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Government abandons legislative oversight of
Crown corporations – and debt reaches $24.1 billion

3,270 days have elapsed since committee last met – in 2008
The combined debt of B.C.’s Crown
corporations stood at $7.5 billion when
the then newly-elected BC Liberal
government was sworn into office in
June 2001.
The new administration promptly put
into effect a number of remedies to
cure the problem, foremost among
them an overhaul of the province’s
legislative-committee system.
On August 27, 2001, Gary Collins, the
newly-appointed Minister of Finance,
rose in the legislature and spoke to
a motion on a re-constituted Select
Standing Committee on Crown
Corporations.
“I just want to say,” Collins said, “that
this is an issue that has come before
this House time and again ... It’s something that has been talked about for
many years but hasn’t been done since,
I think, [the] early or mid 1970s.”
The new government, he continued,
intended to give the Crowns “an
opportunity ... to come to the
legislature and present business plans,
budgets and to have those up for
discussion and debate by Members
of the Legislative Assembly.”
Who could argue? The notion that the
province’s MLAs ought to be able to
scrutinize the past performance and
future plans of some of B.C.’s largest
companies, to provide constructive
criticism and offer suggestions for
improvement, seemed routine,
commonsensical even.

Essentially, it was an initiative that would
allow the shareholders of entities such
as BC Hydro, the Insurance Corporation of B.C. or BC Lottery Corporation
– through their elected representatives
– to express opinions on the management, operations and finances of publicly-owned enterprises.
Committee meetings, moreover, generally are open to the public, and regular
hearings into the province’s Crowns

likely would be well-covered by the
news media.
‘Accountability’ was the word of the
day.
“I think it’s a good move,” Collins
concluded, “something that we’ve
looked forward to for a long time, and
will help to increase the accountability
of Crown corporations.”
Continued on p. 2

Does ‘affordability’ loom as key election issue in May?
Could recent global events – including
the ‘Brexit’ vote in the United Kingdom
and the election of Donald Trump to
the U.S. presidency – somehow presage the outcome of British Columbia’s
looming May 9 general election?
Dr. Norman Ruff, Professor Emeritus
of Political Science at the University
of Victoria, describes the popular – or,
populist – sentiment behind Brexit and
Trump as “a rejection of the narrative
that the political and economic elites
give us.”

about affordability.”
By affordability, Ruff explained that he
used the word “in terms of housing,
child care, the cost of public services,
hydro, medical service premiums,
ICBC, ferry travel.”
Long regarded as one of the province’s
more-astute – and quotable – political observers, the retired university
professor seems to have diagnosed the
motivation behind a recent flurry of
policy announcements by the incumbent government, Premier Christy
Clark’s BC Liberals, as they gear up to
win another four-year mandate.

Ruff expanded on that observation in
an interview with Jeff Davies (see page
8), saying that rejection of elites by B.C.
Although Clark became Premier only
voters could manifest itself as concern
over “affordability in terms of every-day in March 2011, the BC Liberals first
took power a decade earlier, in the
living.”
spring of 2001. (Clark then was appointed Deputy Premier, but quit the
“It’s not a word that you would associlegislature in 2005 before returning as
ate people going to the barricades for,”
Premier six years later.)
he noted. “But it’s a general catch-all
Continued on p. 8
sentiment out there. It’s a concern
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Government abandons legislative oversight of Crown corporations, continued from p. 1

Two days after Collins’ motion passed
unanimously in the House, B.C.’s
Select Standing Committee on
Crown Corporations held its inaugural
meeting to figure out a course of
action.
In short order the legislative committee
held a total of three meetings in 2001,
eight in 2002, and then a whopping 11
in 2003.
Enthusiasm remained high in 2004 as
the committee convened nine times,
but diminished somewhat in 2005 –
an election year – when only a single
meeting was held.
Matters ramped up in 2006 as the
committee met on six occasions, but it
back-slid in 2007 to just four.
Three meetings were conducted in
2008 – the last on March 3 of that
year – and since then nothing has
happened.
To be sure, a standing committee to
oversee B.C.’s Crown corporations
has been formally empaneled by the
Legislative Assembly each time a new
session gets underway, but none have
been convened, held hearings or
prepared reports.
In fact, by the time the up-coming
spring sitting gets underway on
February 14 – the sixth and final session of the 41st Parliament – it will

Crown corp debt soared after legislative oversight ended in 2008
($millions)
$30,000
$25,000
$20,000
$15,000
$10,000
$5,000
$0

(Source: B.C. Financial and Economic Reviews, various years)

have been 3,270 days since the Crown
corporations committee last was called to
order.
Since then, the combined debt incurred
by B.C.’s Crowns has skyrocketed heavenward.
Between the summer of 2001 to the spring
of 2008 – when legislative oversight came
to an end – Crown corporation total debt
barely grew, rising from $7.5 billion to
slightly less than $8.1 billion.

However, since then – a period of just
nine years – the debt of B.C.’s Crowns
has tripled to about $24.1 billion.
***
Eighty per cent of the total debt currently held by Crown corporations belongs
to a single entity, BC Hydro and Power
Authority.
In 2001, BC Hydro’s debt added up to
less than $6.7 billion, but by the end of
the current fiscal period it’s expected to
reach $19.6 billion.
Much of the utility’s debt-growth may
be attributed to capital expenditures for
new transmission lines and generating
facilities, but it must be remembered
that the Crown – which, according to
the Auditor General, may or may not
be profitable – also is required to
provide an annual cash dividend to the
Provincial Treasury.
Simply, BC Hydro often must borrow
monies – thereby adding to its debt – so
as to send cash to Victoria.
The next-biggest Crown debt – $3.4
billion – is held by the Transportation
Investment Corporation.

Gary Collins
Committee intended to increase ‘accountability’

Marvin Hunt
‘Convenor’ hasn’t convened a single meeting
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Government abandons legislative oversight of Crown corporations, continued from p. 2

standing committee quit meeting – the
relatively new Crown was created to
finance construction of a new Port
Mann bridge.
Tolls levied on motorists were supposed
to allow the TI Corp. to pay down its
debt over time, but revenues to date
have been well below initial forecasts as
drivers choose other, less-costly routes.
The latest projections show the Crown’s
debt increasing – not decreasing – in the
foreseeable future.
The B.C. Lottery Corporation, which
was free of debt until 2009/10, currently
owes an estimated $156 million.

Capital spending: Crown corporations and
the provincial government ($millions)
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That is surprising as profits at the gaming corporation for the last decade have
surpassed one-billion dollars annually –
and all of it is directed to Victoria.
The question as to why an immensely
profitable Crown corporation must
borrow monies – much of which goes to
purchase slot machines for casinos – is
something a legislative committee could
address.
Lastly, the debt of some money-losing
Crown corporations – such as the BC
Pavilion Corporation, which operates
BC Place Stadium and the Vancouver
Convention Centre – is not included
with Crown debt, but rather is apportioned to the provincial government.
One of those is the BC Pavilion Corp.
which was free of debt until 2009/10,
but today owes approximately $400
million.

Total provincial capital expenditures
Crown corporation capital expenditures

(Source: B.C. Financial and Economic Reviews, various years)

***
It must be said that the legislative committee overseeing Crown corporations
did some stellar work a decade or so ago.
In its inaugural report, published in
October 2002, the committee suggested
that the province’s Crowns should develop comparative data from other jurisdictions to make it easier to examine the
performance of B.C. corporations in a
broader context.

averages of wages and benefits,’ so both
legislators and the public could better
understand the efficiency – or, deficiencies – of publicly-owned entities.
That initial report, moreover, closely
examined four Crowns: BC Buildings
Corporation, BC Lottery Corporation,
Tourism British Columbia and British
Columbia Transit.
Pointed criticism was directed at the
Lottery Corp., which was chided for employee absenteeism, employee turnover
rates and employee-satisfaction rates.

B.C.’s Crowns, it was proposed, might
provide the committee with ‘the ratio of
expenditure to revenue or industry-wide In its final report, released in February
2008, the committee reviewed the Columbia Power Corporation, the Industry
Current Members of the Select Standing
Training Authority and the First Peoples’
Heritage, Language and Culture Council.
Committee on Crown Corporations
MLA

RIDING

PARTY

Marvin Hunt (Convener)
Spencer Chandra Herbert
Adrian Dix
Mable Elmore
Greg Kyllo
Jordan Sturdy
Sam Sullivan
Jane Thornthwaite
Laurie Throness
Claire Trevena

Surrey-Panorama
Vancouver-West End
Vancouver-Kingsway
Vancouver-Kensington
Shuswap
West Vancouver-Sea to Sky
Vancouver-False Creek
North Vancouver-Seymour
Chilliwack-Hope
North Island

BC Liberal Party
New Democratic Party
New Democratic Party
New Democratic Party
BC Liberal Party
BC Liberal Party
BC Liberal Party
BC Liberal Party
BC Liberal Party
New Democratic Party

A few weeks later, on March 3, the committee held its final meeting. It was called
to order at 9:51 am, and John Rustad, the
BC Liberal MLA for Prince George-Omineca – now the MLA for Nechako Lakes
– quickly was elected as chair.
Seconds later, John Horgan, now the
Leader of the New Democratic Party, was
elected as deputy chair. The meeting then
adjourned at 9:54 am – three minutes
after it got underway.
It hasn’t convened since.

www.pacificpoliticalreport.ca
-3-

Phoenix
Strategies

Inc.

Electoral redistribution attempts to
maintain equality between ridings
British Columbia’s 41st general election
will be fought in 87 electoral districts, as
redistribution has added two new seats
to the total previously contested in 2009
and 2013 (85).

Analysis
By Will McMartin

Redistribution is made necessary by
the province’s continual population
growth, as well as increasing population
disparities between regions and subregions.

B.C.’s general elections, 1871 to 2017
Election

Year

Electoral
Districts

No. of
MLAs

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.

1871
1875
1878
1882
1886
1890
1894
1898
1900
1903
1907
1909
1912
1916
1920
1924
1928
1933
1937
1941
1945
1949
1952
1953
1956
1960
1963
1966
1969
1972
1975
1979
1983
1986
1991
1996
2001
2005
2009
2013
2017

12
12
12
13
13
18
25
29
29
34
34
34
34
39
39
40
40
39
40
41
41
41
41
41
42
42
42
48
48
48
48
50
50
52
75
75
79
79
85
85
87

25
25
25
25
27
33
33
38
42
42
42
42
42
47
47
48
48
47
48
48
48
48
48
48
52
52
52
55
55
55
55
57
57
69
75
75
79
79
85
85
87

Avg. population
B.C.’s total
Population per electoral district
36,000
42,000
45,000
52,000
74,000
93,000
122,000
154,000
170,000
220,000
309,000
350,000
407,000
456,000
507,000
571,000
641,000
717,000
759,000
870,000
949,000
1,113,000
1,205,000
1,248,000
1,398,500
1,602,000
1,699,000
1,873,700
2,060,000
2,302,086
2,499,564
2,665,238
2,907,502
3,003,621
3,373,787
3,874,317
4,076,881
4,195,764
4,410,679
4,589,041
~4,740,100

3,000
3,500
3,750
4,000
5,692
5,167
4,880
5,310
5,862
6,471
9,088
10,294
11,971
11,692
13,000
14,275
16,025
18,385
18,975
21,200
23,146
27,146
29,390
30,439
33,298
38,143
40,452
39,035
42,917
47,960
52,074
53,305
58,150
57,762
44,984
51,658
51,606
53,111
51,890
53,989
~54,484

(Source Elections BC, BC Stats)

From 1871 to the present day, our
population has exploded from about
36,000 to 4.7 million.
Over the same period, the number of
seats in the Legislative Assembly more
than tripled, from 25 to 87, and the
average number of people represented
by each MLA has skyrocketed from
about 3,000 to more than 50,000.
Only since 1991, however, has there
been a deliberate attempt to maintain
some sort of ‘equality’ in the number of
people residing in each electoral district
– or, more to the point, ‘equality’ in the
number of people represented by each
legislator.
Indeed, the 1991 general election
was the first in which each British
Columbian only had one vote – and
could vote for only one MLA.
***
In B.C.’s first general-election, in 1871,
the Legislative Assembly had just 25
seats, and the total number of registered
voters remains unknown.
The number of votes cast, however, was
3,804.
The number of actual voters likely was
much lower as most were able to cast
more than one ballot – or, put another
way, each voter could elect more than
just one MLA.
That’s because while B.C. elected 25
MLAs in 1871, there were only 12
electoral districts.
Just three of those districts were represented by a single MLA; the remaining
nine returned between two and four
legislators apiece.
At the time of Confederation, the
biggest political division in B.C. was
geographic – the split between British
Columbians residing on Vancouver
Island, and those who lived on the
Mainland.
Continued on p.5
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Analysis, continued from p. 4

Vancouver Island was the older British
Colony – it was founded in 1849 –
whereas the Mainland achieved its own
colonial status nine years later, in 1858.
Moreover, with a settled population of
about 5,000, Victoria was the biggest
urban centre on Canada’s new Pacific
coast, while the biggest Mainland
communities – New Westminster and
Barkerville – had no more than a
thousand residents apiece.

Population and ridings increase in size,
yet voter participation remains flat
60,000
50,000
40,000
30,000

Smaller Mainland villages – such as
Lytton, Clinton and Quesnel, with
populations in the dozens – were
situated along the Cariboo Wagon Road,
which stretched about 400 miles north
from Yale to Barkerville.

20,000
10,000
0
1991

1996

2001

Avg population per riding

In 1866, far-away London – anxious
Avg valid votes per riding
to find administrative savings – forced
the two colonies to merge into a single
entity, which then became the Colony of
(Source: Elections BC)
British Columbia.
To the consternation of Victoria’s cosmopolitan denizens, New Westminster –
derided by its critics as a ‘city of stumps’
– was named the new capital city.
In April 1868, however, members of the
colony’s Legislative Council – many of
whom were unelected bureaucrats from
Victoria who disliked commuting to
New Westminster – voted to remove the
seat of government to Victoria.
Mainlanders were furious.
Three years later, in 1871, when B.C.
joined Confederation and became
Canada’s sixth province in 1871, the new
Legislative Assembly held 25 seats.
How to split them evenly? Twelve seats
were allocated to Vancouver Island
(which also retained the capital in
Victoria), while 13 went to the
Mainland.
Animosity between the two geographic
factions persisted for several decades.
On the Mainland, two ridings –
Cariboo and Yale – had three MLAs
apiece, while Lillooet, Kootenay and
New Westminster (which covered the
entire Lower Mainland, except the City
of New Westminster) each had two.

New Westminster City was the only
Mainland electoral district with just a
single MLA.
On the Island, Victoria City had four
MLAs, and Cowichan, Esquimalt and
Victoria – the region outside the City,
mostly Saanich – each had two.
Nanaimo and Comox returned one
legislator apiece.
***
British Columbia’s population growth
was relatively modest until 1886,
which coincided with the arrival of
the Canadian Pacific Railway – the
construction of which was one of the
Terms of Union whereby the province
joined Confederation.
B.C.’s fifth-general election was held the
same year as the CPR was completed,
and the province’s population then was
74,000, or about double what it had
been 15 years earlier.
In advance of that election, the
Legislative Assembly received its
first-ever increase in size, adding two
new seats for a total of 27.
Arrival of the railway sparked a population boom in B.C., and notably led to

2005

2009

2013

2017

Avg registered voters per riding

the creation of a new major city,
Vancouver, which became the CPR’s new
terminus after the line was extended
westward from Port Moody.
By 1903, British Columbia’s population
was pegged at 220,000 – with Vancouver
home to 29,432 residents, followed
by Victoria at 20,919, and New
Westminster, the one-time capital, trailing with 6,499.
The election of 1903 was fought in
34 ridings and returned a total of 42
MLAs.
More importantly, the election marked
an historic landmark as it was the first
to feature political parties. The Conservatives, led by Richard McBride, formed
a majority government with 22 MLAs,
while the Liberals became the official
opposition with 17.
Also electing MLAs in 1903 were the
Socialist Party of B.C. – two – and
Labour, with one.
(Interestingly, the electoral districts
which in 1903 returned Socialists and
Labour MLAs – Nanaimo, Newcastle
and Slocan – remain to the present day
strongly supportive of the left-leaning
New Democratic Party.)
Continued on p.6
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Analysis, continued from p. 5

All but three of the 34 electoral districts
contested in 1903 were single-member
constituencies. The exceptions were
Vancouver City, which elected five
MLAs, and Victoria City and Cariboo,
with four and two respectively.
***
The province’s two-major political
parties, the Conservatives and the
Liberals, took turns forming the
provincial government between 1903
and 1952.
A new entity, the Cooperative
Commonwealth Federation – the CCF,
fore-runner of today’s New Democratic
Party – appeared on the scene in 1933,
and promptly won election as the official
opposition.
In the 1941 general election – which
ended with the Liberals holding onto a
minority government – the CCF actually
won more votes than their rivals, but
fewer seats than the Grits.
Soon thereafter, the Liberals and
Conservatives joined together in a
formal Coalition administration that
won general elections in 1945 and 1949.
The political partnership endured until
January 1952, and the general election
in June of that year saw the Liberals
and Conservatives run under their own
banners.
The two entities, however, had joined
together in passing legislation that
introduced an ‘alternative voting system,’
which featured a preference ballot which
allowed voters in each riding to rank
their local choices.
If no candidate received an absolute
majority on the first count, then the
candidate with the least number of votes
was dropped and the second choices
were distributed among the remaining
candidates. The process continued until
one candidate had secured a majority.
The tilt – B.C.’s 23rd general election –
featured 41 electoral districts with 48
MLAs.
Just five ridings were represented by a
single legislator. The exceptions were
Vancouver-Burrard, Vancouver Centre

W.A.C. Bennett
Won power with alternative voting system

and Vancouver East – each of which had
a pair of MLAs – and Vancouver-Point
Grey and Victoria City, which each had
three.
British Columbia’s population at
mid-century was counted at 1.2 million,
so each riding was home to about 30,000
residents.

Weirdly, redistribution prior to the
1986 general election had increased the
number of electoral districts by just two
– from 50 to 52 – but also boosted the
number of two-member ridings from
seven to 17.

Almost simultaneously in the late
1980s, Vander Zalm put in place a new
commissioner to redraw the province’s
To everyone’s shock, a new party – Social electoral map, and the B.C. Civil
Credit – captured 19 seats, followed by
Liberties Association went to court,
the CCF with 18, and the Liberals and
claiming that the country’s relatively
Conservatives trailed with six and four
new Charter of Rights and Freedoms
respectively. (The remaining seat was
(enacted in 1982) had enshrined in
represented by a Labour MLA.)
the Constitution the principle of
‘equality.’
The preferential ballot system was
retained in 1953, in which Premier
The end result was that B.C.’s electoral
W.A.C. Bennett and his Socreds won a
boundaries were altered considerably in
majority government, and it then was
advance of the 1991 general election.
abolished.
Abolished were the multi-member
***
ridings, and introduced was the
principle of an ‘electoral quotient’ –
The period from 1952 to 1991 in B.C.
under which all districts were expected
was marked by near-constant Social
to have a near-equal population
Credit government.
(plus or minus 25-per cent of the
quotient).
The sole exception occurred between
1972 and 1975, when the New
By 1991, British Columbia’s population
Democratic Party won its first-ever
had soared to nearly 3.4 million, and the
electoral mandate.
legislature had an equal number – 75 –
of electoral districts and MLAs.
Bill Bennett, W.A.C.’s younger son,
succeeded his father as party Leader in
Today, a quarter-century later, the
1973, and became Premier in 1975. In
province’s population has climbed to 4.7
turn, he was succeeded in both posts in
million, and the Legislative Assembly
1986 by Bill Vander Zalm.
has grown to 87 seats.
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Dr. Norman Ruff PART ONE
Professor Emeritus, Political Science
University of Victoria

interview

Last year, 2016, may be remembered
for this populist revolution we keep
hearing about. It was the year of the
Brexit vote in Britain and the election
of Donald Trump in the United States,
as well as the rise of popular movements in many parts of the world.

the 90’s, the Social Credit and the CCF
and NDP, had deep populist roots outside
and inside the province – deep historic
origins that come out of prairie populism,
particularly of course Saskatchewan and
Alberta, but it spills over into B.C. in the
late 1940’s.

B.C. often is seen as a hotbed of
populist politics – and you have spent
a good part of your academic career
studying populist movements. How
would you define populism?

People say I romanticize too much about
the B.C. experience, but in 1952 when
Social Credit made the breakthrough in
government and defeated what had been
a Liberal-Conservative coalition, I think
that was a classic, genuine grassroots
protest against the elites.

Well, a belief in the wisdom of ordinary
people against the establishment. I think
that’s the whole concept of populism.
What was the slogan in Ontario [used
by Mike Harris, Leader of the provincial
Progressive Conservatives, in the 1995
general election] – the Common Sense
Revolution? It’s a misused term, but
that’s the core of it: a belief in the
wisdom of ideas of ordinary people
against the political and economic elites.
It also tends to be combined with the
personification of the idea in one person.
So, one person becomes the carrier of
that idea, and that Leader presents himself or herself as the indispensable voice
of the people.
I think historically where you have
powerful manifestations of populism it’s
those two. Very often it can start off as
– and I’ll come to B.C. in a moment – a
genuine grassroots movement of protest
against the elites, but I think in modern
times there is also a dark side of populism.
It comes to be combined with a belief in
a Leader who is the only person who can
speak for the people.
I think what happens is it begins as a
populist movement of ordinary people
in spontaneous protest but it’s commandeered by a politician who manipulates
the symbol of the people for their own
purposes.
So, in B.C., what were historically the
governing parties from the 50’s through

People turning against the Conservatives
and Liberals who had been governing in
a coalition, rejected the CCF – which had
populist roots but was seen as left-wing
extremism – but out of that came Social
Credit.

By Jeff Davies

Dr. Norman Ruff

I think in terms of the 21st century,
jumping ahead to what’s happening
with the National Front [in France], in
Austria, and Brexit, and even to some
extent Trumpism, there’s a xenophobic
element, anti-immigrant, racist, reliIt was quickly commandeered by W.A.C. gious intolerance attached to it.
Bennett, who came to portray himself
as the one person who could speak on
I think that’s a 21st century phenomebehalf of ordinary British Columbians.
non.
It’s a classic case of 20th century
populism, of a genuine grassroots
I think if we’re looking around the
movement, and then with the symbols
world, particularly Europe and the U.K.
of common-sense of people being
– and there are elements of it in Trumpcommandeered by a political leader.
ism, although there are other big factors
– I think the 21st century form tends to
That’s the whole history of Social Credit be associated with the right and a fear
and W.A.C. Bennett, and I think what
of immigrants, and racist and religious
made B.C. interesting was the main
overtones, that’s the contemporary part
opposition was the CCF, which was
of populism.
ideologically a socialist party but also
had deep populist roots going back to the And then alongside of that, there’s a
prairies.
kind of historic continuity between 21st
century populism and historic populism,
As you note, populist movements
it’s a sense of socio-economic loss,
can confound conventional party
deprivation, which feeds into the revolt
boundaries. I recall when the federal
against the elites.
Reform Party was on the rise in B.C.,
many ridings that had voted NDP
That’s the one continuity you find hisprovincially voted Reform federally
torically in 21st century, 20th century,
in the 1993 general election. How do
19th century populism – it’s associated
you account for that apparent
with socio-economic concerns.
contradiction?
You could look at Trump: there are
Populism can become hyphenated, but
elements of a xenophobic quality to
populism – to believe in the common
populism, combined with concerns
sense of ordinary people – isn’t a matter about people missing out on the
of left and right. Both the left and right
economic recovery of the last decade,
Continued on p. 8
can embrace it.
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Interview, continued from p. 7

concern about globalization.
And I think that’s the feature of 21st
century populism – the combination
of anti-immigrant sentiment, racism,
religious intolerance, plus socioeconomic concerns. That’s what’s fuelling it in Europe – and it’s a good part of
Trumpism.
In B.C., how do you think the populist
trend will play itself out in the next
election?
Well, I think to some extent you could
say it’s a fear – certainly it exists in

Europe – of a kind of demonstration
effect.
You see the power of these populist
sentiments, what I call hyphenated populism in Europe and with Trump, we’re
looking over our shoulders and saying
would there be an imitation effect here.
I think we look for markers in what’s
happening in the States and in Europe,
but I don’t see the basis for a fullfledged, imitation effect or contagion
from what’s happening in Europe, or
contagion of what’s happening in the
States.

If you take the xenophobic component,
in terms of mainstream B.C. politics,
we’re an immigrant society and, given
the demographics of B.C. today, I think
there’s some evidence there’s a very
small fringe that appeals to in the Lower
Mainland.
And the controversy about Chinese
money affecting housing prices and so
on, but that’s a very small fringe group.
So I think, given the nature of B.C.
society, that xenophobic component
doesn’t have the same kind of base
that it certainly has in France, the
U.K., Austria, throughout Europe and

Continued on p. 9

Does ‘affordability’ loom as key election issue in May?, continued from p. 1

A Clark victory in May would mark a
remarkable fifth-straight election win
for the provincial Liberals, putting
them on track for 20 consecutive years
in power.
Has the government grown out-oftouch with every-day concerns?
Do B.C. voters view Clark and her
Liberals as members of the province’s
‘elite’?
Over the last weeks and months, in a
bid to appear responsive to popular
concerns, the Clark government
has issued a steady slew of news
releases, many aimed squarely at the
‘affordability’ issues identified by Ruff
as a possible source of voter discontent.
This week, for example, the government sharply raised to $1.6 million the
threshold for B.C.’s home-owner grant
– which last year was increased from
$1.1 million to $1.2 million – so as to
reduce property-tax bills for thousands
of home-owners.

to reduce the monthly burden on
individuals and families.
“You go down the list of things and
think about what’s going up [in cost] in
2017,” said Ruff.
“It’s a number of separate things but
they all add up to the kind of notion
that there’s a real concern about dayto-day living, the ability to get on in
life, to aspire to having a decent home
of your own and to bring up your
children.”
He continued: “Affordability is not a
word that is going to get people to the
barricades, but it’s a base for a sort of
populist groundswell ... it’s the day-today concern about the affordability of
living in the province.”
Born in 1939 in Barking, Essex – about
a dozen miles east of Westminster and
Britain’s House of Commons – Ruff
later graduated from the University of
Southampton with an honours degree in
economics and government.

University of British Columbia.
He moved a year later to the University of Victoria, where he taught for 36
years before retiring in June 2013.
Asked by Jeff what he thought might
be the “defining or decisive issues”
in the up-coming election campaign,
Ruff replied that it was “still too early
to tell.”
Still, he did note that the Clark government “has become very reactive, and
I don’t have a sense that they have a
really strong, long-term vision.”
He continued: “But I think their inclination will be to fall back on what won
the election for them in 2013 – which
has always stood the governing party
in good stead against the NDP – the
sound fiscal management, the promise
to balance the budget.”

Earlier, the province unveiled a new
BC Home Owner Mortgage and
Equity Partnership program, whereby
the province will provide first-time
home-buyers with up to $37,500 for
their initial down payment.

He then moved to Canada, was awarded in 1961 a fellowship at McMaster
University in Hamilton, and later
took a job as a Treasury Board analyst
with New Brunswick’s provincial
government.

As for the New Democrats, Ruff
believes they “need to have a really
clear focus, and if they have a chance
to get a toe hold and form a government, it will be tapping into this
affordability sentiment that has the
potential to feed a general populist ...
shift against the usual economic and
political elites’ narrative about how
good things are in B.C.”

And there is considerable speculation
– much of it fueled by Clark, herself
– that the BC Liberals soon will overhaul Medical Service Plan premiums

Ruff returned to university – Montreal’s
McGill – to obtain his Ph.D. in political
science, and then traveled across
the country to teach briefly at the

He concluded: “I think for many
people there’s a sense that things
aren’t quite as good as they tell us
they are.”
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Interview, continued from p. 8

Germany, too now. That part of it is a
non-starter in B.C.

There’s the claim you associate with every
political leader, that they’re the person to
provide adequate leadership. Certainly
The socio-economic part of it though has Christy Clark can make that claim. She
potential in terms of our immediate sit- single-handedly, I think, helped to pull the
uation. British Columbia can look back election out of the fire for the Liberals in
and say we’ve done very well. We’ve
2013.
been a leader in terms of economic
growth in recent years in national terms, Horgan seems to be a well-grounded,
but not everyone has benefited from that. pragmatic sort of leader for the NDP,
and although Weaver comes out of the
There are clearly regional differences
academe he seems to be a very clearly
in the people who have enjoyed that
focused leader, but none of them claim to
growth, and there are signs now that
be indispensable.
growth is going to slow in 2017.
They would claim to be the best leader,
We see certainly, looking in the rearbut not the indispensable leader in the way
view mirror, the economy has done
that, for example, Trump claims to be.
fairly well, but the danger is there’s a
complacency around that, the way there Christy Clark pulled off one of the
was with the Democrats in the [United] biggest upsets in Canadian electoral
States, that not everyone has benefited
history in 2013, in part by presenting
from that growth.
herself as a populist, someone in touch
with the people.
So, if there is an element where there
could be a spillover, it will be that, and
She even seemed to be running against
again it’s a kind of concern that the
the elites in her own party. What do you
economic and political elites tell us B.C. think made the difference?
has been doing well, but we don’t feel
that in our everyday lives.
I do see some similarities between her
and W.A.C. Bennett When you talk about
How well do you think the populist
populists in B.C. history, at the top of the
label fits B.C.’s political leaders:
list, certainly in terms of the memory of
Christy Clark, John Horgan and
people currently living, W.A.C. Bennett
Andrew Weaver?
and [Bill] Vander Zalm of course.
None of them fit the kind of quality that
would lead them to put themselves as
the indispensable leader in the way that
Donald Trump, for example has, presenting himself as the only person who can
‘Make America Great.’

Jeff Davies
Jeff was a journalist with the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation for more
than 35 years. From 1993 to 2012 he was
the CBC’s legislative reporter in Victoria.

How could we forget Vander Zalm as an
embodiment of populism?
Clark has some of those qualities. Some
of it is the disarming smile and the ability
to relate to people, but I think populism
requires something much stronger than
that, to say that this is classic populism.

from the government’s perspective, the
government has become very reactive
and I don’t have a sense that they have a
really strong, long-term vision.
But I think their inclination will be
to fall back on what won the election
for them in 2013 – which has always
stood the governing party in good stead
against the NDP – the sound fiscal
management, the promise to balance the
budget.
The polls suggest that was a big factor
in the election of 2013.
And, secondly, the economy, job growth,
and of course that was wrapped around
the LNG commitment.
Neither of those work quite the same
way this time because LNG, for context,
in terms of events beyond the control
of the government, they haven’t been
able to deliver on that. But they still can
claim it’s been good economically in
B.C. – particularly with regards to the
rest of the country – so jobs are always
a strong card in terms of the opposition,
opposing the prospects of an NDP
government, and the sound fiscal
management.
The budget is balanced. They’ve started
to build some surpluses, although not
nearly to the extent that was promised in
2013. They’re not paying down the debt
but the budget is balanced.
So I assume that the BC Liberals will
fall back on those two big things, fiscal
prudence and I think to demonstrate
that, to really connect with people, there
are going to be some significant tax
changes, if not complete abolition of
MSP premiums, then reduction of MSP
and income tax cuts.

It is the difference between being popular
and the ability to command political support, and populism. Populism at its core is
the assertion about the ordinary common I assume that will be a big part of the
sense of ordinary people against the elites, BC Liberal platform. They have room to
even though they may come from the
do that.
elites themselves.
And plus, the general commitment to
Clark comes close to it but none of them jobs. But the LNG thing, the extent to
present themselves as populists in the way which their feet will be held to the fire,
that Trump presents himself as a populist. they’ve been far too optimistic on that,
but they might be off the hook; they’ll
Given all that, what do you see as
do what every government does.
likely being the defining or decisive
issues in the coming election?
When economic times are good they
claim credit for it. When they’re bad
It’s still too early to really tell, but I think they’ll blame global factors.
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In December, as 2016 was winding down
and most British Columbians were preparing to relax over the holiday season, Kim
Haakstad was busy submitting new filings
with the Lobbyists’ Registry in Victoria.
A long-time, personal friend of Premier
Christy Clark – and a veteran political
aide who, four years ago, was forced to
resign from government service following the multi-cultural, ethnic ‘outreach’
scandal that threatened to destroy the BC
Liberals bare months before the 2013
general election – Haakstad resurfaced
last summer as a lobbyist with government-friendly Wazuku Advisory Group.
Her first registration – on behalf of the
Southern Alberta Institute of Technology – was made in late August, and within weeks she had added the Vancouver
Airport Authority, Music Canada, the
Kidney Foundation of Canada, and Tilray,
the Nanaimo-based medicinal marijuana
company.
Those filings were followed by another
in October for Carbon Engineering, a
company touting innovative carbon-capture technology – wringing carbon from
the air – that wants the government to
know about progress with a pilot project in
Squamish.
All of these early filings were done in
concert with other Wazuku lobbyists –
notably Brad Zubyk, Emir Mehinagic
and Stephen Kukucha – which suggests
that Haakstad’s lobbying efforts were
part of a team approach rather than a solo
endeavour.
In mid-December, Haakstad hit the registry again with a pair of filings. One
lobbying client was the Canadian Media
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Production Association – which wants
to raise awareness in government circles
of its vital ‘economic contribution’ – and
the other was BluEarth Renewables Inc.,
a Calgary firm interested in clean-energy
opportunities in B.C.
Three days before Christmas, Haakstad
submitted two more registrations on behalf
of Wazuku. The Canadian Academy of
Recording Arts and Science is anxious,
it seems, to let Victoria know about ‘the
importance of the music industry’ – and,
by the way, it apparently wouldn’t mind
receiving some ‘support’ from taxpayers.
The Trial Lawyers Association of B.C.
also retained Haakstad and Wazuku to provide assistance on a slightly more prosaic
issue: it wants to promote possible amendments to the Class Proceedings Act.
Haakstad first was appointed as a political
aide to Clark in June 2001, on the same
day that her friend was named as the Minister of Education and Deputy Premier.
The duo worked together until early
2005, when Clark ‘retired’ from politics
after former Premier Gordon Campbell
assigned her to the tough Children and
Family Development department.
Haakstad continued to work in the government until early 2006, when she left to
head up the Alliance of Beverage Licensees, lobbying on behalf of pub-owners and
liquor retailers.
In March 2011, when Clark succeeded
Campbell and moved into the Premier’s
office, Haakstad returned to her side as
Deputy Chief of Staff, Operations. She
resigned two years later when the public
learned of her role in a BC Liberal scheme
to use government resources in a bid to
woo voters in the province’s multi-cultural
communities.
Since she joined Wazuku less than six
months ago, Haakstad already has racked
up an impressive list of 10 lobbying
clients. That number may be expected to
grow exponentially should the Clark
government win re-election in May.
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***
‘One step forward, one step back’ might
aptly describe John Horgan’s New
Democratic Party as the official opposition
readies for the May campaign.
The NDP last year put an experienced pair
of political staffers in the Opposition
Leader’s office, tasking Kate Van Meer
Mass and Jarrett Hagglund with overseeing Public Engagement and Priority
Projects respectively.
Van Meer Mass is renowned for her role in
2013 as campaign manager for David Eby
in Vancouver-Point Grey. Eby, of course,
proved a giant-killer as he upset the incumbent MLA, Premier Christy Clark, who
instead had to go to Westside Kelowna to
win a legislative seat.
In the fall of 2014 Van Meer Mass helped
Burnaby Mayor Derek Corrigan and his
Burnaby Citizens’ Association to maintain
their dominance on city council, and then
in early 2015 she moved to Alberta to
assist NDP Premier Rachel Notley set up
her new office.
Unlike other B.C. New Democrats who
also moved to Edmonton after the Notley
victory – John Heaney, Jim Rutkowski,
Marcella Munro, to name just a few –
Van Meer Mass returned to the Pacific
Province and will be a key figure in
Horgan’s election team.
Hagglund also travelled to Alberta for a
brief stint in the NDP government, before
he, too, came back to B.C.
Much of his work on behalf of the New
Democrats over recent years has been as
a constituency assistant for MLAs such as
George Heyman and Shane Simpson.
The backward step took place at the
New Democrats’ head office as Trish
Webb left her post as Director of
Communications. Webb was a key aide
to former Premier Glen Clark in 1996
when the NDP shocked the province by
winning a second consecutive electoral
mandate.
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