
hour. Leaving the house feels harder. 

Fortunately, my first year of law 
school is designed to help with that 

difficult transition. The first semes-
ter will be primarily online, with op-
tional on-site activities, and the sec-
ond semester is anticipated to be 
fully in-person. By the time I subway 
to morning classes, I’ll have a bet-
ter sense of the program, and—if I’m 
lucky—familiar faces to greet. 

With my first COVID vaccine last 
month came what felt like the first 
glimmer of hope and normalcy in 
more than a year—but that’s intimi-
dating, too. Your 20s are meant to be 
a sociable, silly, selfish time (for better 
or for worse). And yet, the last year has 
left me and my peers more serious. 

W e’re negotiating how to  
 build and maintain con- 
 nections with the people in 

Being Young and Vulnerable  
in Lockdown

A pandemic birthday, “with a sense of normalcy decidedly skewed,” writes Meredith Wilson-Smith. Family photo
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our lives without the benefit of doing 
so in-person. Graduating from univer-
sity leaves many with a wide network 
of casual friends they’re used to see-
ing on campus and at parties. How-
ever, we all have limited energy, and 
the emotionally challenging pandem-
ic has forced us to realize who matters 
most to us so we can ensure we keep 
those relationships alive. 

Most of my friends currently live 
outside Toronto, where I remain. 
What keeps us close is our affection 
for one another and the resulting ef-
fort we put into regular communica-
tion with one another, even when 
there’s nothing interesting to say 
(the norm these days). 

I’ve always been a formal, reserved 
person. Prior to the pandemic, my 
closest friends seldom saw me with-
out a full face of makeup. I dressed up 
even on days I didn’t leave the house. 
I valued a constantly composed pub-
lic-facing image, and I viewed my in-
ternal self, replete with various anx-
ieties and weaknesses, as something 
separate and private.

The past year has changed that mind-
set, and as a result, so have relation-
ships across the board. 

When your cat walks past your web-
cam mid-meeting, it’s hard to main-
tain the distance from colleagues once 
expected. When you catch up with 
work friends over Zoom in your bed-
room, they can see high-school mem-
orabilia on the walls. What we’ve lost 
in privacy has been gained in relat-
ability and comfort with others. 

Vulnerability breeds intimacy—this 
is the tenet I’ve taken away from the 
pandemic by necessity. As a type-A 
personality, I’ve always believed it 
most appropriate to behave as if I had 
everything together to avoid passing 
uncertainty to those around me. But 
in these strange times, we see each 
other less, and so we rely on the in-
teractions we do have much more—
even when they’re imperfect. Ev-
erything still feels uncertain, and 
connection is a source of comfort. 

On work calls, the requisite “How 
are you?” is met with concerns over 
loved ones’ vaccinations and the 

stagnation of repetitive days. When 
I see friends now, without any dra-
matic life events to debrief—despite 
being in our early 20s, an inherent-
ly dramatic age—we discuss how we 
cope with our fears about being for-
gotten by those we care about after 
isolation and distance. 

Starting a romantic relationship  
 mid-pandemic was, perhaps, the  
 most unexpected personal 
change of the past year, and one that 
sparked much of this reflection on 
vulnerability. Conversations about so-
cial bubbles forced us to communi-
cate honestly about our intentions to-
ward one another. Patio closures and 
stay-at-home orders made us comfort-
able with silence and sweatpants fast-
er than may have otherwise occurred. 

It turns out it’s impossible to act mys-
terious and hard-to-get amidst a pro-
vincial lockdown, and I’m grateful 
for that. Seeing all of this tangibly 
pay off through my own happiness 
has served as proof that, while vul-
nerability is frightening, the relation-
al results make it worthwhile. 

When a deadly virus is at large, you 
have to learn to trust. The past year 
has taught me to trust that the peo-
ple I love will still love me even when 
I have nothing new or exciting to 
say. I’ve learned patience in process-
es we can’t control, like vaccination 
rollouts, that will bring us together 
again. And I’ve learned to have faith 
that I’m not alone in many of these 
feelings, and that nobody will be de-
terred if I express them openly. 

Despite the pandemic’s horror, I ad-
mire how much my cohort has adapt-
ed and grown through the challenge 
of being left alone with our thoughts 
at an inherently uncertain and con-
fusing age. Young people have been 
forced to relinquish things we real-
ized weren’t so important after all, 
like careless acquaintances and social 
veneers, and we’ve emotionally ma-
tured faster than we would have oth-
erwise. We’re kinder to one another 
and we don’t take our shared experi-
ences for granted. 

We’ve learned to better practice grat-
itude for the small things, like a sun-
ny day or a check-in phone call from 
a friend, and we’re better for that. 

Now, I just have to learn to practise 
as much gratitude for the mountain of 
law-school essays coming my way.   

Meredith Wilson-Smith is an incoming 
JD candidate at Osgoode Hall Law 
School, a former editor at The Globe 
and Mail, former editor in chief of The 
Queen’s Journal, and a recent graduate 
of Queen’s University.

Young people have 
been forced to 

relinquish things we realized 
weren’t so important after  
all, like careless acquaintances 
and social veneers, and we’ve 
emotionally matured faster 
than we would have 
otherwise.  After a season of dressing casually for Zoom 

calls, Meredith Wilson-Smith steps out for a 
normal social occasion. Family photo
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Vianne Timmons 

I have wonderful memories of my  
 time in Saskatchewan as presi- 
 dent of the University of Regina. 
Now, I am living a new life in New-
foundland and Labrador, as president 
of Memorial University and making 
new memories.

The first memory is spending weeks 
in a B&B. 

Due to the provincial and regional 
bubbles that are restricting travel to 
Newfoundland and Labrador and the 
Maritime provinces, visitors are re-
quired to self-isolate for two weeks 
upon arrival. That meant I had to 
leave Regina almost like a thief in the 
night and stay at a B&B in downtown 
St. John’s so I could start my new 
job on April 1. The stay in the B&B 
turned into five weeks, as my hus-
band and two daughters arrived and 
we quarantined together. 

The past year has been difficult for 
so many people in so many different 
ways. Personally, one of the reasons 
I chose to move back east was to be 
closer to my 87-year-old mother, who 
lives in Nova Scotia. I haven’t seen 
her since October. 

My new granddaughter arrived in Jan-
uary, but I haven’t met her in person 
yet. I have not seen one of my daugh-
ters and two grandchildren for almost 
two years. I recognize this is a story 
that many Canadians are living.

A benefit of moving to Newfoundland 
and Labrador is buying a house that is 
a 30-minute walk from the St. John’s 
campus. Not only do I get exercise ev-
ery day by walking to work, I get time 
to reflect and work out issues that Me-
morial is facing.

Another benefit of that daily hike 
is running into people. An import-

ant part of my job is supporting stu-
dents, and I miss them. I stop young 
people on the road and ask if they 
are Memorial students. I ask servers 
in restaurants if they go to Memo-
rial. I wonder if there’s a story go-
ing around St. John’s about the very 
friendly woman who stops random 
people on the street to ask about 
their educational plans. 

Memorial students are amazing. They 
are resilient. The switch to remote 
learning and dealing with the stress 
of the pandemic didn’t slow them 
down. In fact, enrolment at Memo-
rial reached an all-time high in Sep-
tember 2020 with more than 19,400 
students. Applications for the fall se-
mester are up as well. Our retention 
numbers also improved this year, 
which is a credit to our faculty.

M y last article for Policy mag- 
 azine focused on my listen- 
 ing tour, titled on social me-
dia #talesfromtheroadMUN. I spent a 

Getting to Know Memorial 
University Inside a Bubble

Understanding 
place and culture in 

Newfoundland and 
Labrador is critically 
important for decision-
making. You cannot 
understand Memorial if you 
don’t understand the 
province and the people.  

The deserted campus of Memorial University in St, John’s. President Vianne Timmons looks 
forward to its re-opening “so I can once again walk the halls, and speak with students, faculty and 
staff.” Memorial University photo
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couple of months travelling the prov-
ince and meeting people from all 
walks of life. It gave me a close-up 
picture of Newfoundland and Labra-
dor and taught me so much—lessons 
I couldn’t have learned sitting behind 
my desk in St. John’s.

Understanding place and culture in 
Newfoundland and Labrador is criti-
cally important for decision-making. 
You cannot understand Memorial if 
you don’t understand the province 
and the people. The university has a 
special obligation to Newfoundland 
and Labrador; it is in its DNA.

So, I decided the tour will continue 
to be part of my leadership. It was 
a way for people to get to know me, 
starting with my first video taken 
outside the B&B, when I also post-
ed a blooper clip—people did seem 
to enjoy that! It allows me to reach 
out to people and groups if I can’t 
be there physically, which will be of-
ten because the province is so large 
geographically. 

Big changes are coming to Memo-
rial University. Two provincial gov-
ernment-sponsored reports recently 
released (online at Public Post-Sec-
ondary Education Review and the 
Premier’s Economic Recovery Re-
port) suggest this is the case and it 
is important that I listen and learn 
about the province’s expectations of 
the university. 

Our way forward will be partly 
achieved through the development 
of our new strategic plan, Trans-
forming our Horizons. The consulta-
tive strategic planning process began 
during a pandemic. It was challeng-
ing but we succeeded. The Board of 
Regents just approved this five-year 
vision for Memorial. 

A long with implementing the  
 strategic plan, we will be man- 
 aging the provincial govern-
ment’s complex budget decisions. 
During the next five years, Memo-
rial’s budget will be cut by 23 per-
cent. This is after reducing our work-
force by 10 percent during the last 
five years and managing $52 million 
in cuts. 

The two reports referenced above 
recommend an end to the 22-year 
tuition freeze imposed by the prov-
ince. This will mitigate some of the 
cuts. We know, as a provincial uni-
versity, that we have to be part of 
the solution to the economic chal-
lenges the province faces. Memorial 
University has shown during the last 
year of COVID-19, and during the 
last five years of cuts, that it can ad-
just and manage in the most unpre-
dictable circumstances. 

I know there will be verbal attacks 
and things will get personal. My only 
hope is that during this past year, 
when I could not meet faculty, staff, 
students or community members in 
person, that I was still able to devel-
op relationships and build trust. Only 
time will tell.

I hope that when the world, or, at 
least, the university, opens up in Sep-
tember, that I can once again walk the 
halls and speak with students, faculty 
and staff. Communications and build-

ing relationships will be critical during 
the next few years. 

To survive and come out stronger as 
a university, we will need to ensure 
that our value is recognized by the 
people of Newfoundland and Lab-
rador. We will have to work close-
ly with government to ensure it 
is aware of the impact of the cuts. 
But, most importantly, we will need 
to engage faculty and staff in look-
ing at restructuring and finding 
efficiencies. 

I am confident as we enter these chal-
lenging times that we will emerge 
as a stronger and better institution. 
Our strategic plan is inspiring and 
provides us with a forward focus. I 
am also hopeful that I can meet my 
new granddaughter, see my children 
and other grandchildren, and spend 
time with my mother.   

Contributing Writer Vianne Timmons 
is President and Vice-Chancellor of 
Memorial University in St. John’s. 

Vianne Timmons’ new granddaughter, Simone Morgan Mason arrived in January, “but I haven’t 
met her yet.” Family photo
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In Both Constitutional and Electoral 
Politics, Quebec Still Looms Large

Stéphanie Chouinard

T he first half of 2021 has seen  
 the reopening of an important  
 conversation on a notorious-
ly charged topic in Canada: lan-
guage rights. 

First, the federal government has be-
gun to make good on its promise to re-
vamp the Official Languages Act (OLA), 
a quasi-constitutional document that  
has not been thoroughly updated 
since 1988, when Brian Mulroney 
was in power in Ottawa. In February, 
Official Languages Minister Mélanie 
Joly presented a reform plan aimed at 
making the OLA more responsive to 
the needs of official-language minori-
ty communities who have, until re-
cently, been the main drivers behind 
this reform. On June 15, she finally ta-
bled Bill C-32, an Act for the Substan-
tive Equality of French and English and 
the Strengthening of the Official Lan-
guages Act.

Items such as the support of commu-
nity institutions, enlarging the scope 
of the Official Language Commission-
er’s powers, and reinforcing bilingual-

ism at the Supreme Court of Canada 
and in the public service were high on 
the list of priorities of the various mi-
nority-community stakeholders. Hav-
ing voiced the need for an update to 
the OLA for several years, they seemed 
generally pleased with the bill. Al-
though this legislative amendment 
could not possibly be adopted before 
Parliament breaks for summer recess, 
the latest federal budget spoke to the 
government’s ambitions, with some 
$500 million in supplementary fund-
ing announced for official language 
programs. Notably, close to $200 mil-
lion was earmarked for the postsec-
ondary sector, this in the midst of a cri-
sis after Laurentian University slashed 
the majority of its French-language 
programs and University of Alberta’s 
Campus Saint-Jean faced yet another 
series of cuts from the provincial gov-
ernment, bringing the centennial in-
stitution to the brink of collapse. 

H owever, Joly’s bill did not stop  
 at the protection of official- 
 language minorities. One of 
its main goals is, on the minister’s 
telling, to secure the place of French 

in Canada—and that includes pro-
tecting the language in Quebec. In-
deed, socio-demographic data show 
French is slowly but surely losing im-
portance in the country, even in the 
one province where it is spoken by 
the majority. Some of the proposals 
presented in Joly’s report included 
supporting French as a language of 
work in businesses under federal ju-
risdiction in Quebec. 

But in this respect, Joly is facing some 
competition—from her counterpart 
in the Quebec National Assembly, Si-
mon Jolin-Barrette. The minister re-
sponsible for the French language re-
cently tabled Bill 96, which aims at 
modernizing Bill 101, notably by cre-
ating a French-language commission-
er with sweeping investigative pow-
ers, making it easier to learn French, 
and limiting the creation of new En-
glish-language spaces in the prov-
ince’s CÉGEPs. However, even more 
controversially, Bill 96 also proposes 
to impose Bill 101 on federally regu-
lated businesses in the province, and 
to unilaterally modify the Constitu-
tion in order to recognize Quebec as a 
“nation” and French as its “common 
language”.

Not even in his wildest dreams would 
Robert Bourassa, in the middle of 
Canada’s last constitutional upheav-
al, have imagined such a ploy. For 
the Legault government, section 45 of 
the Constitution Act, 1982, according 
to which “each province may exclu-
sively make laws amending the con-
stitution of the province”, would al-
low Quebec to go ahead with these 
changes without the support of the 
federal government or other provinc-
es. Many legal experts have weighed 

To paraphrase Samuel Johnson, nothing induces selective 
amnesia like the prospect of an election. And to para-
phrase Daniel Johnson Sr., Quebec has launched a feder-
al election litmus test on language rights whose signage 
seems to read, “Unconstitutional if necessary, but not 
necessarily unconstitutional.” Policy contributing writer 
and constitutional scholar Stéphanie Chouinard breaks 
down the political and legal prospects of a revised Offi-
cial Languages Act and Bill 96. 

Canada and the World
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in, several of them disputing Quebec’s 
position. What would the recognition 
of Quebec as a nation mean for Que-
bec’s “nations within”—that is the In-
uit and the First Nations with territo-
rial claims all over the province? How 
would recognizing French as Quebec’s 
common language affect the prov-
ince’s constitutional obligations to-
ward its English-language minority 
(found, for example, in section 133 of 
the Constitution Act, 1867)? 

These questions remain unanswered 
for now. The pre-emptive invoking of 
the notwithstanding clause in the bill 
is also suspect from a government that 
promised none of the English-speak-
ing community’s rights would be in-
fringed by the bill. 

However, when Prime Minister 
Trudeau himself publicly supported 
Quebec’s constitutional plan, declar-
ing that both of the elements Quebec 
wanted to enshrine were self-evident, 
most were taken by surprise. This 
would indeed seem a strange stance 
coming from the same man who, just 
a few years ago, declared Canada was 
a “post-national state”. 

B ut from a man with an eye on  
 the next election, which may  
 come as soon as this fall, this 
statement may not appear so strange.

Indeed, the competition between Ot-
tawa and Quebec City for a place in 
Quebecers’ hearts—at least the franco-
phone ones—should not surprise us. 
Playing the identity card has always 
been up the Coalition Avenir Qué-
bec’s sleeve, as is attested not only by 
Bill 96, but by Bill 21, the Legault gov-
ernment’s far more contentious legis-
lation, which forbids the wearing of 
religious symbols for almost any pub-
lic office holder in the province. But 
while François Legault and his gov-
ernment have been enjoying sky-
high levels of popularity for the past 
year and should not face the elector-
ate for another 16 months, the fed-
eral prognosis is much different. The 
province, and its 78 seats in the House 
of Commons, are at the heart of both 
Trudeau’s path to a Liberal majority 
government and Erin O’Toole’s path 

to getting the Conservatives back into 
government. In order to secure these 
seats, the Liberals are attempting to 
brand themselves as the “champions 
of the French language”, while the 
Conservatives have been trying to se-
duce Quebec’s right-wing nationalists 
by making “respect for the country’s 
two founding nations” one of their 
key messages. 

Both parties have to contend  
 with Yves François Blanchet’s  
 Bloc Québécois, a party that just 
a decade ago was nearly wiped from 
the electoral map, standing at just 
four seats after the NDP’s 2011 “or-
ange wave”. Blanchet, a former senior 
executive in the province’s music in-
dustry who won the Bloc’s leadership 
race in January 2019, has proven to be 
a worthwhile opponent, and one who 
has played with Quebecers’ heart-
strings while sometimes acting as Le-
gault’s “megaphone in Ottawa”. 

This strategy earned the Bloc 32 seats 
in the 2019 election, proving it is 
still a force to be reckoned with. As 
rumours of an October federal elec-
tion are growing as fast as the vacci-
nation rates in the country, the table 
is set for a political showdown, where 

Quebec’s voters will undoubtedly be  
heavily courted and bill C-32, intro-
duced too late to be adopted, will most 
likely find itself in the Liberal platform. 

This is not to say that all Quebecers are 
content with this state of affairs. The 
province’s sizeable anglophone com-
munity are feeling both let down by 
the federal Liberals’ emphasis on pro-
tecting French in their overhaul of the 
OLA, and worried about the impact 
Bill 96 will have on the place of English 
in the province, notably as a language 
of study and as a language of work. 
Since the Quebec Liberals have also 
announced their support of Jolin-Bar-
rette’s proposals, they are finding 
themselves, for the first time in de-
cades, without a political home in their 
own province. While they attempt to 
voice these concerns before both levels 
of government over the course of the 
summer, the possibility of a court chal-
lenge appears to be a likely option for 
them to protect their rights.   

Contributing Writer Stéphanie 
Chouinard is an Associate Professor 
at Royal Military College in Kingston, 
cross-appointed to Queen’s University, 
specializing in the Constitution, 
federalism, minority and Indigenous 
rights and judicial politics. 

Quebec Premier Legault and Prime Minister Trudeau do a friendly elbow bump prior to an 
announcement in Trois-Rivières on March 22. Adam Scotti photo
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Indigenous Leadership and  
the Economy: Saskatchewan 
Success Stories 

Elizabeth McIninch  

W hile the nation weeps over  
 the 215 lost children of  
 the Kamloops Residential 
School—and, per the conclusions of 
the Truth and Reconciliation Com-
mission in 2015, the many thou-
sands more—our national conscience 
begins to reckon with decades of na-
tional shame. Meanwhile, there is a 
parallel, positive movement afoot 
amongst Indigenous people.

The cry for justice is impassioned 
across this country.

But something else is happening 
here. Indigenous leaders and their 
communities are tackling the repres-
sive, colonial policies of the past head 
on. Positive. Confident. Courageous.

This is a story about economic empow-
erment. From small Indigenous entre-
preneurs to multimillion-dollar part-
nerships with non-Indigenous firms 
across many sectors. This is about an In-
digenous economy on the upswing and 
communities taking control of their  
own destinies. 

Saskatchewan’s 74 First Nations in-
habit a land with over 6,000 years of 
history; ancient peoples, ancient lan-
guages. By 2045, it is estimated 32 per-
cent of the Saskatchewan population 

will be Indigenous. Today, one third 
of Saskatchewan youth under the age 
of 18 are of aboriginal descent. 

Overall, when looking at numbers 
since 2006, the Indigenous popula-
tion in Canada as a whole has grown 
by a breathtaking 42.5 percent. Our 
Indigenous market, as of 2016, con-
tributes $32 billion to the national 
economy with projections as high as 
$100 billion by 2025.

In July 2019, Industry West maga-
zine brought together six Indige-
nous Saskatchewan business leaders, 
ground-breakers in creating opportu-
nities for the communities they rep-
resent. They agreed that a substan-
tial part of real reconciliation is about 
achieving influence for their people, 

as well as carving out new opportu-
nities for the youth of today and the 
generations yet to come. 

There is no doubt that colonial-settler 
policies over the centuries have con-
tributed to huge socioeconomic gaps 
between non-Indigenous and Indig-
enous peoples. Guy Lonechild, CEO 
of Saskatchewan’s First Nations Pow-
er Authority, pointed to the Indian 
Act as the principal systemic obstacle 
to full Indigenous participation in the 
Canadian economy. Chief Darcy Bear 
of the Whitecap Dakota First Nation 
added: “It wasn’t put there for us to 
succeed. It was created to segregate us, 
to keep us out of sight, out of mind.” 

S ystemic racism and colonialism  
 worked together as the engines  
 of the residential schools and 
the concerted effort to destroy Indig-
enous ceremonies such as the pot-
latch. The idea was to destroy the arts 
and culture of an ancient people. The 
soul of an ancient people.

The idea was to populate the prairies 
with shadows of once proud aborigi-
nal nations. Shadows no more. 

As Ron Hyggen, CEO of Athabaska 
Basin Security and Peace Protection 
put it so well in the Industry West 
discussions, “Entrepreneurs have to 
come from our side of the world, 
because that’s what’s going to run  
the future.”

Our side of the world. Building new 
leadership. Learning about new mar-
kets. Training young people for jobs 
in software. Securing mining schol-
arships for women and Indigenous 
people. Developing Indigenous part-
nerships with Orano Canada Inc and 
Cameco. With its focus on “Educa-

The lost children of residential schools are cause for Ca-
nadians “to reckon with decades of national shame,” 
writes Elizabeth McIninch. But it also coincides with an 
emerging era of Indigenous leadership and “economic em-
powerment.” McIninch looks at Saskatchewan as a case 
study in business success stories.

Indigenous leaders 
and their 

communities are tackling 
the repressive, colonial 
policies of the past head on. 
Positive. Confident. 
Courageous.  
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tion for Everyone”, Saskatchewan’s 
post-secondary sector serves as a mod-
el for the nation in supporting Indige-
nous students.

“It’s all about working together 
and listening to the elders,” reflect-
ed Chief Bear. A great tribute to his 
leadership stands now at the Dakota 
Dunes Hotel near and the beautiful 
golf course that’s a major tourist at-
traction in the province. Bear’s Lac La 
Ronge Indian Band and the Muskeg 
Lake First Nation financed the com-
plex, working with the Bank of Mon-
treal. The future will be built on what 
our old people talked about, he said 
during the Roundtable. “We have to 
build partnerships to go forward.”

Guy Lonechild praised the White-
cap Dakota governance structure that 
builds trust: “It speaks about account-
ability, it speaks about transparency, 
it speaks about partnership and col-
laboration, and building and sustain-
ing trust.” He should know. The First 
Nations Power Authority’s collabora-
tion with SaskPower has meant $50 
million in Indigenous procurement 
and a recent 20-megawatt Solar Op-
portunity Agreement.

A s a major force for advanc- 
 ing renewable energy, Lone- 
 child points to the Cowessess 
First Nation’s wind and battery stor-
age project. But many First Nations 
in the province are building to scale, 
advancing renewable energy power 
while focusing on the needs of their 
communities. These are the first steps 
on the road to economic reconcilia-
tion, said Lonechild in Industry West. 
“It ensures that Indigenous people 
are actively participating in the econ-
omy in a significant way.”

Over the course of history, business 
on the Northern Plains was all about 
the bison hunt; a highly disciplined 
regime involving thousands of peo-
ple. Order and justice were critical to 
subsistence and survival on the prai-
rie. So, too, was the key virtue of gen-
erosity to all. 

Thomas Benjoe, President and CEO 
of FHQ Developments—which was 
founded by the 11 member First Na-
tions of File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal 
Council—is now the youngest indi-
vidual ever elected chair of the Sas-
katchewan Chamber of Commerce. 
He is a big promoter of building In-
digenous wealth through partnerships 

with non-Indigenous enterprises, eq-
uity ownership and the development 
of Indigenous businesses, over 500 of 
which are members of the Chamber.

As he points out in a recent article in Re-
port on Business: “Indigenous business 
practices are inextricable from the core 
teachings of the Nehiyaw (Cree), Da-
kota, Nakota, Lakota and Anishinaabe 
(Saulteaux) First Nations they serve: 
Miyo-wîcêhtowin (or “the principle of 
getting along well with others, having 
good relations and expanding the cir-
cle”), Wîtaskêwin (“living together on 
the land”) and Pimâcihowin (“making  
a living”).” 

Think of the ancient symbol of the 
Medicine Wheel. For Canada’s First 
Nations, it is representative of our in-
terconnectedness with all creation. 
We are all on this journey together. 

The story of Chief Jerry Asp’s long-
time push for both the prosperity 
and inclusivity of the Tahitan First 
Nation in Northern B.C. was through 
direct participation in the mining in-
dustry. That meant the bottom line 
and Indigenous community values 
worked hand in glove. Asp brought 
this model to the world when he 

Participants at Indigenous Business in Saskatchewan, a roundtable initiated by Industry West magazine. At Dakota Dunes Casino on Whitecap 
Dakota First Nation Territory (L to R) Shelley Pinacie, Brad Darbyshire, Guy Lonechild, Ron Hyggen, Devon Fiddler, Patrick Dinsdale.  
David Carter photo, Industry West magazine
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co-founded the Global Indigenous 
Development Trust. 

Think of the recent single largest In-
digenous investment by a coalition of 
Mi’kmaq communities across Atlan-
tic Canada through their acquisition 
of 50 percent of Clearwater Seafoods. 
As Chief Terry Paul of the Membertou 
First Nation was quoted in a recent 
Globe and Mail article: “We explained 
(to Clearwater) that we were in this for 
the long run because fishing was part 
of our identity and that we wanted to 
be fishing until the end of time.” 

The message to non-Indigenous en-
trepreneurs is clear. Canada’s First 
Nations are open for business. But 
community engagement is essential. 
Establishing relationships of respect 
and caring are based in the tradition-
al Lakota expression, mitakuye oyasin, 
which is generally translated as “we 
are all related.” Because we are all on 
this journey together, we must priori-
tize our beautiful environment.

None of this is new. 

Ask yourself how, in the centuries af-
ter early contact with Europeans, the 

coureurs des bois broke open a vast con-
tinent, always moving forward, con-
quering great rivers and expanding 
through the Mississippi as far south as 
Louisiana. The Montreal Nor’Westers, 
heirs to the French Canadian fur trade, 
followed in their wake. As did the Hud-
son’s Bay traders across Rupert’s Land.  

Without bonds of kinship with the 
First Nations, there would have been 
no fur trade. No survival in horrific 
winters. No portaging magnificent riv-
ers. No understanding of dark forests. 

Indigenous people took the traders in. 
To their families, to their communities 
and their kin, no matter how scattered 
across the enormity of this immense 
land. Biracial communities founded 
great cities, small towns and settle-
ments across the Great Lakes and the 
prairie. Jacques Rousseau (1905-1970), 
Quebec’s respected ethnohistorian 
and biologist, has estimated that at 
least 40 percent of Quebecers, perhaps  
many more, have at least one Indige-
nous ancestor. 

Mixed unions across the vast stretch-
es of northern Canada will probably 

never be properly estimated. Like our 
surging Canadian rivers and quiet gur-
gling channels and magnificent lakes 
all tied into one, ethnohistory remains 
an ambiguous part of Canada’s past. 

But Indigenous values lay at the heart 
of the opening of a vast continent to 
the early Europeans. And they are at 
the heart of partnerships with non-in-
digenous businesses today. 

Now, more than ever, as an exhaust-
ed, endangered planet demands deliv-
erance from our years of exploitation 
and greed, we need to remember the 
balance of the Medicine Wheel and the 
interconnectedness of all mankind. 

As Ron Hyggen put it so well, “the 
future will come from our side of the 
world.” We need to walk that world. 
We need to understand it and pro-
tect it. Thats how real reconciliation 
will happen.  
Elizabeth McIninch is a book editor, 
speechwriter, and former archivist to 
Former Prime Minister John Napier 
Turner. She is a recent graduate of the 
Saskatchewan government’s Indigenous 
Awareness Programs.
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We Have to Talk about ... 
Vladimir Vladimirovich

Jeremy Kinsman

I n the wake of the remarkable bi- 
 lateral between US President Joe  
 Biden and Russian President Vlad-
imir Putin in Geneva on June 16th, 
hereby some background for context.

After two decades under Vladimir 
Putin, Russia has gone from a wob-
bly start-up democracy to become a 
flat-out repressive autocracy. West-
ern media see Putin as all-powerful. 
To them, Russia is Putin. The Krem-
lin plays to that conflation. It en-
ables portrayal of opponents to Pu-
tin by Russian media as traitors to 
Russia, even as “terrorists” who may 
expect the harshest punishment 
from the all-powerful state, as Alexei 
Navalny’s fate illustrates.

But Putin may not be the all-power-
ful decider that he seems. In Weak 
Strongman, The Limits of Power in Pu-
tin’s Russia, Timothy Frye describes a 
“sistema” of governance of “extreme 
delegation,” based on a “host of in-
formal rules and personal relation-
ships that balance the interests of 
different elite networks.”

Putin has to make constant trade-
offs: enough repression to keep op-
position down but not so much as to 
provoke mass protest; sufficient cor-
ruption to keep the rewards system 
lubricated but not to the point it 
becomes publicly repulsive. To pla-
cate and reward the Chechen dicta-
tor Ramzan Kadyrov, who quashed 
Islamist rebellion, Putin tolerates his 
vengeance contract murders of his 
enemies, including probably Anna 
Politkovskaya, and Boris Nemtsov.

Disgusted foreign reaction has little 
impact on Putin, so long as the Rus-

sian people get the composite mes-
sage that resistance is futile, and 
opposition useless. But such messag-
ing to Russians may be increasingly 
unproductive. 

W hen he succeeded Bo- 
 ris Yeltsin in 2000 as pres- 
 ident of a country on the 
verge of breakdown, Putin declared 
a bargain: Russians would “quiet 
down” and he would deliver order, 
security, and stability. Russian in-
comes and Putin’s popularity rose 
with the price of oil and a victory 
over violent Chechen separatists. 
The deal held for a decade.

But by 2010, a revived educated 
and professional class had travelled 
enough to see how “normal” coun-
tries worked. They chafed under 
their confinement in a state of po-
litical infancy. After his two allot-
ted terms as president, Putin had 
become prime minister. His casual 
revelation that he and seat-warmer 
Dmitry Medvedev had cut a deal to 
bring Putin back to the presidency in 
a “non-consecutive” new mandate 
angered a lot of people. Clumsily 
rigged 2011 parliamentary elections 
compounded the insult, shocking 
Putin with the biggest protests since 
the1990s. Once back as president, 
he doubled down on the authoritar-
ian playbook, ordering laws that se-
verely limited protests and impos-
ing harsh penalties for unauthorized 
demonstrations.

His steady, incremental subtraction 
of democratic space and obliteration 
of checks on his power fuelled grow-
ing pushback, including against cro-
ny corruption. Navalny became the 
shaper and face of a highly organized 
movement for “Russia without Pu-

After four years during which the Washington-Moscow 
relationship served as a testament to Donald Trump’s 
ludicrousness—both policy and performative—the reset 
of American global diplomacy that took President Joe 
Biden from Cornwall to Brussels to Geneva over less than 
a week in June came to Vladimir Putin on June 16th. 
Policy foreign affairs sage and former Canadian Ambas-
sador to Russia Jeremy Kinsman places the Biden-Putin 
bilateral in the context of Putin’s tenure.

Disgusted foreign 
reaction has little 

impact on Putin, so long as 
the Russian people get the 
composite message that 
resistance is futile, and 
opposition useless.  
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tin,” that became the acknowledged, 
if electorally ineligible, opposition.

Putin has occasionally spoken of 
his traumatic reaction (as an embat-
tled KGB officer) in Dresden to the 
vast crowds that took to the street in 
the 1989 revolution against the East 
German regime. Once he became 
President, he took to telling Russians 
they needed a Great Russia, not a 
revolution. In 2014, the pro-democ-
racy Maidan uprising in Kiev oust-
ed Russian ally Viktor Yanukovych. 
It also spoiled Putin’s Great Russia 
showcase, the Sochi Winter Olym-
pics. He saw it as a “Western” con-
spiracy against Russia. He feared the 
anti-corruption agitation in Ukraine 
could be contagious. He impro-
vised a retaliatory grab of tradition-
ally “Russian” Crimea that divert-
ed critical attention. His popularity  
again soared.

But Navalny kept his foot on  
 the gas, as sanctions and a  
 sagging oil price slowed the 

economy down. State support for rag-
tag self-proclaimed Eastern Ukraine 
separatists was costly. By 2020, Leva-
da polls showed that 82 percent of 
Russians felt Ukraine should be an 
independent state.

Polling by the Russian Academy of 
Sciences revealed Russians cared less 
about the great power status Putin 
championed than they did about 
economic development. The Russian 

intervention in Syria launched in 
2015 to save the Assad regime from 
rebel groups, including ISIS, had 
succeeded but didn’t impress Rus- 
sians much. 

The Putin playbook aims to induce 
public apathy, a form of resigna-
tion based on the belief that efforts 
to change the political environment 
would be wasted. The wild attempt to 
fatally poison Navalny was meant to 
scare the opposition into submission. 
Dictators who maintain control by 
keeping people scared run the risk of 
seeming scared of the people. Seem-
ing cowardly is not a popular look. 

That is the sort of scenario Navalny 
was working on until the state tried 
and failed to assassinate him and 
then jailed him, banning his orga-
nization and prosecuting associates 
as “terrorists.” No doubt many Rus-
sians are intimidated, but it has cut 
into Putin’s credibility and populari-
ty, probably by 20 percent. The Unit-
ed Russia party he founded but from 

The Putin playbook 
aims to induce 

public apathy, a form of 
resignation based on the 
belief that efforts to change 
the political environment 
would be wasted.  

US President Joe Biden and Russia’s Vladimir Putin shake hands at their first summit meeting in Geneva on June 16. TASS photo
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which he has now detached, is poll-
ing at 24 percent. Yet, for many in 
Russia, life overall has become pret-
ty good, at least in the cities where 
professional opportunities are plen-
tiful enough. North Americans are 
unaware of improvements to infra-
structure, services, and cultural and 
entertainment amenities that have 
vastly enhanced lifestyles. The econ-
omy is flat but the effect of Crimea 
sanctions has been well managed, 
with no state debt, and a huge re-
serve fund.

By Putin’s measures of success,  
 there is a lot in this to cele- 
 brate. Instead, so much com-
munications energy goes to over-
the-top competitive disinformation 
against “the West.” RT and other 
sources systematically defame west-
ern liberal democracies as false, fail-
ing, and weak in an apparent effort 
to refute the notion that objective 
truth even exists. While relentless-
ly interfering in other peoples’ de-
mocracies, Russia portrays itself  
as victimized. 

Putin’s adolescent posturing, in-
terference in democracies, and tol-
erance—if not direction—of hack-
ing and ransomware attacks from 
Russia, have made Russia unpopu-
lar. In December 2020, Pew report-
ed that only 16 percent of Swedes, 
19 percent of Americans, 24 percent 
of Britons, 33 percent of Germans 
and 30 percent of Canadians held a 
positive view of Putin. The Kremlin 
lauds its close relationship with Chi-
na, but that makes a lot of Russians 
nervous. Indeed, a 2020 Levada poll 
revealed that 67 percent thought 
that Russia and the West should be 
partners and only 16 percent saw 
them as rivals.

Meanwhile, COVID’s effect has 
been mixed. Sputnik V was an ear-
ly vaccine achievement. But fatalis-
tically-inclined Russians are unusu-
ally vaccine-reticent. Civil registry 
data show 475,000 excess deaths 
over 2019, far more than the official 
COVID death count. Moscow buzz is 
that Putin’s isolation inside a remote 

bubble during COVID has cost him 
his touch with people. He wouldn’t 
be the first fading populist dictator 
to lose it. Like aging bullfighters’ 
eyes, it’s usually what goes first. 

Nor would Putin be the first autocrat 
to grasp that he has no contract for 
a comfortable retirement. He bought 
time via revisions to the Constitu-
tion that will give him another 12 
years. But he needs to keep control; 
he can either lighten up on repres-
sion, or double down. The way he 
played Navalny’s threat and global 
surveillance-state trends in anti-de-
mocracy datelines indicate he fa-
vours the latter.

As to whether Putin is less in sync 
with his public than he thinks, there 
are competing assessments:

•  he is just so self-confident and 
indifferent to others’ opinions,  
he can do what he wants;

•  actually, he’s not in charge of 
everything at all, but trying to 
manage all kinds of free-lancing 
interests competing against each 
other, or

•  both are partially true, inducing 
a mix; he’s erratic because he’s 
running scared. 

Putin’s absurd defence of the Jan-
uary 6 rioters at the US Capitol, ar-
guing along with Foreign Minister 
Sergei Lavrov and a few fringe Re-
publicans that “those people (who) 
had come with political demands” 
were being “persecuted”, and his co-
medic support for Belarussian Pres-
ident Alexander Lukashenko in the 
wake of the state hijacking of a civ-
il airliner betray an imperative to 
reinforce anti-democracy interests, 
wherever they exist. It was reveal-
ing too of Putin’s basic inexperience 
with the wider world which he ap-

praises via the echo chamber of insu-
larity in which he lives.

Surely, Putin can get a better grip 
on credibility with a more impres-
sive message. That was a point Pres-
ident Biden inferred when they met 
in Geneva June 16. A big unknown 
for this June 16 Summit was which 
Putin would show up? The sardonic, 
resentful, spoiler? That act is losing 
its appeal for Russians tiring of the 
ex-martial arts champion’s constant 
need to win every bout.

Putin was still semi-sarcastic after the 
meeting. But he was businesslike in 
the meeting; respectful, profession-
al. He showed cooperative instincts 
on foundational multilateral issues 
of global warming, global health, 
nuclear proliferation, terrorism, and 
on the Arctic, and Afghanistan. 

Both leaders came to Geneva to 
manage risks. Biden wanted to en-
courage Putin’s better instincts but 
make sure he understood Biden’s ob-
ligation to respond to interference 
and aggression. 

He willingly concedes Putin’s endur-
ing grievance that it can’t be a US-
run world. But Biden won’t accom-
modate Russian cyberattacks and 
disinformation that Putin prizes as 
a cost-effective way to compete. He 
made the point that it’s not work-
ing, abroad or at home.

We’ll see if Vladimir Vladimirovich 
gets that and where it goes from 
here.   

Contributing Writer Jeremy Kinsman 
is a former Canadian Ambassador 
to Moscow, former Ambassador to 
the European Union and former High 
Commissioner to London. He is a 
Distinguished Fellow of the Canadian 
International Council.  

North Americans are unaware of  
improvements to infrastructure, services, and 

cultural and entertainment amenities that have vastly 
enhanced lifestyles.  
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Column / Don Newman

The Oil Holdouts  
vs. Reality

H as reality finally hit the oil in- 
 dustry? And if it has, will the  
 Alberta United Conservative 
Party, Premier Jason Kenney and the 
national Conservative Party follow 
suit? Will fighting a rearguard action 
to protect the oil patch from change 
and entrench the industrial status quo 
continue indefinitely? 

Over the years, oil and natural gas 
have made Alberta incredibly rich. So 
rich, it alone among the provinces did 
not need a provincial sales tax even 
as it enjoyed the lowest personal tax-
es and the highest level of services of 
any province. And despite occasional 
bumps when oil prices would sudden-
ly drop, Albertans thought it would 
last forever. Since the 1980s, every 
time world oil prices dropped, they 
rebounded. Alberta quickly recovered 
and the cash came rolling in again. 

But now things have changed. It 
started in 2014. That happened 
when oil prices fell and they haven’t 
yet come back to where they were 
when the downward run started. And 
they won’t come back to those lofty 
heights over $100 a barrel any time 
soon—if ever. Even though the loom-
ing price drop was clear to many peo-
ple, not many of those people lived 
in Alberta. They continued to believe 
oil prices would remain high, and 
that a number of pipeline proposals 
to get Alberta’s oil to the Pacific Coast 
in British Columbia or through the 
United States to the Gulf of Mexico in 
Texas would become reality in spite of 
receding social license, growing polit-
ical costs and, perhaps most fateful of 
all, global investment trends.

In retrospect, it seems like an act of 
almost wilful blindness not to see 
the possibility of what was likely to 

happen. In July 2014, when oil pric-
es were over $100 a barrel, a break-
fast meeting of top politicians and oil 
industry leaders at the Calgary Stam-
pede was told some disquieting news 
by an out-of-province forecaster. His 
message: Neither the Keystone pipe-
line through the US nor the Northern 
Gateway pipeline to Kitimat on the 
northern B.C. coast were likely to get 
final approval and be built. Worse for 
the assembled audience was the final 
prediction: Within a year the world 
price of oil could fall to $50 a barrel.

T he immediate reaction was  
 a moment of stunned disbe- 
 lief and then to attack the 
messenger. Both pipelines would go 
ahead, he was told, and oil would 
never fall below $100 again. I know 
that’s what happened because I was 
the messenger. And the prediction 
was correct. The price of oil went 
into a rapid decline over the next six 
months, and later, Enbridge dropped 
plans for Northern Gateway in the 
face of environmental and Indige-
nous opposition.

But now things have changed even 
more definitively. The company pro-
posing Keystone has pulled the proj-
ect. That company earlier changed its 
name from Trans Canada Pipelines to 
TC Energy to make it sound less “for-
eign” to US regulators, but President 
Joe Biden cancelled the approval per-
mit anyway under intense pressure 
from American environmentalists. 
The cancellation came in June, the 
same month that the five biggest pro-
ducers from the Alberta oil sands an-
nounced they were cooperating to 
form the Pathways to Net Zero part-
nership to work on achieving Cana-
da’s target of net-zero” greenhouse 

gas emissions by 2050. At least one 
of those pathways is increased car-
bon capture projects, which take the 
emissions produced in the oil sands 
and forces them underground and 
out of the atmosphere.

The realization that not all pipelines 
are good and that the oil industry is 
going to have to be responsible in 
fighting global warming are welcome 
changes to many Canadians. Not so 
sure is Premier Kenney, who is threat-
ening litigation. Not so sure either is 
the federal Conservative Party. At a 
virtual convention earlier this year, 
the membership voted down a resolu-
tion saying the party recognized that 
climate change was a serious environ-
mental threat. They defeated that res-
olution, although two days earlier new 
party leader Erin O’Toole had devot-
ed a major part of his keynote speech 
to stressing that climate change is se-
rious. The delegates’ repudiation of 
both their leader and climate change 
was an embarrassment.

Conservative politicians from Alber-
ta have fought to protect the oil in-
dustry because it has been their huge 
benefactor. But now the industry is re-
alizing that things have permanently 
changed and will likely change even 
more as the politicians change with 
it. Will Alberta stop clinging to a fad-
ing past and use its vitality and vision 
to create a new economy that still has 
oil and gas, also other forms of energy 
and 21st century industries to fuel its 
economic growth? For Albertans, and 
us all, that is the hope.   

Policy Contributing Writer and 
columnist Don Newman is a lifetime 
member of the Parliamentary Press 
Gallery and author of the bestselling 
Welcome to the Broadcast.
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Uncle Louis— 
A Quiet Man of 
Excellence
Patrice Dutil, Editor
The Unexpected Louis St-Laurent: 
Politics and Policies for a Modern 
Canada 
Vancouver, UBC Press, 2021

Review by  
Anthony Wilson-Smith

B orn 17 years after Confedera- 
 tion, first elected to office in 
1942, defeated as prime minister 64 
years ago: Louis St-Laurent seems an 
unlikely choice to be having a mo-
ment now, in the second century af-
ter his birth. But that is the case. In 
January, the McGill Institute for the 
Study of Canada held an online sym-
posium entitled Rediscovering Louis 
St-Laurent, dissecting his legacy. Writ-
ten articles since have done the same. 
Now comes the most comprehensive 
effort yet—The Unexpected Louis 
St-Laurent: Politics and Policies for a 
Modern Canada.

Edited by political scientist Patrice 
Dutil, with entries from an all-star 
team of fellow political historians, the 
book explores St-Laurent’s achieve-
ments in close detail. Among them, 
Dutil notes, huge infrastructure proj-

ects including the St. Lawrence Sea-
way and the Trans-Canada Highway; 
creation of the Registered Retirement 
Savings Plan; university funding, 
pension and old age assistance re-
form, support for the disabled, estab-
lishment of the equalization program 
to help have-not-provinces; estab-
lishing the Supreme Court as the final 
judicial body of decision; the entry 
into Confederation of Newfoundland  
and Labrador.

And yet, St-Laurent was ignored or 
dismissed by many political ana-
lysts for decades. The late historian 
Donald Creighton described St-Lau-
rent as a charmless “company chair-
man” who was, by his account, lucky 
enough to come to office in a boom 
era for Canada.

As we learn in a fond, exquisite-
ly-written chapter by St-Laurent’s 
grand-daughter, Jean Therése Riley, 
St-Laurent was a reluctant politician 
who came to public life only out of 
duty, eschewed partisan politics; and 
deflected credit to others. 

He was turning 60, one of the coun-
try’s most prominent lawyers, and 
compensated accordingly, when he 
agreed to a request from Macken-
zie King to join cabinet in 1942. He 
planned a quick return to private life, 
but stayed, building a reputation for 
quiet efficiency and consolidating 
Liberal support in Quebec. A grate-
ful King supported St-Laurent to suc-
ceed him when he stepped down in 
1948. At 66, St-Laurent was the old-
est person then or since to step into 
the position.

St-Laurent emerges as a man with his 
eye on the future, but habits rooted 
in the past. Born to a francophone 
father and Irish-origin, unilingual 
anglophone mother in Quebec’s East-
ern Townships, he identified as fran-
cophone, but crossed easily between 
the language groups. His bicultural 
upbringing was part of what Jean 
Charest—himself a native of nearby 
Sherbrooke—describes as a “Town-
ships mentality”. 

The qualities Charest ascribes to 
St-Laurent include “practicality”’ and 
a “show-me attitude that defies easy 

assurances, a tough-minded spirit 
that waves away superfluous attitudes 
and lofty ambitions.”

St-Laurent presided over one of the 
most prolonged periods of economic 
growth in Canada’s history. As Luc 
Juillet and Luc Bernier write, he over-
saw the modernization of the appa-
ratus of government even as he was 
seen as “low-key and cautious”. They 
observe that his “willingness to in-
spire and lead” gave a strong cabinet 
the ability to move.

Journalist and economic histori-
an Mary Janigan, in her chapter on 
the equalization program, describes 
St-Laurent as “the deceptively avun-
cular corporate lawyer [who] dragged 
Canadian federalism, along with 
some dubious premiers, from the 
19th into the 20th century.” Much of 
his success lay in his ability to man-
age an age-old issue; the competing 
demands, interests (and egos) of the 
country’s premiers. 

W hy, then, is St-Laurent not giv- 
 en more credit as a builder of 
modern Canada? Janigan offers an ex-
planation that contemporary-era pol-
itician Jack Pickersgill once provided 
between the ways in which King and 
St-Laurent operated. When King saw 
a problem, Pickersgill said, he would 
vacillate till everyone saw it—and 
“when he found a solution, even if it 
was not topnotch, everyone conclud-
ed he was a great statesman.”’ By con-
trast, “St-Laurent often found a solu-
tion before most Canadians, including 
some of his cabinet colleagues, even 
knew there was a problem.”

That description limns the quali-
ty that was a blessing and curse for 
St-Laurent—the ability to make hard 
things seem easy. When he and the 
Liberals were upset by John Diefen-
baker and the Conservatives in the 
1957 election, there were several rea-
sons. The Liberals seemed complacent 
after 22 consecutive years in power 
and St-Laurent, 75 and never an en-
thusiastic campaigner, showed poorly 
against the vigorous Diefenbaker. 

Once St-Laurent left office, he had 
little interest in maintaining a pub-
lic presence or taking credit for his 

SUMMER READING
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achievements. He retreated to his 
house on Quebec City’s Grande Allée, 
where he died in his bed at 91 in 1973. 
He was buried in his hometown of 
Compton, with a burial stone smaller, 
by his wish, than that of his father.

As Jean Riley writes, “he was put to 
rest as he had wanted, and as he had 
lived, in that unassuming way that 
was his.” With this superbly-execut-
ed, comprehensive book, he now gets 
the tribute he would not have asked 
for—but nonetheless deserves.   

Contributing Writer Anthony Wilson-
Smith is President and CEO of Historica 
Canada, and former Editor  
of Maclean’s magazine. 

The Middleman
Neville Thompson
The Third Man: Churchill, 
Roosevelt,Mackenzie King and the 
Untold Friendship that Won WWII
Sutherland House Books, 2020

Review by Don Newman

H e was the one at the edge of the  
 iconic photograph; the one look-
ing extremely pleased to be included. 
The third wheel on the two-wheeled 
Allied bicycle that ultimately crushed 
Adolf Hitler and his murderous Nazi 
war machine.

At least that is the way most Cana-
dians saw him at the time. And it is 
the way he is remembered now when 
he is thought of at all. But William 
Lyon Mackenzie King, Canada’s 10th 
prime minister, was a lot more than 

that. As carefully documented in his-
torian Neville Thompson’s aptly ti-
tled and compelling book, The Third 
Man, King played a bigger and often 
key role in developing and support-
ing the friendship and cooperation of 
Winston Churchill and Franklin Del-
ano Roosevelt that underpinned the 
Atlantic alliance. 

The role that King was able to play in 
acting as mediator, middleman and 
occasional conduit and interpreter 
for messages between Roosevelt and 
Churchill was greatly helped by the 
fact that he knew both men before 
the war started. His and Churchill’s 
paths crossed in Ottawa in 1900. King 
was then an up-and-coming public 
servant in the federal government. 
Churchill was early on in his career of 
being CHURCHILL, a one-named, all-
caps worldwide celebrity that started 
in 1899 after he escaped from a Boer 
prison camp while covering the South 
African War and then immortalized it 
as an adventure in newspaper articles, 
books and speeches. 

In fact, Churchill was in Ottawa as 
part of a North American tour speak-
ing about his exploits. The meet-
ing was at Government House—now 
Rideau Hall—which visiting British 
aristocrats treated like an early Air 
B&B as the Governor General was, in 
those days, a fellow British aristocrat. 
That meeting didn’t register much 
with King and not at all on Churchill. 
But a second encounter in London 
in 1906 set them off on a friendship 
and collaboration that lasted through 
each being in and out of office—and 
back in again—that lasted through 
the Depression and the Second World 
War until King’s death in 1950. 

King probably crossed paths with 
Franklin Roosevelt at Harvard Univer-
sity in 1921 when, during his first term 
as prime minister, he received an hon-
ourary degree while Roosevelt was on 
the Harvard Board of Overseers. Nei-
ther man seemed to have any recollec-
tion of a meeting. But by October of 
1935, Roosevelt was in his first term as 
president of the United States. He in-
vited King, who had only recently re-
turned to office, to visit him and stay 
in the White House. The ostensible 
reason was to sign a limited free trade 
agreement, which they did. But the 
real reason was to start a collaborating 
friendship that was every bit as close 
as the one King had developed with 

Churchill. It was during that visit that 
Roosevelt asked King to help facilitate 
good relations with Britain. The Cana-
dian prime minister readily agreed. 

Relying to a great extent on the diaries 
in which King meticulously recorded 
the events, conversations and impres-
sions of the people he had met, along 
with his triumphs and disappoint-
ments, Thompson reveals that King at 
times before the war had critical views 
of both Churchill and Roosevelt. Be-
fore their meeting in 1935, he had re-
garded Roosevelt’s New Deal economic 
program as too radical and interfering 
in the market economy. Another time 
he wrote that the President’s “dema-
goguery” was as bad as Hitler’s.

T hroughout most of the 1930s,  
 Churchill was out of office in 
Britain; a Conservative parliamentar-
ian at odds with his government’s ap-
peasement of Germany and calling 
for Britain to re-arm. That was not the 
way King saw it. As prime minister of 
Canada in 1938, he sent a congratula-
tory message to British Prime Minister 
Neville Chamberlain after the latter 
signed an agreement with Hitler giv-
ing Germany about half of Czechoslo-
vakia in return for the spectacularly 
naive quid pro quo of “Peace in our 
Time.” Just less than a year later, the 
war started after Germany invaded 
Poland and Chamberlain’s agreement 
came to symbolize for posterity the fu-
tility of appeasement. Still, King held 
on to his original views, telling his di-
ary that Churchill’s call for re-arma-
ment made him “one of the most dan-
gerous men I have ever known.”

But those disagreements vanished, 
particularly as the war progressed. 
King was sometimes able to mediate 
differences between the British prime 
minister and the American president. 
He also used his place of influence to 
get Canada as much recognition as 
the others were willing to give for our 
country’s contributions. 

At the time, King’s most widely recog-
nized role as a partner in the Atlantic 
alliance was at the two Quebec Con-
ferences during the war at the Citadel 
in Quebec City—the first in August 
of 1943, the second in June of 1944. 
At each, King’s participation had to 
be carefully negotiated. The Canadi-
an Prime Minister was a trusted con-
fidant of both men, but it was Chur-
chill and Roosevelt who were running 
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the war. King understood that and 
was not present in the closed negoti-
ating sessions. But since he had meals 
with the other two leaders and under-
stood all the issues, he played a de fac-
to role in both sets of talks, although 
not a pivotal one. 

Still, the conferences were in Cana-
da, on his political turf, which both 
burnished King’s brand as a statesman 
and provided some recognition to the 
thousands of Canadians serving, and 
lost in, the war effort. During an ex-
istential battle for freedom, King  was 
in all the photographs of both Quebec 
conferences, alongside the two leaders 
history would name as its heroes. A 
third man perhaps, but a very visible 
third man.   

Policy Contributing Writer and 
columnist Don Newman is a lifetime 
member of the Parliamentary Press 
Gallery and author of the bestselling 
Welcome to the Broadcast.

The Flawed, 
Formidable 
Nancy Reagan
Karen Tumulty
The Triumph of Nancy Reagan 
Simon & Schuster/April 2021

Review by Arlene Perly Rae

T raditional guidance recommend- 
 ed to the mother of the groom: 
Show up. Shut up. Wear beige. It neat-
ly, (though perhaps not as succinctly), 
echoes counsel commonly given to 

the female spouses of politicians.

To “charm and disarm”, soften and 
prettify—usually through persistent 
references to children and family—is 
encouraged as a political wife’s asset 
mission. Adherence to this formula is 
meant to balance and humanize the 
persona of the typical, ambitious po-
litical guy.

Strategists insist that this convention-
al, submissive behaviour boosts the 
perception of a politician, increasing 
his appeal to potential voters. Or so 
the theory goes.

That advice did not register with Nan-
cy Reagan. She was not cut from that 
predictable cloth. Besides, her spouse 
was tremendously popular, known as 
a regular guy—folksy and engaging. 
And Nancy, well, she just wasn’t.

Nancy is remembered for “the gaze”; 
her adoring, unwavering stare at her 
beloved “Ronnie”, otherwise known 
as governor of California (1967-1975) 
and 40th President of the United States 
(1981-1989), Ronald Wilson Reagan.

But the gaze was for the public. Her 
private behaviour as wife, mother 
and partner was very much at odds 
with the stereotypical political wife 
model of her era.

According to biographer Karen Tu-
multy—a longtime Washington Post 
and Los Angeles Times reporter and 
columnist—in her thoroughly re-
searched, comprehensive biography, 
The Triumph of Nancy Reagan, this par-
ticular former First Lady, though small 
in stature, was a commanding and sig-
nificant influence in Washington.

Tumulty expands on the longstand-
ing conventional wisdom that Nan-
cy was smart, politically canny and 
held a great many opinions she was 
not hesitant to share. She meddled 
constantly in Ronald Reagan’s po-
litical campaigns and, moreover, ac-
tively intervened and imposed her 
will throughout his government. 
Many were afraid of her. Senior 
staff ignored her at their peril, with 
White House Chief of Staff Don Re-
gan’s departure the most notorious 
cautionary tale.

Nancy put pressure on hirings and 
(more often) firings. President Reagan 
himself was apparently far too nice to 
personally ever let anyone go. Sticky 
decisions like that, he delegated.

She ruled her husband’s schedule, 

including the often bizarrely chosen 
timing of all travel and announce-
ments. After the assassination attempt 
that nearly killed him on March 30, 
1981 three months into his first term, 
and until years later, Nancy decreed 
the president’s movements based on 
the advice of California astrologer 
Joan Quigley, whom she consulted 
frequently by phone.

Afraid for her husband’s stamina, 
Nancy limited access and monitored 
appearances. She selected (often as-
tutely) her preferred speechwriters 
and insisted that the president only 
be in the public eye when well-rested 
and at his best. Her instincts—more 
astute regarding him than herself—
while not always appreciated, were 
often on the right track.

For Nancy, image, not substance, was 
paramount. If anything went wrong, 
as inevitably things occasionally did, 
it was always someone else’s fault, 
never the president’s or her own. The 
extent of her influence, Tumulty ef-
fectively explains, cannot be ignored 
or underestimated.

It is fascinating how besotted the Rea-
gans were with one another. The presi-
dent could not imagine his wife doing 
or saying anything amiss. Throughout 
their long marriage, they were roman-
tic, sentimental, publicly demonstra-
tive and hated to be apart. They were 
so in love, according to Tumulty, 
there was little love left for their chil-
dren. They were terrible parents; Ron-
ald, for the most part, was remote and 
disinterested, Nancy was difficult and 
provocatively judgmental.

As I read Tumulty’s re-telling and 
remembered Diana’s show-stopping 
dance with John Travolta, twirling 
to a medley from Saturday Night Fe-
ver, I recalled that only a few years 
later, I bemusedly watched my hus-
band, Bob, starry-eyed at his own 
good fortune, dreamily dancing with 
Diana at a ball in Toronto.

For years, Nancy made headlines for 
all the wrong reasons. She was ex-
travagant, spending far too much on 
clothing and decorating. Memorably, 
she was pilloried in the media for or-
dering a huge set of expensive China 
for the White House during a reces-
sion, though it was privately funded. 
While the president continued to be 
seen as a man of the people, Nancy 
was constantly criticized as being out 
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of touch with everyday Americans.

So, why Nancy, and why now?

As Tumulty reveals, Nancy Davis Rea-
gan—from her childhood insecurities, 
less-than-stellar (mostly orchestrated 
by her mother) acting career, person-
al struggles with anxiety and lifelong 
dependence on sleeping pills—is, it 
turns out, a far more complex and in-
teresting a person than I, and perhaps 
others, might ever have imagined.

Also timely is the debate over what 
constitutes a Republican. Thirty years 
ago, it was less complicated. Fiercely 
anticommunist and doggedly opposed 
to big government, President Reagan 
proudly declared that “Government is 
not the solution to our problem. Gov-
ernment is the problem”.

He truly believed (despite their gay 
friends), that sexual orientation was a 
lifestyle choice. Nancy, on this issue, 
was more accepting. Reagan’s tradi-
tional Republicanism was grounded 
in the simplistic, popular, conserva-
tive mantra: lower taxes, personal 
accountability and freedom with a 
capital F. Today’s debate to define the 
Party pits Trump, bombast and believ-
ers in the cult of personality against 
proponents of the historic right-wing 
Republican blueprint.

Perhaps Nancy was ahead of her time, 
as she cared little about policy or the 
truth and all about perception. Hol-
lywood studios, Tumulty reminds us, 
“lubricated by fantasy, manufactured 
tidbits” about their contracted stars. 
The term “alternative facts” had not 
yet been invented but Nancy Reagan 
would have embraced the concept 
with gusto.

Her focus, following the Hollywood 
model, was entirely on the public 
persona of her husband. She concoct-
ed or denied stories as situations war-
ranted. Her own brother, Dick, com-
mented that he often “remembered 
events differently”.

Feminists called Nancy Reagan “a 
fifties throwback”. More empathetic 
writers at the time insisted her strong 
personality was refreshingly modern.

She once gamely tried to improve her 
image by dressing in cheap clothing 
and singing a parody of Second Hand 
Rose to her (astonished) husband, as-
sembled press and dignitaries at the 
annual Gridiron Club dinner. She also 
took up a cause, the “Just Say No” to 

drugs campaign. Both maneuvers were 
successful, despite her dependence on 
prescriptions and various drug issues 
involving the Reagan children.

N ancy fiercely controlled the Rea- 
 gans’ social life, and knew the 
value of a strategic seating plan (a 
useful piece of trivia for diplomats 
and their spouses: hostess and hos-
tile derive from the same root: hostis, 
the Latin for enemy). The Reagan’s 
parties and state dinners were lavish, 
legendary and dotted with movie 
stars. In 1985, they hosted a White 
House dinner for Prince Charles and 
Princess Diana, then at the height 
of her celebrity. Despite objections, 
Nancy deliberately excluded Vice 
President George Bush and his wife, 
Barbara, from the invitation list. The 
successive First Ladies famously did 
not get along.

As I read Tumulty’s re-telling and re-
membered Diana’s show-stopping 
dance with John Travolta, twirling to 
a medley from Saturday Night Fever, 
I recalled that only a few years later, 
I bemusedly watched my husband, 
Bob, starry-eyed at his own good for-
tune, dreamily dancing with Diana at 
a ball in Toronto.

Tumulty effectively summarizes the 
main challenges of the Reagan admin-
istration, including the AIDS epidem-
ic and the Iran Contra crisis, adding to 
the history, the extent and nature of 
Nancy’s involvement. She empatheti-
cally describes the couple’s very public 
transparency as each battled cancer, 
and later, how consistently and devot-
edly Nancy cared for the former presi-
dent through his dementia. Perhaps it 
is the Nancy of these later years that 
best encapsulates the triumph of Nan-
cy Reagan.

My only quibble is that Tumulty, like 
Nancy, refers to the former president 
as “Ronnie” throughout. It felt too fa-
miliar and, frankly, annoying. I found 
myself substituting “the president” or 
“Reagan” in my head a lot of the time.

The Triumph of Nancy Reagan is a 
stimulating and fascinating book, 
written by a woman who effortless-
ly combines detailed research with 
a talent for very readable prose. Tu-
multy’s triumph is that she convinc-
ingly reveals a dynamic, complicated 
and—if not always likeable—formi-
dable woman.   

Arlene Perly Rae is a writer living 
in New York, where she gazes 
unwaveringly at her husband, 
Canadian Ambassador to the United 
Nations Bob Rae. 

A Master Class  
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and Life
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Lessons Learned on Bay Street
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Review by Paul Deegan 

I first met Donald K. Johnson 20  
 years ago when he was vice-chair of 
BMO Nesbitt Burns, and I headed gov-
ernment and public relations at BMO. 
Having read his breezy autobiogra-
phy, Lessons Learned on Bay Street, I 
now know him even better. For those 
looking for a masterclass in how to 
have a successful career in investment 
banking, Johnson’s book will not dis-
appoint. For those looking for a mas-
ter class in life, Johnson will delight.

Johnson takes us on an amazing 
journey from 1963 when he applied 
for a job at Burns Bros. and Denton 
to the present day. Johnson had to 
go through a psychological screen-
ing test to determine if he was suit-
able for the investment business. 
The test revealed that his desire to 
be in a sales position was in the top 1 
percent—something that would pro-
pel an Icelandic kid from Manitoba’s 
Interlake Region to the top of invest-
ment banking.
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Early in his career, Johnson learned the 
value of hard work, networking, and 
being quick with a joke. More impor-
tantly, he learned that the partnership 
culture was key to a firm’s success. To 
Johnson, it came down to placing the 
best interests of clients first and keep-
ing partners’ interests ahead of per-
sonal priorities. How many financial 
institutions would not have wound 
up on the ash heap of history if they 
understood what Johnson knew, even 
as a young investment banker?

Johnson’s career almost came to an 
end in the mid-1990s. A few months 
after Bank of Montreal paid $403 mil-
lion for Burns Fry, Brian Steck, pres-
ident of BMO Nesbitt Burns, called 
Johnson to his office and suggested 
that Johnson retire. Despite his days 
being numbered, Johnson continued 
to work full throttle and he concluded 
a $1.1 billion deal for Suncor. Clear-
ly impressed, Steck then decided that 
it was premature for Johnson to re-
tire. That was a wise call, as Johnson 
brought in the biggest deal of his ca-
reer a couple years later with British 
American Tobacco exchanging its 42 
percent interest in Imasco for 100 per 
cent of Imperial Tobacco. BMO earned 
tens of millions of dollars in advisory 
fees for the transaction.

O ne key to Johnson’s success has  
 been personal relationships. He 

has 6,100 names in his list of contacts 
and one of those names is Warren Buf-
fett, whom he persuaded to invest in 
struggling Home Capital. Perhaps an 
even more important relationship was 
his friendship with John Whitehead, 
who was co-chairman of Goldman 
Sachs. Whitehead shared how he di-
vided his time: one-third for man-
agement, one-third for corporate and 
government clients, and one-third as 
a volunteer board member for charita-
ble organizations. Whitehead stressed 
that his volunteer work allowed him 
to meet senior executives, some of 
whom became Goldman clients.

This struck a chord with Johnson, 
whose eyes were so bad that his col-
leagues nicknamed him ‘Boggles’ for 
his Coke-bottle glasses, so he became 
involved with fundraising for eye re-
search. In 2007, he donated $5 mil-
lion, followed up with another $10 
million in 2015, to fund the Donald 
K. Johnson Eye Institute at Toronto 
Western Hospital. Johnson’s greatest 
contribution to Canada’s charitable 
sector has been his 25-year advocacy 
campaign to change our tax laws to 
encourage more charitable giving. The 
persistence of his advocacy is based on 
his three favourite philosophies:
1  The sale begins when the  

customer says no.
2  Persistence prevails when all else fails.

3  Never give up. Never give up. 
Never, never, never give up!

While the book is largely about his life 
in business and philanthropic circles, 
he does pull back the curtain—just a 
little—on his personal life. He notes 
that as a father, quality time with the 
kids meant taking them to the car 
wash or to his office on weekends. He 
had a long and happy marriage with 
his beloved Anna, who died last year. 
He even shares advice on healthy liv-
ing—right down to eating Bran Buds 
and the need for a good night’s sleep; 
Horizontal by Nine is his motto.

Johnson invites the reader into his 
early years in Lundar. He and his three 
siblings grew up in a 600 square foot 
home with no electricity or running 
water. His mother was adamant that 
he go to university, so she moved 
the family to Winnipeg. Her decision 
changed the trajectory of Johnson’s 
life, and Canada is better for it. I high-
ly recommend this book for anyone 
looking for an intimate portrayal of a 
life that, at 85, continues to be very 
well lived—one that serves as a model 
for others.   

Contributing Writer Paul Deegan, a 
former executive with BMO Financial 
Group and later CN Rail, is CEO of 
Deegan Public Strategies in Toronto.
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Sustainable  
food systems  
Made by great 
collaborations 

Developing a healthier, more 
profitable agri-food industry  
in Canada

How do we optimize Canadian food production 
in a way that benefits consumers, companies 
and the environment? Food scientists and agri-
food companies are joining forces to tackle 
this challenge in the RITA Consortium project 
at McGill University. Together, companies and 
researchers are taking sustainable packaging 
and greener production practices from concept 
to commercialization.

Salwa Karboune, Scientific Director of RITA Consortium, a project financed by 
Quebec’s Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAPAQ), in partnership 
with the Quebec Food Processing Council (CTAQ) and Quebec’s Ministry of 
Economy and Innovation (MEI)





Barrick believes that the best assets managed by the best people will deliver 
the best returns.  Its 13-country portfolio already includes five of the world’s  
10 largest mines as well as some of its leading copper producers, all with long-term 
business plans based on declared resources.  As for its people, their record speaks 
for itself: this year, Barrick’s returns to shareholders will top its league.

Barrick is also closely aligned to the new demands and expectations of a rapidly 
changing world.  Social responsibility, protection of the environment, partnership 
with its host communities, care for employees and concern for human rights – the 
core components of ESG – have long been an integral part of the way it does 
business.  That is why Barrick is not only an industry leader in operational and 
financial performance but is setting the pace for mining’s cultural adjustment to the 
modern world.

dPA
 6467


