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he Occupy Movement that

swept across North America

this fall was widely criticized

for lacking focus, for having no

firm demands, and for its refus-

al to coalesce into a structured
political organization. As a result, the
various encampments attracted all man-
ner of protesters, objectors, and social
outsiders. But one constantly recurring
sentiment has been the feeling of inter-
generational grievance: that youth un-
employment is at record levels, that stu-
dent debt is skyrocketing, and that this
generation of kids will be “the first gener-
ation to do worse than its parents.”

It has been more than a decade since
North American educators and other
sympathetic observers began sounding
the alarm on the chronic downward mo-
bility of youth and young adults. In those
days, the plight of marginalized, impover-
ished and debt-ridden kids was exacer-

When the Occupy
Movement’s battle lines
were drawn, it wasn’t just
the 99 per cent against
the one. Another popular
matchup was that of the
baby boomers
versus ‘the screwed
generation.” The only
trouble with that one?
It’s complete fiction,
says ROBERT WRIGHT,
who knocks down some
myths about the evil
boomers, too.

Al TN =
PROTESTERS WITH THE OCCUPY DC MOV

bated by the propensity of older citizens
to blame the mess on the kids themselves.
‘When Canadian pollster Michael Adams
dismissed 1.9 million Canadian youth as
“aimless dependents” and “slackers with-
out a cause” in his celebrated 1997 best-
seller Sex in the Snow, he captured the
Nineties zeitgeist.

That was before the Great Recession
and Occupy Wall Street. Now, instead
of slackers we have a new pop-demog-
raphy zeitgeist: boomers versus “gener-
ation debt” or “the screwed generation.”
But here’s a news flash: However appeal-
ing this model of Canadian society may
be to tabloid journalists, opportunistic
cool-hunters, overpaid cyber-gurus and
angry young job-seekers, it is a complete
fiction.

Thanks to pop demographers like
David Foot (remember Boom, Bust and
Echo?), we have been fully conditioned to
think of ourselves as card-carrying mem-

ENT MARCH IN WASHINGTON LAST MONTH, NICHOLAS KAMM, AFP/GETTY IMAGES

eneration lie

bers of various birth cohorts — Boomers,
Gen-X-ers, Millennium Kids. For Foot
and his countless imitators, the only so-
cial dynamic that matters is generational
competition, where each cohort occupies
a distinct social, cultural and especially
economic space that must be continual-
ly staked out and defended vis-a-vis the
others. Generational conflict displaces
all other forms of social struggle, pitting
parents against children, middle-aged
boomers against both the elderly and
the young, even the living against the un-
born. In this brave new world, Canadians
have vested interests rather than trad-
itions. Far from having anything of value
to teach each other, each cohort lives in
aworld of its own making, deeply suspi-
cious of the others and concerned only to
prevail in a world of shrinking resources
and growing demand for them.

See GENERATIONS on page B2

(oing Dutch

Anappeal court decision expected early next year could decriminalize

prostitution in Canada, putting us on par with the Netherlands. Experts

there say it’s the best way to protect women, but officials in Sweden, where

they have a zero-tolerance policy, say it would be a big mistake.

CLAIRE TREMBLAY looks at the two approaches to see what Canada can learn.

D et.-Insp. Kajsa Wahlberg, a
middle-aged woman with
short blond hair, exudes

an air of policing officialdom. As

Sweden’s National Rapporteur on
Human Trafficking, the seasoned

has seen it all.

dicates that drag drugged women
en masse into anonymous hotel
rooms across Europe, Wahlberg

And as the Ontario Court of Ap-
peal considers a case tha@ could

human trafficking to soar.

“If Canada adopts a model of de-
criminalizing sex buyers, prostitu-
tion will explode. It will become
like the Netherlands,” says Wahl-
berg. “The sex buyers will require
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There are two main problems with this
way of looking at the world. The first is
that pop demographers get it wrong —
sometimes really wrong. Foot once sin-
gled out 1961 as the worst year in which
to be born in North America because
“you’re one of a huge crowd of late baby
boomers.” Really? Canadians born in
1961 include Jim Balsillie, Tony Clem-
ent, Douglas Coupland, Wayne Gretzky
and k.d. lang. Barack Obama was born in
1961, and he seems to be doing fairly well.
Ditto George Clooney, Sarah Brightman
and Wynton Marsalis.

One of the most notorious books in the
pop demography oeuvre is 7he Big Gener-
ation, written by Canadian business con-
sultant John Kettle in 1980. Never heard
of it? That’s because the ink had barely
dried on the page before Kettle’s scathing
attack on baby boomers had become com-
pletely anachronistic. According to Ket-
tle, self-absorbed boomers had conspired
to turn Western Civilization on its head,
abandoning the Protestant work eth-
ic along with earlier generations’ noble
willingness to “live vicariously on future
hopes and their children’s prospects.” Pa-
triotism? Forget it. Boomers could never
“identify themselves and their interests
with national interests.” Law and order?
Same. The boomers’ “capacity for hostil-
ity and violence is enormous.” Seen from
Kettle’s pre-boomer, pro-business, civic-
engagement perspective, the future was
a nightmare. Lazy, unambitious and cyn-
ical about power, the boomers would ele-
vate the NDP to Official Opposition by
the end of the 1980s, Kettle predicted,
and elect it the Government of Canada
before the end of the 20th century.

Of course, things did not turn out this
‘way. Most of the political watersheds in
recent Canadian history — Pierre Tru-
deauw’s Charter federalism, René Lé-
vesque’s sovereignty-association, Jacques
Parizeau’s separatist gambit, Preston
Manning’s neo-conservatism — were pi-
oneered by pre-boomers. Exempting Kim
Campbell’s brief (and unelected) tenure
as prime minister in 1993, the first boom-
er PM is Stephen Harper, the man cred-
ited not only with obliterating Canadian
socialists, Red Tories and natural-gov-
erning Liberals, but with fundamental-
ly redrawing the Canadian political map
and catalysing a new form of right-wing
Canadian nationalism.

In the hyper-caffeinated late 1980s,
somebody predicted that the 1990s
would be the “leisure decade.” But as we
allknow, life in the wired, globalized, 24/7
world grows more and more frantic, and
less and less human, with each passing
year; futurologist Jeremy Rifkin’s 1996
book The End of Work was obsolete be-
fore it was even published. Anyone who
believed that the boomers would usher in
a Jimmy Buffet world of unencumbered
hedonism must still be reeling from the
frenetic, real-time, on-demand world that
boomers like Bill Gates, Steve Jobs and
Michael Dell actually gave us. The only
thing that appears not to have changed
is the timeless refrain of intergenera-
tional warfare: Kids these days are all un-
grateful, self-absorbed slackers, while
their elders are the bloated beneficiaries
of a demographic lottery. “Occupy a job,”
shouted the signs of the thirtysomething
stockbrokers on their way past the Oc-
cupy Toronto protests.

The second problem with pop dem-
ography is less obvious, but more perni-
cious. The basic social unit in Canada is
not the birth cohort. It is the family. This
is not the fabled “working family” in-
voked by our politicians’ cynical sound
bites, but real, actual Canadian families,
in all of their intergenerational complex-
ity, working quietly to do the best they
can with the hands they have been dealt.
In most Canadian families, “generations”

HADAS PARUSH, THE OTTAWA CITIZEN

In most Canadian families, ‘generations’ are not at war, says Robert Wright. Unlike those who say the Occupy Movement,
shown above at a protest in Toronto, is partially fuelled by young people frustrated with baby boomers, most families
are working quietly to do the best they can with the hands they have been dealt.

are not at war. They work together. And
in most boomer-headed households, par-
ents are not “committing younger gen-
erations to a fate of austerity and stag-
nancy,” as one newspaper article so ele-
gantly put it. They are supporting their
children and even their grandchildren
well into adulthood.

To begin with the obvious, not all boom-
ers are the leisured, jogging beauties of
the “Freedom 55” commercials. They are
as varied by class, ethnicity and gender
as other Canadians. Their wealth most-
ly takes the form of real estate equity —
the one advantage of being part of alarge
“pig in the python” demographic. Big co-
horts like the baby boom may have had to
compete tooth and nail for jobs, but the
same competition also drove real estate
values into the stratosphere.

Inflated housing values notwithstand-
ing, not all boomers are wealthy, and
many never will be. Some, like female
boomer divorcées, face a bleak future. Ac-
cording to research sponsored by the Sal-
vation Army, the number of “financial-
ly vulnerable older women” in Canada
is about to jump dramatically. Financial
planners also report a statistically signifi-
cant number of boomer women leaving
the workforce to care for elderly parents
and grandchildren — evidence, as if any
were needed, that social services, once
underwritten by the state, are quietly be-
ing privatized within families.

One of the enduring myths of our time
— you can read it practically daily in the
financial pages — is that boomers who
have been hammered by declining in-
vestment returns since 2008 have de-
cided to “cling” to high-paying jobs that
‘would otherwise fall to young Canadians.
The reality is that older Canadians are
delaying retirement as part of a family-
based strategy for economic survival, and
they have been doing so since the mid-
1990s. They are keeping their well-pay-
ing jobs precisely because their own kids
do not have access to them.

The labour market is, after all, the
labour market. Complain all you like
about boomers clogging it up but, to state
the obvious, there is no way for older
workers to hand-pick their successors.
Boomer entrepreneurs may leave their
businesses to their children, but for the
rest, in this dog-eat-dog economy, where
is the material incentive to hand a lucra-

tive and rewarding job to somebody else’s
kid? In the academic world, for example,
faculty renewal would be a growth indus-
try if professors could hand-pick their re-
placements from their favourite gradu-
ate students.

Boomers are also pilloried for adopt-
ing a careless “work till you drop” atti-
tude toward their poorly planned retire-
ments, but this, too, is mythic. The over-
whelming threat to boomers’ quality of
life in retirement is longevity, itself the
product of medical advances and health-
ier living. Thus, while it is true that Can-
adians are retiring later than earlier co-
horts, what is less well known is that the
length of time they will live in retirement
is not changing. Male boomers retiring
in 2008 could expect to live 15 years in
retirement, females boomers, 18 years.
Boomers may be the first generation to
live decades past the conventional retire-
ment age of 65, but they won’t be the last.
By 2100, Canadian life expectancy is like-
1y to exceed 90.

Academic studies show that older
working boomers still contribute mas-
sively to the national tax base, and also
that Canadian productivity would drop
if their expertise were to disappear from
the economy en masse. One Canadian
pundit who has begun thinking seriously

One of the enduring myths of our
time is that boomers who have
been hammered by declining
investment returns since 2008
have decided to ‘cling’ to
high-paying jobs that would
otherwise fall to young
Canadians.The reality is that
older Canadians are delaying
retirement as part of a family-
based strategy for economic
survival, and they have been
doing so since the mid-1990s.
They are keeping their
well-paying jobs precisely
because their own kids do not
have access to them.

about Canada’s aging population, Jeffrey
Simpson, acknowledges that the govern-
ment should be encouraging boomers to
retire later — to fatten government rev-
enues and to reduce the burden on pub-
lic pensions.

‘What about “skiing,” an acronym for
“spending the kids’ inheritance”? Con-
trary to prevailing stereotypes, financial
planners report that boomers are keen-
ly interested in inheritance tax planning.
‘Why? Because many know that young
Canadians’ best shot at a decent start in
life begins with a leg up from their par-
ents and grandparents. A recent TD Can-
ada Trust “boomer buyers report” reveals
that the adult children of boomers are
directly affecting their parents’ retire-
ment and investing decisions. Seventeen
per cent of boomers who expressed a de-
sire to “downsize” their residences (i.e.
move to smaller homes or condos) add-
ed that they were postponing such plans
in order to accommodate their adult chil-
dren and grandchildren.

Have boomers conspired throughout
their lives to vote their generational in-
terests in a selfish and ultimately socially
destructive way? Iain Reeve, a grad-stu-
dent contributor to the Queen’s Univer-
sity Journal, believes so. “After benefit-
ing in their youth from the most permis-
sive social welfare state ever,” says Reeve,
“the baby boomers moved into career
employment and the years where most
people’s dependence on government ser-
vices declines. The result was a gutting of
the welfare state, lower taxes and a great-
er reliance on the private sector.”

The myth of baby boomers as the most
politicized generation, capable of mobil-
izing their electoral clout to advance their
own selfish agenda, is simply wrong. Aca-
demic studies of the famed political dis-
engagement of youth show that it started
with the boomers. The “generation” the
politicians have been courting shame-
lessly since the 1970s are not boomers
but today’s seniors, roughly 90 per cent
of whom can still be counted upon to cast
avote. The greatest triumph in late 20th-
century social policy was not the fatten-
ing of middle-aged boomers. It was the
virtual eradication of elder poverty. As
the Economist pointed out in Decem-
ber 2010, it is the over-65 crowd that self-
identifies as conservative and votes ac-
cordingly.

I ALLEN ABEL

He’s the anti-tax man,

irectly across 17th Street
D from the headquarters of the

National Geographic Soci-
ety, which is marked by a striking
photograph of a cheetah dragging
home the carcass of a hapless gaz-
elle, the great tax-eating tiger bares
his fangs.

The compact carnivore in glasses
and a smart grey suit who is sipping
from a can of Diet Coke may be the
most powerful (unelected) man in
America, but he cloaks his preda-
tion in comedy.

“When mideets blav miniature

The reformed Harvard liberal has
been doing a rain dance over the
Republican Party for more than a
quarter-century with his existential
Taxpayer Protection Pledge. Near-
ly every Republican member of the
United States Senate and the House
of Representatives — plus a tiny
herd of twitchy Democratic wilde-
beest who are terrified of being am-
bushed at the water hole — have
signed it. So have manifold govern-
ors and state legislators, Mitt Rom-
ney, Newt Gingrich, Ron Paul, Mi-
chele Bachmann and the nearlv-ex-

American people that I will: ONE,
oppose any and all efforts to in-
crease the marginal income tax
rates for individuals and business;
and TWO, oppose any net reduc-
tion or elimination of deductions
and credits, unless matched dollar
for dollar by further reducing tax
rates.”

“Candidates who sign pledges
outsource their brains,” sniffs USA
Today.

“Maybe they should impeach Gro-
ver Norquist,” huffs Democratic
Senate leader Harrv Reid.

ver Norquist growls.

About a hundred of us have as-
sembled for what has been adver-
tised as a debate on tax policy and
the gargantuan U.S. federal deficit
at the headquarters of a business-
friendly, right-tilted think-tank
called the American Enterprise In-
stitute. The protagonists are Nor-
quist, who is a full-time lobbyist,
theorist, and adviser to Republican
politicos, and the Témes’ semi-do-
mesticated Republican columnist,
Ross Douthat.

Tn one tvnical exchanege. Douthat

one dollar in new revenue for every
10 bucks of budget reduction. -

Grover Norquist calls this “a uni-
corn.”

The journalist then postulates
one dollar in new taxes for every
HUNDRED dollars in spending
cuts.

“A REAL unicorn!” beams Nor-
quist. “Oh, GOOD!”

“Grover dramatically overesti-
mates the single-issue dominance
of one issue,” Ross Douthat game-
ly thrusts.

“Somebodv wants to ¢o east. and
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people, solutions
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Rising tuition fees is a popular grievance among Occupy protesters, including those at Berkeley,
above. There’s no question students are burdened with debt, but boomers can’t be blamed for failing
to save for their kids’ education when they believed it would remain a bargain, Robert Wright says.

In truth, far from rapaciously exploiting
the ever-widening social safety net in the
Canada of their youth, many boomers to-
day concede that they completely missed
the boat. Take university education. By the
late 1970s, tuition was virtually free, and
government grants and loans were extra-
ordinarily generous. Nobody knew that
the party would not go on forever. Boom-
ers who misread the tea leaves and opted
not to go to university have been kicking
themselves ever since.

Their regrets extend to their debt-bu-
rdened children. The best evidence that
nobody thought much about saving for
their kids’ education is that there was no
government-subsidized Registered Edu-
cational Savings Plan nor any demand
for one. Boomers can hardly be blamed
for failing to save for their kids” education
when everyone believed it would remain
abargain.

Finally, where do Canadian kids them-
selves stand, those who ostensibly camped
out in the nation’s parks as part of the Oc-
cupy movement’s 99 per cent? Last month,
the B.C. Securities Commission published
the results of a remarkable poll. Three
thousand recent Canadian high school
graduates en route to post-secondary edu-
cation were asked about their financial
futures. They told pollsters that they be-
lieve they will be earning $91,000 per year
within a decade, that they will own their
own homes within the same period, and
they will have their student loans paid off
in half that time. Groping for an explana-
tion for why young Canadians appear to
be so utterly deluded, the authors of the
report concluded bluntly that they must
be financially illiterate.

Maybe. But there is another explanation.
Maybe these kids have been so well shel-
tered by their parents’ largesse and gen-
erosity that they expect it to continue in-
definitely. Maybe boomer parents will con-
tinue to provide their children with free
room and board, childcare and a sympa-
thetic ear, as well as money for tuition, tu-
ition debt, home purchases, car payments,
insurance, transit, grad school, startup
business costs, cellphones, whatever.

In the past, when youth problems were
perceived to be “out of control” (delin-
quency, crime, unemployment, social
tensions, drug problems), governments
stepped in to restore stability. This time,
although young Canadians are obviously

facing enormous challenges, the indica-
tors of social tensions, particularly violent
crime, are actually receding. Is it possible
that the net effect of Canadians’ family
survival strategies are creating a more
conservative society overall? Is it possible
that young Canadians’ identification with
their parents’ economic interests, com-
bined with a lifetime of deferred gratifica-
tion, explains why they are less rebellious
than their parents?

It does not have to be this way, of course.
No one wants a lost generation of young
adults delaying house-buying and child-
bearing into their 30s and 40s. As Paul
Kershaw of UBC has said repeatedly, many
of the challenges confronting young Can-
adians, particularly young parents, can
and ought to be addressed politically, as
matters of public policy. Kershaw wants
government to help out young families by
introducing a $22-billion “New Deal” that
would include a national childcare strat-
egy and more generous federally funded
parental leave provisions.

He is right. These are things a rich coun-
try like Canada can and should do. We
could also make tuition affordable and
tuition debt manageable. We could make
more of an effort to redistribute wealth on
a national scale and to redress the trend
of worsening wealth polarization — pri-
orities the Occupy movement has put
squarely on the national agenda. We could
also find some creative financial mechan-
isms for redistributing wealth within fam-
ilies, so those with big homes full of adult
children can “downsize” while provid-
ing their kids an entrée into the real es-
tate market. We could do what we said we
would do almost two decades ago and end
child poverty.

The next decade is going to be difficult,
everyone agrees on that. Austerity is once
again the watchword in the industrialized
‘West, as we wrestle our deficits and debts
to the ground and try to rebuild our floun-
dering economies. Now is not the time to
engage in silly pseudo-demography about
competing generations, as if this alone
accounts for the myriad problems fa-
cing young Canadians. It is time for ser-
ious people to start thinking about serious
solutions, and the kids themselves know
it.

Robert Wright is Professor of History at
Trent University in Oshawa, Ontario

ear him roar

JIM WATSON, AFR/GETTY IMAGES

Founder of Americans for Tax
Reform Grover Norquist.

“There’s no compromise. One
wins. One loses.”

“But what about the people in
the middle?” I whimper game-
ly, approaching the big cat him-
self. “What about the social costs of
slashing the size of the government
and firing hundreds of thousands
of workers who have nowhere else
togo?”

“This isn’t Robin Hood stuff, this
is Sheriff of Nottingham stuff;” Gro-
ver Norquist snaps back. “This is
taking FROM the lower-income
people and giving to the HIGHER-
income people. Public-sector work-
ers are LOOTING the lower-income
workers. They're getting paid $400
billion MORE than private-sector

Taxes, cutbacks, layoffs, the defi-
cit: here is the 2012 election re-
duced to gazelle and cheetah.

The unreformed Harvard liber-
al Barack Obama, Grover Norquist
says, “is sitting in the White House
with class hatred, envy and greed as
his campaign slogan.”

But Republicans, he guarantees,
have the advantage of an ironclad
guarantee: “You take the pledge,
you break the pledge, you lose.”

The Democratic Party, roars the
tax-eating tiger, “is Mau Mau-ing
everybody who doesn’t get out of
the way.”

Warily, I scan the veld for war-
riors. But I can only see one.

BLACKBERRY ROUNDTABLE

DIRTY TRICKS AND

JOOKIEE MISTAKES

t was an episode of Roundtable: CSI this week as the
gang turned its forensic skills to a government on the
defensive. But from the dirty-tricks call centre in Mount
Royal to the free ride given to Peter MacKay, the verdict
is that Canada’s political culture might have been perma-
nently Harperized. Andrew Potter twiddled his thumbs
while Scott Reid and Kady O’Malley debated the meaning
of it all. BlackBerrys at the ready ...

AP: When Montreal Liberal MP
Irwin Cotler heard that someone
was making phone calls to his con-
stituents suggesting that Cotler
had resigned and that there would
soon be a byelection in the riding,
the Conservatives didn’t deny that
it was their doing. Instead they sent
Peter Van Loan to chum the waters:
First he noted that since rumours
were always swirling about Cotler’s
possible resignation, it was incum-
bent upon the Tories to bring the
matter up with his constituents. Be-
sides, he added, it’s a matter of free
speech. In politics as in sports, the
best defence is a relentless offence,
but surely sportsmanship is still a
guiding moral code in both. Is this
normal, or has Canadian politics be-
come the MMA of public life?

SR: Let’s start by saying the ob-
vious: This is unprecedented. That
matters because every time some-
one lowers the watermark for ac-
ceptable political behaviour, the re-
flex response is “well, everyone’s do-
ing it” Actually that’s not so. But if
we don’t blow the whistle, scream
“stop” or otherwise halt the descent
into pure partisan amorality, every-
one will be doing it. Because politic-
al parties are rewarded for one thing
and one thing only: winning. So if
something isn’t declared off-limits,
the lesson everyone else learns is to
imitate. It’s a brand of Darwinistic
Political Ethics — the crown falls to
he who shows the least shame.

The Conservative response on this
is risible. They claim they’re merely
ID-ing their vote. Right. By system-
atically spreading a falsehood about
a sitting MP. Meanwhile, Irwin
Cotler is submitting amendments to
the crime bill that the government
is humiliated into acknowledging it
should embrace. Except that — pre-
sumably too distracted from terror-
izing its opponents three and a half
years before the next election — they
shut down the committee process
and now are forced to submit his
changes in the Senate. The contrast
between Irwin and his opponents
could not be more clear. This whole
thing is a freaking disgrace.

KO’M: Like all the best/worst slo-
mo political car crashes, watching
this story unfold over the last few
weeks has been equal parts fascinat-
ing and horrifying. With the excep-
tion of the ministers and MPs sent
up to defend their party’s tactics in
the Commons, I truly believe you'd
be hard-pressed to find any MPs, in
any party, who aren’t at least a lit-
tle bit uncomfortable with this tac-
tic, despite the fact that it really is,
for all intents and purposes, the
natural next step in the permanent
campaign. After all, with the major-
ity having removed the convenient-
ly constant threat of an Unnecessary
and Expensive Election™, the Con-
servative party needs something to
keep itself occupied. This, at least,
is something — so why not do this?
Well, other than that it may very
well hobble their efforts to actual-
ly win the very-much-still-occupied
seat in question, as this is the sort of
tactic that goes over like gangbust-
ers in the war room, only to plum-
met like a titanium zeppelin among
normal human beings.

SR: If there are government MPs
who feel uncomfortable they’re do-
ing a helluva job of concealing it.
John Williamson and Peter Van
Loan have mounted arguments that
are so weak they defy satire. This
may be the first time that it’s actual-
ly difficult to make fun of PVL.

AP: We've seen some great pop-
cultural legal strategies over the
years: the Twinkie defence for ex-
ample (junk food leads to dimin-
ished mental capacity), the Shaggy
defence (it wasn’t me), and the
Chewbacca defence (anything fol-
lows from an absurdity). But I'm try-
ing to figure out the strategy Peter
MacKay will use to sidestep char-
ges that he called in a search and
rescue chopper to ferry him from a
ritzy fishing camp to a political rib-
bon cutting and then “misled Parlia-
ment” about it. Do we need to send
out a search party for the minister’s
moral credibility?

SR: By and large I hate these kinds
of stories. Why should we spend on
Challenger jets to fly the PM and GG
safely? How dare an overseas diplo-

Andrew Potter is the
Managing Editor of the

Kady O’Malley writes
about Parliament,

mat order a glass of wine with din-
ner? Why can’t the PMO extreme-
coupon its way to a break-even
budget? It’s penny-wise, pound-fool-
ish claptrap that only serves to de-
base our political discussion and
distract from issues that truly mat-
ter. But I have to say the apparent
bald-faced falsehood at the centre
of MacKay’s story gives one pause. I
‘wish he had just turned to his critics
and said, “Hey, I'm the defence min-
ister and I asked for it — now let’s
have that argument.” I would have
been there for him on that. But to
pretend it was the armed forces who
organized it when in fact the armed
forces raised flags and resisted is
kinda cowardly. Man-up, Peter.
Don’t make the military wear this.

KO’M: You know, if this was any
minister other than Peter MacKay,
I'd say this was curtains, but that
man has a downright preternatur-
al ability to strongjaw his way past
even the most glaring demonstra-
tions of utter logical and narrative
inconsistency. It’s kind of amazing,
actually — and what is even more
so is the PM’s apparent tolerance
thereof. MacKay is, as far as I can
tell, the only minister permitted to
do so without any attempt by PMO
to micromanage his defence strat-
egy, possibly because it works every
single time.

AP: When the story went around
last year that Stephen Harper had
issued orders that all communica-
tions out of Ottawa should herald the
plans, programs, and achievements
of “the Harper government,” he dis-
missed the notion as laughable. And
yet after struggling for nine months
to get the relevant documents, the
Canadian Press discovered that
“Official Harperization” was well
under way. In response, the Harper
Government resorted to strategies
that combined the Shaggy defence
(wasn’t us) with the Grade 7 defence
(Liberals do it too). But what is the
real issue here? Every party tries to
remake the government in its own
image. As for concerns about the
politicization of the public service,
didn’t the barn door slam shut on
that decades ago?

SR: As I learned from watching
the gay divorcée who lived two doors
down when I was a mere whelp of
12, it’s remarkable what you can
get away with when you don’t care
about what people say. The Harp-
er PMO doesn’t give a rat’s ass if we
think their defences are plainly dis-
ingenuous. He came to Ottawa con-
vinced that most of our central insti-
tutions (i.e. the public service, press
gallery, courts) were opposed to his
agenda. So don’t be surprised when
he forces them to bend the knee.

Ironically, I didn’t think the move
to call it “Canada’s New Govern-
ment” or “The Harper Government”
was out of line. They won. The pub-
lic service is there to operational-
ize their instructions and agenda.
‘What'’s the big whatev? But it riles
me when the government denies the
obvious. First, I think it’s lame to just
lie to people’s faces. Second, it tells
me that they thought they were do-
ing wrong otherwise they wouldnt
try to conceal it.

But here’s the thing again that
should cause concern: opposition
parties are watching. They see it
works. They see the gay divorcée
that is “The Harper Government”
doesn’t care what all the neighbour-
hood wives think when it behaves
badly. So guess what? They’re going
to do likewise. It’s a race to the bot-
tom without referees.

AP: If we really are in a race to the
bottom, politically, how do we stop
it? When you’re in an arms race,
no amount of moralizing about the
evils of WMDs is going to stop the
up-gunning of the combatants. So
we need some sort of arms-limita-
tion treaty to force everyone to turn
their nukes into noodles. Are there
institutional constraints or legal
fixes we can implement?

KO’M: Sure: Parliament could
address this particular tactic by
making it an offence to make false,
or misleading claims about byelec-|
tions, or, more generally, amend theg
Elections Act to impose spending| H
limits outside the writ. I'll just be|=
over here holding my breath.
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