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Since my retirement from the Canada West Foundation in 2012 and then moving to Vancouver, my primary 

audience has been my seven-year-old granddaughter. As she learns just how much of her life will be non-

profit, she is developing emphatic opinions on the world. She may know less than you do, although she 

would never admit it, but she is more steadfast in her opinions, and more cynical about the glimpses of the 

political world that are starting to appear in her life. The mere mention of Trump, for example, sets her off 

like a firecracker. 

 

In short, I face a much less intimidating audience this afternoon than I do with her. I can relax.     

 

*     *     *     

 

My entire career was spent in Calgary in the non-profit arena, although during nearly 30 years at the 

University of Calgary I was much like the proverbial fish, unaware of the charitable water in which I was 

swimming. Expressing political opinions was part of my job description as a professor of political science. 

As we know, academics live in a different world than mere mortals, and I produced more than 6,000 op eds 

and interviews without ever considering legal constraints on what I might say, although I did try my best 

throughout to be nonpartisan. 

 

However, when I moved to the Canada West Foundation I became much more aware of legal constraints 

on the political activities of charities, of which the Foundation was one. While it is inconceivable that the 

University of Calgary would ever lose its charitable status, the same could not be said about the Canada 

West Foundation.  And, without charitable status, we would be dead in the water. Dead. We were never 

audited by CRA, but the possibility was always there. 

 

Nevertheless, I was more concerned about not offending funders, and about maintaining internal harmony 

within the staff and board, than I was about offending the CRA. The red line was partisanship, but here too 

the constraints from funders were more acute than legal constraints. 

 

The challenge was that virtually all of the policy issues the Foundation dealt with had partisan baggage and 

a partisan edge. Policy recommendations were invariably more attractive to some parties than to others, 
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and policy critiques would inevitably target some parties more than others. We were all about policy 

debates, and yet it was impossible to wade into policy debates without also wading into the partisan 

swamp.  

 

We therefore confronted the challenge of remaining nonpartisan on a daily, even hourly basis. And, it 

should be stressed, both our staff and board were largely drawn from the most politically active and 

partisan segments of the community. Those who are indifferent about political life seldom gravitate to 

public policy think tanks. 

 

When I retired from this complex but fascinating world I had the post-retirement privilege to do a study for 

the Max Bell Foundation on the political activities of charities. Under the somewhat provocative title A Call 

to Arms, I argued that when organizations register as charities they take on a moral responsibility for policy 

advocacy. Parenthetically, this argument also applies to many not-for-profit organizations, albeit with less 

force. 

 

Charities, I argued, have a legitimate and important advocacy role. Through advocacy, they not only bring 

more voices to the policy table but also different voices. They provide a platform for diverse interests that 

might otherwise be silent, and by doing so create greater ideological diversity in the policy process. A Call 

to Arms, therefore, built the case that policy advocacy is a moral obligation for those claiming charitable 

status, and thus should be encouraged rather than constrained.  

 

If there was a problem, it was too little advocacy, not too much. Maybe charities were not being heard 

because they are not speaking loudly enough. Indeed, it can be argued that charities sometimes fail 

governments, and their supporters and clients, by not taking the policy advocacy bull by the horns. At times 

the sector has been more focused on what governments can do for the sector rather than on what the 

sector can do to improve Canadian life. 

 

The difficult challenge, however, is figuring out how to advocate for policy change without also advocating 

on behalf of the party or parties most likely to support such change. You want to support the message, but 

not the messenger. Yet we know how easily policy advocacy can slide into partisanship. It is not surprising, 

therefore, that boards are understandably wary of advocacy by their organizations, advocacy that may 

exacerbate internal cleavages within the staff or board, and potentially offend funders, including 

governments.  

 

It is time, I argued, to recast the relationship between charities and governments, and this is beginning to 

happen. It is also time for the boards of charitable organizations to ease internal constraints on policy 

advocacy. We may be relaxing the legal constraints, or perceived legal constraints, on policy advocacy, but 

the internal, organizational resistance to advocacy may be a harder nut to crack. 

 

*     *     *     *     * 
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So, that’s where I ended up two years ago. The question for this afternoon is how well does this analysis 

hold up in a more polarized, more ideologically-charged political environment.  Does it hold up, or will it be 

Trumped? 

 

The dilemma, as I see it, is that the line between advocacy and partisanship is becoming harder to define 

and hold. It is a line in the sand on a very crowded and well-trampled beach.  

 

Moreover, the contemporary environment increases the pressure for charities and non-profits to become 

politically engaged. How can we sit on the sidelines when, we are told, the very survival of western 

civilization hangs in the balance? But at the same time this charged environment makes it more likely that 

such engagement will cross the line into partisanship. 

 

Polarization, in other words, increases both the necessity for and risks of advocacy.  

 

Now, of course, political engagement is all about consequences. Take, for example, election campaigns and 

elections. All elections have consequences. At the very least, a change in power in Alberta from the NDP to 

the United Conservatives, or a change federally from the Liberals to the somewhat less united 

Conservatives, will have policy consequences. If not, then elections are without meaning.  

 

Today, however, the stakes are seen as much greater than in the past.  This rhetorical escalation is most 

evident in the United States where, we are told, the very survival of democracy hangs in the balance. Every 

comment is parsed into support for or opposition to Donald Trump.  “Good morning! What a fine fall day!” 

becomes a political statement: “How can you say that when democracy itself is at risk?! Only a Trump 

supporter would say it’s a fine day!” 

 

The American policy environment has become intensely polarized and intensely partisan. Rarely do we find 

Americans who are neutral, who are nonpartisan in their assessment of policy options.  Specific, evidence-

based policy debates are drowned out by the big guns of ideological combat. There is no comfortable 

middle ground where charities and nonprofits can play. 

 

Now, Canadians can flatter ourselves, which we do a lot, and thank God or a non-denominational, 

multicultural, spiritual albeit secular manifestation, that we do not live in such a polarized environment, 

that Canadian politics is all about capturing the middle ground.  

 

However, we are fooling ourselves if we assume that Canada will escape the polarization that is ripping 

apart civil discourse in the United States. Certainly Doug Ford’s victory in the spring Ontario election was 

not without ideological overtones and consequences, and the constitutional mess over reducing the 

number of seats on Toronto’s city council is being framed in apocalyptic terms. In the eyes of many, our 

whole edifice of rights and freedoms is at stake, resting as it does on the size of the Toronto city council. 

Who’d have thunk? 
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Closer to home, the rancorous pipeline debate is largely an ideological debate, with opponents of the Trans 

Mountain expansion predicting a climate change end to civilization as we know it. For supporters, the very 

future of the Canadian economy is at stake.  

 

The upcoming Alberta election is likely to be one of the most ideologically divisive we have seen. When 

Peter Lougheed ousted the 50-year old Social Credit government in 1971, he did so not by promising an 

abrupt break with the past but rather a more modern, more urban, more cosmopolitan version of Social 

Credit, a better dressed version that would not be ridiculed in the rest of Canada.  

 

However, Jason Kenney’s path to victory, should it materialize, will not come by stressing the continuity 

between his government and the NDP government of Rachel Notley.  

 

And, in the federal election to come in 13 months, we should anticipate a highly divisive campaign with the 

government party arguing that Canadian values are in fact Liberal values, that the election is not about 

policy or even leadership, but rather about national values and which party is their best custodian. 

 

Now of course we will not see explicit claims that civilization is at stake, and the electoral choices in Canada 

will not be as stark as they are in the United States where charities and non-profits cannot resist rushing to 

the barricades. Nonetheless, the impulse to engage will be stronger than ever, just as nonpartisan forms of 

engagement will be more difficult to find. Taking sides, which is exactly what charities and nonprofits do 

not want to do, may be difficult to avoid. 

 

So, what is a poor charity to do when sitting on the fence is becoming increasingly uncomfortable, when 

the pressures to engage and chose sides become ever stronger? Let me conclude with some modest 

thoughts on this difficult dilemma.  

• Just holding your nose and jumping in is a risky strategy that could make a difficult situation even 

worse. By all means, keep legal constraints in mind, and in particular keep in mind the legal 

prohibitions on partisanship. 

• Be very self-conscious in any form of political engagement, keeping in mind the very real risks that 

exist.  

• Do not get drawn in by casual use of social media. A good slogan for election campaigns would be 

“We Tweet Not.” Tweets sent at 3:00 in the morning are seldom useful, and often damaging, as 

the American experience illustrates. 

• Try to avoid gratuitous comparisons with the United States. Referring to Jason Kenney or Doug 

Ford as “Trump North” or “Trump Light” is not a useful way to inform the Canadian debate. 

• Never assume that we have nothing to learn from other countries, including the United States. Do 

not let our inherent smugness smother what could be a more vigorous policy debate. 
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• Always be an advocate for, and an example of, civility in political debates. 

• Remember you are playing a long game, that your interests have a longer time frame than the 

tenure of the next government. 

• Restrict your policy engagement to areas of organizational expertise.  Keep your focus.  Speak when 

you have relevant evidence and experience to bring to the table. If you are a social services agency, 

be very careful about wading into energy policy. And, if you are an oil and gas organization, be 

careful about critiques of social policy. In other words, protect your credibility. 

• Avoid hyperbole. The sky is not falling. The day after the next election most of us will still get up 

and go to work, pick up the kids after school and look forward to a fine wine or a cold beer. Life will 

go on. 

• Finally, and to repeat an earlier point, advocate for policy change without also advocating on behalf 

of the party or parties most likely to support such change. You want to support the message, but 

not the messenger. 

 

I wish you all the best in navigating these very difficult waters. I’ll be looking over the mountains with 

interest as I try to convince my granddaughter that the end of the world is not yet upon us. 

 


