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NATURE 
DEFINES 
US

Get Involved

Get outdoors: 
Find out which NCC properties you 
can visit in your area. 
connect2nature.ca

Spend a day in the field: 
Become a Conservation Volunteer 
www.conservationvolunteers.ca

Help lead the way: 
Become a Leader in Conservation 
www.natureconservancy.ca/ab-lic

Our country is filled with some of the most 
amazing natural habitats in the world. It’s what 
makes Canada, Canada – and it’s why we’ve spent 
more than 50 years protecting our irreplaceable 
natural spaces and the wildlife that they sustain. 

www.natureconservancy.ca/ab          1-877-262-1253

Photo by Brent Calver
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E D I TO R I A L  EVAN OSENTON

ALBERTA VIEWS’S COVER STORY 
for November 2007 looked at issues in 
Fort Chipewyan, a mostly Indigenous 
community 250 km downstream of the oil 

sands. Residents were 
concerned about water 
pollution, fish tumours 
and a possible rare-
cancer cluster; they 
were being dismissed 
or ignored. For our 
latest cover story (p 26) 
we revisit Fort Chip, 
where, in 13 years, 
much has changed. 
Even as the Athabasca 
Chipewyan First Nation 

(ACFN), in particular, continues to raise 
concerns about the oil sands—with chief 
Allan Adam famously having met critics of 
the industry such as Leonardo DiCaprio—
the ACFN now does business with oil 
sands companies, receives compensation 
for projects’ harmful impacts, and, at one 
point, sought ownership in the Trans 
Mountain Pipeline expansion. Chief Adam 
asks: What choice do they have? Residents 
of Fort Chip can use money from the oil 
sands to fly in fresh food, or they can eat 

fish and moose that no one can guarantee 
are uncontaminated. The ACFN even made 
deals with the province and Teck over 
the Frontier project, a massive proposed 
oil sands mine—before Teck shocked 
everyone by pulling its application (p 22).

In some ways, the ACFN story is 
the story of Alberta writ large. All of 
us have benefited financially from oil 
and gas, though some of us far more 
than others. Now we need to adjust our 
expectations. We’ve destroyed land, water 
and wildlife for oil sands mines, tailings 
ponds, pipelines, wells and seismic lines 
(p 38), often without knowing or caring. 
Our government is in denial about the 
multi-billion-dollar mess left behind 
(Meet the Minister, p 44). The price of 
oil has collapsed again. And now the 
world—including massive investors such 
as BlackRock (p 22)—is fighting climate 
change through decarbonization and 
divestment from fossil fuel companies. 

The ACFN and other residents of Fort 
Chip know better than most of us the 
uneasy tradeoffs of fossil fuels. But now 
we’re all experiencing the downsides—the 
boomtime memories far downstream, a 
dark eddy of uncertainty swirling. #

A L B E R TA  V I E W S  STAFF

Founder Jackie Flanagan  
Editor Evan Osenton  
Publisher Beth Ed  
Art Director Beate Wichmann   
Associate Editor Tadzio Richards  
Accountant/Assistant Editor  
Aga Rettie 
Factchecker Joe Wilderson  
Circulation Manager Sarah Wester

Advertising sales  
Beth Ed  
403 243 5334 / 1 877 212 5334 
sales@albertaviews.ca
Subscriptions  
Canada: $30/year [includes GST]  
US: C$50/year 
Visit albertaviews.ca/subscribe,  
mail a cheque or call 403 243 5334.

Alberta Views is published by Alberta Views 
Limited Partnership: 208, 320 23 Ave SW, 
Calgary AB T2S 0J2  
Phone: 403 243 5334  
Toll-free (in AB only): 1 877 212 5334 
Contents copyright 2020. Send requests for 
permission to reprint to the publisher.
Printed in Canada. 
GST Registration 89455 6307. 
ISSN 1480-3151.
Publications Mail Agreement No. 40024877.
Return undeliverable Canadian addresses 
to: Circulation Department, 
208, 320 23 Ave SW, Calgary AB T2S 0J2 

Lessons From Fort Chipewyan

Alberta Media Fund 

CONTRIBUTORS 

Erin Armstrong (Citizen 
Action, p 62) is an activist with 
Extinction Rebellion Edmonton.

Liam Harrap (“Fractured 
Forest” p 38) grew up in Jasper 
and is now a journalist/ski bum 
in Revelstoke, BC. He used to 
identify rare plants and moss 
for the Alberta government and 
was on Season 3 of the Great 
Canadian Baking Show.

Sid Marty (reviews, p 58) writes 
mainly on natural history 
and western culture. He has 
published five books of non-
fiction and five of poetry, some 
based on his experiences as a 
warden in the Rocky Mountain 
national parks. He lives near 
Lundbreck.

Ted Morton (Dialogue: “Is a 
referendum a good way to make 
a decision?” p 34) is a former 
MLA (Foothills-Rocky View) 
who served as Minister of Energy 
and Minister of Finance, and a 
professor emeritus of political 
science at the U of C.

Tadzio Richards (“Adam’s 
Choice” p 26) is Alberta Views’s 
associate editor. His previous AV 
story “Getting the Axe” (March 
2020) was about Jason Kenney’s 
changes to public agencies.

Lori Williams (review of Doing 
Politics Differently? p 56) is an 
associate professor of policy 
studies at Mount Royal University. 
She teaches about politics, power, 
ideology, law, women in politics 
and political philosophy.

Jared Wesley (Dialogue: “Is a 
referendum a good way to make 
a decision?” p 34) is an associate  
professor of political science at 
the U of A.
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how much I enjoy her writing 
and how much I admire her 
commitment to farming.

I too am a farmer, following 
a much different model. I 
remember thinking, while 
reading A Profession of Hope, that 
Jenna’s farming practice might 
not be sustainable, but obviously 
I was wrong, or was defining 
sustainable in a different way 
than she might. The pleasure of 
savouring “favourite rituals” and 
being part of a “quiet revolution” 
might well be reward enough!

KATHLEEN RAINES,  
Rocky View County

RE “WORKING LANDSCAPES: THE 
dark side of an Alberta ideal,” 
by Kevin Van Tighem, Jul/Aug 
2019. I read this with intense 
interest, agreeing with much 
of the author’s comments. The 
conclusion, however, bothered 
me. It appears Van Tighem thinks 
there should be no industrial 
development. Where would jobs 
come from? Is profit really a dirty 
word? If we did not destroy our 
natural surroundings, where 
would society work? Where 
would society live? Where would 
government obtain tax dollars 
to fund public programs and 
build the infrastructure we all 
require and enjoy? I’m puzzled. 
Every human activity causes 
consequences, some good and 
some bad. I feel this column only 
tells one side of the story. We 
enjoy a very good standard of 
living in Alberta. Is it really all 
“doom and gloom”?

GORDON MILLER, Vegreville

IN MARCH THE UCP GOVERNMENT 
announced the planned closure 
of 20 provincial parks and 
facilities, along with the removal 
from the system of 164 further 
park sites. This was announced 
as “optimizing” parks in the 
name of saving $5-million, a 
fraction of Alberta’s $56-billion 
budget, all with little or no 

SOMEWHAT TO MY SURPRISE, I got 
the March 2020 issue of Alberta 
Views in the mail. I’d decided 
to not renew my subscription, 
because I have trouble keeping 
up with things I like to read. But 
I’m happy to renew my support. I 
remember when I first found AV 
on a visit to Calgary. I’d seen, over 
and over, how the overwhelming 
discourse in Alberta was all about 
how increasing pipeline capacity 
is essential. This included 
depictions of people like me—
doing our utmost to steer Canada 
away from toxic development and 
towards respecting each other 
and the earth—as lawless leeches. 
So it moved me deeply to find the 
dialogue between Kevin Taft and 
Deborah Yedlin (Jul/Aug 2018: 
“Should we phase out the oil 
sands?”). 

In this latest issue there’s also 
lots of good stuff—the Beaverton 
piece (“Brexit Envy,” Eye on 
Alberta) is great!

JAN SLAKOV,  
Salt Spring Island, BC

THANK YOU, ALBERTA VIEWS, AND 
thank you, Jenna Butler, for the 
“Field Notes” contribution in the 
March 2020 issue. I read Jenna’s 
A Profession of Hope several years 
ago, and on reading her “Saving 
Seeds” column was reminded 
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AT THE CORE OF THE CITY: 
CHINATOWN 

TIM BOWLING’S  
HOCKEY INITIATION

SIMONS: QUEBEC NEEDS US 
(AND WE NEED  THEM)
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recycling 

futile?

We welcome 
letters but 

reserve the right 
to edit them for 
clarity, brevity 
and legality. 

Please include 
your name and 

address. 
letters@

albertaviews.ca

Your Views
public consultation. This plan 
would impact 40 per cent of 
total provincial park facilities in 
Alberta and incalculably damage 
our opportunities for public 
recreation, to say nothing of our 
reputation among travellers.

Sure, the public may still be 
allowed access to delisted or 
unsupported areas. But anyone 
who has encountered the 
garbage, human waste and other 
impacts of uncontrolled camping 
and recreation on Crown lands 
may not view this as a positive 
result. And despite the claim 
that losing parks won’t “impact 
protected areas managed for 
conservation,” more pollution, 
accidental wildfires and negative 
human–wildlife encounters will 
surely follow. People who are new 
to camping and the outdoors, 
or have health or mobility 
issues, lean heavily on publicly 
maintained and managed 
facilities. The surviving parks 
will face crowding, especially 
at campgrounds and day-use 
facilities, further stressing those 
sites, their visitors and wildlife.

Sites leased or sold to private 
operators or cash-strapped 
municipalities face an uncertain 
future. What, exactly, will these 
uses “previously not possible 
under government regulation” 
be, and how will they be squared 
with the ministry’s conservation 
mission? Will camping remain 
affordable? Will we be required 
to pay a fee just to access our 
own land, even for day use? 
What about access rights for 
anglers, hunters, backpackers 
and other low-impact users? 
And if an operator decides their 
lease is unprofitable, does the site 
become just another closed husk 
with overflowing garbage bins? 

Our long tradition of publicly 
owned, publicly accessible and 
responsibly managed lands and 
recreation is at risk. Before any 
public facilities are closed or 
privatized, the government must 



NEXT 
MONTH

Chaos at the 
Alberta Energy 

Regulator
Plus:

Jason Kenney 
and “Bible 

Bill” Aberhart: 
Political 

bedfellows
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clarify how it decided on these 
changes and what the criteria is 
for public lands and parks beyond 
mere return on investment. Oscar 
Wilde once wrote that a cynic 
is a man who knows the cost 
of everything and the value of 
nothing. We are not cynics about 
the importance of public access 
to the outdoors. We hope the 
government will join us.

NEIL KEOWN, board chair, 
Alberta Backcountry Hunters  

and Anglers

AS A BORN-AND-RAISED ALBERTAN 
now living in BC, I’ve travelled 
to most provinces in Canada 
and several US states. With 
the exception of Oregon, New 
Hampshire and Alberta, every 
jurisdiction I’ve been to has either 
a state or provincial sales tax.

It seems the citizens of Alberta 
would be better served paying 
a 5, 6 or 7 per cent sales tax on 

goods and services purchased in 
the province rather than enduring 
steep cuts to public sector, 
education and municipal budgets. 
Would not most Albertans trade 
this relatively minor additional 
cost (that all other Canadians pay 
without complaint) to have better 
schools and roads, healthcare for 
their aging parents and to prevent 
public service workers losing 
their jobs? From the outside it 
looks like a no-brainer.

A PST would provide govern-
ment with stable revenues that 
would smooth out the ups and 
downs of budgets based mainly 
on oil royalties. It also applies 
fairly across all income levels, 
as those with higher incomes 
purchase more and pay more tax 
than do those with less income.

Think about it, Albertans. It is 
your province, your schools, your 
children and parents at stake. 
Recurring and drastic budget cuts 

L E T T E R S

do not have to be a part of your 
beautiful province’s legacy.

DON CAMPBELL, Comox, BC

MY HUSBAND AND I RECENTLY 
moved from Ontario to Alberta. 
We were looking for ways to get 
a better understanding of our 
new home province and came 
across a copy of your magazine. 
After reading it cover to cover, 
we took out a subscription and 
are looking forward to becoming 
regular readers. Even better, a 
friend dropped off two years 
of past copies, so now we have 
a handy archive. Coverage of 
Alberta’s political climate and 
social issues, notices of local 
cultural and arts events, beautiful 
photographs of the province and 
insightful opinion pieces are 
very much appreciated by these 
Calgary newcomers.

BARBARA AND BLAIR 
PIERCE, Calgary #
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THEATRE

EDMONTON
Peter Pan Goes Wrong
By Henry Lewis, Henry Shields 
and Jonathan Sayer, from the 
J.M. Barrie play, Citadel Theatre, 
Shoctor Theatre, until May 3
After the Fire
By Matthew MacKenzie, Citadel 
Theatre, The Rice, Apr 18–May 10
Sexual Misconduct of the Middle 
Classes By Hannah Moscovitch, 
Theatre Network, The Roxy on 
Gateway, Apr 23–May 10
The Wrong People Have Money
By Reed McColm, Shadow Theatre, 
Varscona Theatre, Apr 29–May 17
Tracks
By Mac Brock, Vena Amoris, 
Backstage Theatre, May 5–16
From Cradle to Stage New Works 
Festival
Walterdale Theatre, May 11–16
Don Juan Comes Back from the 
War By Ödön von Horváth, U of A 
Studio Theatre, Timms Centre, 
May 15–23

CALGARY
A Year with Frog and Toad
Directed by Janelle Cooper, 
Storybook Theatre, Beddington 
Theatre Arts Centre, until May 2
Cowgirl Up
By Anna Chatterton,
ATP, Martha Cohen Theatre, 
Apr 15–May 3
Nashville Hurricane
By Chase Padgett and Jay Hopkins, 
Lunchbox Theatre, Apr 18–May 9
Million Dollar Quartet
By Colin Escott and Floyd Mutrux, 
Theatre Calgary, Max Bell Theatre, 
Apr 21–May 24
Godly’s Divinia
By Billy G. Merasty, 
The Grand, May 6–16
Clue
By Jonathan Lynn, 
Vertigo Theatre, May 9–Jun 7
Roulette Shakespeare: A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream
The Shakespeare Company, 
Vertigo Studio Theatre, May 14–31
Big Fish: The Musical
Directed by Samantha MacDonald, 
Storybook Theatre, 
Beddington Theatre Arts Centre, 
May 15–Jun 6
Jawbone
By Meghan Greeley, 
U of C and Downstage Theatre, 
Motel Theatre (Arts Commons), 
May 22–24, 29, 30

FORT MCMURRAY
The Great Gatsby
Directed by Michelle Thorne, 
Keyano Theatre Company, 
Apr 24–May 2

GRANDE PRAIRIE
La Cage aux Folles
Book by Harvey Fierstein, 
music and lyrics by Jerry Herman, 
Grande Prairie Live Theatre, 
Saint John Paul II High School, 
May 28–Jun 13

ST. ALBERT
1, 2, 3 and Flush!
By Roger Cosgrove, St. Albert 
Theatre Troupe, Kinsmen Hall, 
Apr 16–May 2

ROSEBUD
Glorious!
By Peter Quilter, Rosebud Theatre 
Opera House, Apr 16–May 24

VISUAL ART

EDMONTON
ALBERTA CRAFT COUNCIL

Melvyn Herrick: “Hinterland,” 
Apr 25–Jun 6
Excellence, May 16–Aug 22

ART GALLERY OF ALBERTA

Nests for the End of the World, 
until May 3
Roy Caussy: “The King is Dead…”, 
until Jun 14
Leiden circa 1630: Rembrandt 
Emerges, until Jun 14
Cornelia Hahn Oberlander: 
“Genius Loci,” May 2–Aug 9
Building Your AGA with 
Photographs by Edward 
Burtynsky, May 2–Oct 25
The Scene, 
May 23–Sep 6
BMO World of Creativity: 
Animal Architects, 
May 2, 2020–2021

BOREALIS GALLERY

WAR Flowers, until May 3

CALGARY
ALBERTA CRAFT COUNCIL

Leah Kudel: “The Spaces 
Between,” until May 30
Charles Lewton-Brain:  
“Holding Rocks,” until May 30

CONTEMPORARY CALGARY

Omar Ba: “Same Dream,” 
May 21–Aug 16
Yoko Ono: “Growing Freedom: 
The instructions of Yoko Ono and 
The art of John and Yoko,”  
May 21–Aug 23

ESKER FOUNDATION

Katie Ohe, until May 3
Liz Magor: “One Bedroom 
Apartment,” May 30–Sep 5
Samuel Roy-Bois: “Presences,” 
May 30–Sep 5
Jon Sasaki, May 30–Sep 5

The Art of  
John and 

Yoko,
Contemporary 

Calgary.

After the Fire,
Citadel Theatre,
features Jesse 
Gervais (l) and 
Sheldon Elter (r) .
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At press time, local arts events were being 
cancelled to support efforts to contain the spread 
of COVID-19. Please visit institutions’ websites  
to learn more.

THE SCENE
A snapshot of the cultural life of Alberta
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Want to take the time to 
develop your writing? Do you 
like explorative, provocative 
thinking? Is articulating the 
meaning of our place and the 
built form important to you? 
Invest time in words. Come 
write with us. Join the Write On 
2020 critical writing workshop. 
Call for applications until  
June 5, 2020.

Apply at dtalks.org

WRITE 
ON

Glass Bookshop              is now offering 

FREE 
delivery
to homes in Edmonton & 
surrounding communities!

Discover new releases and 
our favourite titles in our web store

G � S S B O O K S H O P . C O M

@glassbookshop



 

GLENBOW

Maxwell Bates: “The In Crowd,” 
until May 24
Vivian Maier: “In Her Own 
Hands,” until May 24
Ron Moppett: “Do You Remember/
Snow and Stars,” until May 24
Kent Monkman: “The Rise and 
Fall of Civilization,” through 2020
Dynamic Connections: Threads 
of Living Memory, until Jan 2021
Metamorphosis: Contemporary 
Canadian Portraits, until 2021
Enclosing Some Snapshots: The 
Photography of Métis Activist 
James Brady, until 2021

HUB @ 302 GALLERY

Almut Dale, May 1–Jun 30

NICKLE GALLERIES

Everywhere We Are, until May 29

LETHBRIDGE
HESS GALLERY (U OF L)

Stories for the British Museum, 
Indigenous Studio Class and Black-
foot Digital Project, until Jun 13

SOUTHERN ALBERTA ART GALLERY

Lauren Crazybull, “TSIMA 
KOHTOTSITAPIIHPA Where are 
you from?,” May 15–Jun 21
Svea Ferguson, “Penumbra,” 
May 15–Jun 21
Angeline Simon, “A Phantom 
Speaks,” May 15–Jun 21

RED DEER
RED DEER MUSEUM AND ART GALLERY

Lorraine Roy, “Woven Woods: A 
Journey Through the Forest Floor,” 
May 2–Jul 26
Lyndal Osborne, “Tracing Tides: 
A Topographical Investigation,” 
May 2–Aug 16

MEDICINE HAT
ESPLANADE

M. Perron, “The Anatomy of a Glass 
Menagerie: Altaglass,” until Jun 13

GRANDE PRAIRIE
ART GALLERY OF GRANDE PRAIRIE

Anne Drew Potter, until Aug 2
Justin Langlois, until Sep 13

Mireille Perron:  
The Anatomy of a Glass Menagerie: Altaglass

April 11–June 13, Esplanade, Medicine Hat

MUST-SEE EXHIBITION

Taking inspiration from the delicate glassworks crafted by Altaglass 
artisans of Medicine Hat beginning in the 1950s, the extensive collection 

at New York’s Corning Museum of Glass, and the technique of a 
19th-century female photographer, Calgary artist Mireille Perron creates 

cyanotype images of animals to explore how humans interact with the 
animal world. Her work is exhibited alongside the glass collections.

Top: Vintage Altaglass figurines parade down a brightly lit path.
Left: “Poodle,” 2015, cyanotype, 10" × 8". 

Right: “Large-Scale Narrative Composition,” 2015, cyanotype, 34" × 30".
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Tickets on sale August 5 
banffmountainfestival.ca
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Don’t miss award-winning 
films throughout the year  
at Lux Cinema Banff.

luxbanff.com

Oct 31 – Nov 8 2020

BANFF
WALTER PHILLIPS GALLERY

Rita McKeough: “darkness is as 
deep as the darkness is,”  
until May 31

WHYTE MUSEUM

Ilana Manolson:  
“Time: In the Mountains,”  
Apr 16–Jun 14

CANMORE
THE HUB GALLERY

Sinéad Ludwig-Burgess: 
“Ephemeral Romances: Love and 
Attachment,” until May 9

M.D. OF FOOTHILLS
LEIGHTON ART CENTRE

18th Annual Juried Members 
Show, Apr 25–Jun 13

ST. ALBERT
ART GALLERY OF ST. ALBERT

Lynn Malin: “Landwatch,” 
May 26–Jun 27

DANCE

EDMONTON
Swan Lake
Alberta Ballet, Jubilee, May 15, 16
Silvering, Mile Zero Dance, 
Spazio Performativo, May 22, 23

CALGARY
Beautiful Noise
Decidedly Jazz Danceworks, 
DJD Dance Centre, 
Apr 23–May 10
Swan Lake
Alberta Ballet, Jubilee, May 6–9

MEDICINE HAT
A Bellydance Odyssey
Esplanade, May 23

OPERA

CALGARY
Ariadne auf Naxos
By Richard Strauss, Calgary Opera,
Jubilee, Apr 25, 29, May 1

MUSIC

EDMONTON
A Baroque Bouquet
Alberta Baroque Ensemble, 
Robertson-Wesley United Church, 
May 3

EDMONTON SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA

Venue: Winspear Centre
I Could Have Danced All Night!
Jack Everly, conductor, May 8–10
Hotel California: A Salute to 
the Eagles, Robert Bernhardt, 
conductor, May 12, 13
Violin and Cello Delights,
Robert Bernhardt, conductor, 
Stéphane Tétreault, cello,  
May 14
Brahms Symphony No. 4,
Alexander Prior, conductor, 
Marc-André Hamelin, piano,  
May 22, 23
Bugs Bunny at the Symphony,
George Daugherty, conductor, 
May 29, 30

Erin Wall 
sings with  
the CPO.
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CALGARY
Beauty of the Stage, Kensington 
Sinfonia, St. Stephen’s Anglican 
Church, May 10

CALGARY PHILHARMONIC ORCHESTRA

Venue: Jack Singer
Beethoven: Missa Solemnis,
Rune Bergmann, conductor,  
Erin Wall, soprano, May 8, 9
Star Wars: A New Hope in 
Concert, Lawrence Loh, conductor, 
Jubilee, presented in partnership 
with Calgary International Film 
Festival, May 15, 16
Beethoven 4: Bold,
Rune Bergmann, conductor, 
Katherine Chi, piano, May 29, 30

LETHBRIDGE
Celebrate Troyanda 25, 
Lethbridge Symphony Orchestra, 
U of L Theatre, May 1–3
Revolutions, Lethbridge 
Symphony Orchestra, Casa, 
May 23 #

SPOT PUBLIC ART AIRDRIE

This untitled sculpture was created in 
1976 by Harold Weiss, an art student, 
as part of a competition and installed 
on the ACAD campus. Renovations at 
AUArts meant the sculpture needed 
a new home; it was restored before 
being donated to the City of Airdrie.

Artist: Harold Weiss
Location: Airdrie City Hall
Materials: metal
Unveiled: September 28, 2019
Commissioned by: 
ACAD (now AUArts)
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AS A JOURNALIST, COVERING ALBERTA’S 
United Conservative Party government is a bit like 
trying to jump aboard a speeding locomotive. So 
much weight is moving at such great velocity that 

it’s difficult, if not impossible, to keep up.
Once upon a time, Alberta governments weren’t so 

purposeful or so quick—or, if they were, newsrooms had 
sufficient staff and resources to keep pace. I’m speaking here 
specifically about the press gallery: that gaggle of overworked 
journalists who report from the Legislature full time. Take a 
walk along the corridor outside the press gallery offices and 
you’ll see photos of press gallery members from years gone 
by. In 1992, for example, 25 members are posing happily. And 
that’s just those who bothered to turn up for the photo (I was a 
member back then, for CBC TV, and I know that herding cats 
for a photo shoot is easier). Back then competition was fierce 
not only for stories but for office space. There simply wasn’t 
enough to go around. Some journalists had to work from 

makeshift desks in the hallways.
Leading the pack were 

Alberta’s four major newspapers, 
which had a dozen or so 
reporters and columnists based 
at the Legislature. Today, those 
four papers are all part of the 
Postmedia chain, which has 
assigned just two reporters to 
the Legislature. (In early 2020 
Postmedia reassigned political 
columnist Keith Gerein, with no 
apparent plans to replace him at 
the Legislature.)

From 12 journalists… to two. 
I don’t mean to pick on Postmedia—every newsroom is 

cutting back—but it serves as a measure of the demise of 
journalism in general and Alberta’s press gallery in particular. 
Postmedia might as well install a revolving door in its office 
for the turnover it has seen. Crackerjack reporter Emma 
Graney quit late last year to join The Globe and Mail and 
was replaced by accomplished reporter Janet French, who 
quit Postmedia in February to join CBC. Another talented 
reporter, Clare Clancy, simply quit. (Full disclosure: I was the 
provincial affairs columnist for the Edmonton Journal until I 
left in September of 2018.)

Two stalwarts at the press gallery are the CBC and Canadian 
Press, both of which base reporters there every day, rain or 
shine, legislative sitting or not. The Toronto Star and Maclean’s 

have two talented young reporters in the press gallery, but 
because they write for a national audience, their focus tends to 
be on politics (Kenney vs. Trudeau over pipelines) as opposed 
to governance (What’s in Bill 22, again?).

During a sitting, there may be a dozen reporters at the 
Legislature. When the session’s not on, that number can drop 
to three or four.

You might not care about this, but you should. Alberta’s 
UCP government is introducing not just change but upheaval. 
During two legislative sittings in 2019 it brought in a litany 
of legislation that not only ripped up the former NDP 
government’s legacy but opened the door to a major societal 
remodelling—from labour relations to education reform to 
healthcare restructuring—that Albertans are still trying to 
wrap their heads around. More tumult is on the way.

You can’t say Kenney didn’t warn us. “We think it will be 
important to hit the ground running should Albertans give us 
a mandate,” he told a Calgary Chamber of Commerce audience 
in October of 2018. “You move quickly. You move with speed 
because speed creates its own momentum. It also makes it 
harder for the opponents of reform to obstruct it.”

It also makes it harder for journalists to make sense of what’s 
happening and to hold a government to account, especially 
when the number of journalists is rapidly shrinking.

You could argue that in a digital age, when news conferences 
are livestreamed on Facebook, you don’t need reporters 
assigned to the Legislature. But you do. Reporters assigned to 
the Legislature know the players, the issues and the context. 

I can’t point to stories that Albertans have missed recently, 
because we don’t know what we don’t know. But wouldn’t it be 
ideal if more reporters were digging into the government’s plans 
for labour negotiations this year with public sector workers, or 
delving into what the government might cut if the price of oil 
doesn’t recover? In 2009 then-Journal reporter Karen Kleiss—
based in the press gallery—asked the government a simple 
question: How many children have died in government care? 
With no answer forthcoming, she spent years picking away at 
the story and then many months in 2013 writing a series of 
stories that won awards and changed government policy.

I worry Albertans will never see that kind of political 
reporting again. The UCP government train is so big and so 
fast it’s moving past us at a blur. We don’t have enough non-
partisan journalists to figure out what’s on board and where 
it’s headed. #

Graham Thomson is a political analyst, member of the Legislature 
Press Gallery and former Edmonton Journal political columnist.

Who’s Keeping Watch?

Alberta’s waning press gallery. 

Alberta’s four 
major papers 
had a dozen 
or so reporters 
and columnists 
based at the 
Legislature. 
Today, they 
have just two. 

ON TH E LE DG E GR AHAM THOMSON  
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CALGARY

Oil Economy and Us
From “Drip by Drip,” by Dimitry Anastakis, Literary Review of 
Canada, Jun 2019, a review of Imperial Standard: Imperial Oil, 
Exxon and the Canadian Oil Industry from 1880, by Graham 
D. Taylor, University of Calgary Press, 2019. 

M ore than any other artifact, the automobile represents 
a conspicuous question mark hanging over human 

sustainability on this planet—given its profound ubiquity and 
immense social, cultural and economic impact, to say nothing 
of its production processes and the externalities of its entire 
energy-burning and environment-shaping life cycle. Feeding 
the automobile beast as its handmaiden is the multinational 
oil company, whose role in shaping modern global political 
economy has been as profound as the car’s imprint upon 
society. Without exaggeration, oil has been nothing less than 
the lifeblood of modernity since the 19th century.

Which brings us to Graham D. Taylor’s comprehensive 
and important Imperial Standard, a book that places one of 
the largest and most consequential oil firms front and centre. 
Taylor is among Canada’s leading scholars of business history. 
His previous works include the influential The Rise of Canadian 
Business and a study of DuPont’s international activities. In 
this latest book, he connects Imperial Oil to Canada’s business, 
economic, social and political past, as well as the country’s 
present and future, providing the definitive picture of the 
company’s birth, operations and impact on the world. This is 
no small task, given Imperial’s 130-year-long journey from a 
16-partner local producer in the 1880s to a massive firm with 
2018 revenues of $35-billion and some 5,700 employees.

In researching Imperial’s history, Taylor gained access 
to its extensive archives, held at the Glenbow Museum in 
Calgary. That rich perspective results in fruitful insights into 
the oil sector, business practices, entrepreneurship, corporate 
formation and a host of other issues and themes…. In an era 
utterly dominated by the power of multinationals, Imperial 
Standard provides useful insights into how corporate octopuses 
function. It also reminds us that governments can impose 
limits on their power, if only they’re brave enough.

In the book’s final section, on the period since 1980, 
Taylor tackles the difficult problems faced by the sector and 
Imperial itself as a part of the wider ExxonMobil multinational 
structure—including the ongoing volatility of oil prices and the 
industry’s role in climate change. He does not spare Imperial 
or its modern parent, ExxonMobil, from his critical gaze as he 
details the companies’ brutal practices, from oil field operations 
around the world to ocean disasters, including the relatively 
unknown 1970 SS Arrow spill off the coast of Nova Scotia.

He also returns to the oil sands, which represent a particular 
challenge for Imperial—one “in some respects greater” than its 
parent company has had to face. The Canadian subsidiary has 
made a huge capital commitment in a business that has a visibly 

destructive impact on the landscape and environment, not to 
mention its easy symbolism as a reflection of everything that’s 
wrong with the carbon-based economy and the oil industry 
itself…. Imperial Standard is a corporate history that forces us 
to think deeply about the existential issue of our time: climate 
change. How do we deal with a company like Imperial? With 
its employment of thousands and thousands of Canadians, and 
with its responsibility for our current predicament? 

It is easy to take a holier-than-thou approach and condemn 
all oil companies for getting us into this mess. And as Taylor 
makes clear, Exxon was well aware of the impacts of fossil fuels 
as early as 1979, when it actually conducted major experiments 
to determine the capacity of oceans to act as carbon sinks. In 
the early 1980s, Exxon even developed computer simulations 
to show the effect of carbon upon global temperatures. These 
companies have ignored their own destructive behaviour 
in pursuit of profit—and we have to account for that in the 
decisions we make today.

But all Canadians are, to some degree, complicit in creating 
and enjoying the oil economy. Ours is a love affair with the 
car and all that it bestows as our magic carpet ride to work, 
life, education and leisure. Are we—as citizens, politicians, 
industry executives and shareholders—willing to make the 
hard choices and take the painful steps necessary to mitigate 
the consequences of our worst excesses? 

The history of Imperial Oil in Canada shows us that the 
innovations of global capital and the modern multinational 
firm are indeed impressive, and that the world can be utterly 
transformed in the span of a single century. But it remains to 
be seen whether the same forces that once gave rise to creative 
destruction can now save us from ourselves.

UNIVERSITY OF CALGARY

Advantage Gone
From “What is the Alberta Advantage? Can it be restored?” a 
blog post by Paul Precht for the School of Public Policy at the 
University of Calgary, policyschool.ca, Nov 13, 2019. Precht is 
the founder of Paul Precht Energy Economics Ltd. in Edmonton. 

A lberta’s economic booms have always resulted from high 
oil and gas prices, not low tax rates. Lowering of taxes did 

not precede Alberta’s economic booms; they always occurred 
during booms, when operating budgets have been in surplus. 

Lower taxes were rewards to Albertans, not a stimulus—like 
dividends to citizens when non-renewable resource revenues 
(NRRRs) are high. Embedding lower tax rates in the revenue 
structure resulted in semi-permanent “dividends” even though 
they may no longer be affordable when the boom subsides. 
The recent extended boom began to unravel as global oil prices 
collapsed towards the end of Premier Prentice’s term and have 
not recovered. During Premier Notley’s tenure, NRRRs declined 
to 9 per cent of total [provincial] revenue and resulted in 
substantial deficits despite modest increases in some tax rates.
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Simply reinstating the lower tax rates enjoyed by Albertans 
during the boom years cannot restore the Alberta Advantage. 
Concurrent low taxes and good services were a consequence 
of wealth derived from Alberta’s oil and gas resources, not the 
cause of that wealth. Only another oil and/or gas boom can 
bring back the Alberta Advantage. Wide consensus on the 
unlikelihood of such recurrence means the Alberta Advantage 
has disappeared, likely permanently.

EDMONTON

Everyone Wins!
From “Indigenous ownership of TMX is a win-win-win scenario,” 
by David Khan, an Edmonton Journal op-ed, Aug 21, 2019. 
Khan is a constitutional lawyer and leader of the Alberta Liberals.

G rowing up in an oil and gas family, I know the importance 
of the energy sector to Alberta and Canada. Working 

summers on pipeline construction and seismic exploration 
paid my university tuition. My father was employed in the 
patch for over 40 years. The industry has helped countless 
other families from coast to coast. Tax dollars from the 
energy industry contribute to the well-being and prosperity 
of Canadian society. They help build healthcare, education, 

emergency services and other vital social programs that 
make our lives better. Alberta oilsands could generate about 
$1-trillion in GDP with $17-billion in taxes and royalties over 
the next decade. This will support social infrastructure and 
finance our transition towards a low-carbon economy.

The lack of pipeline capacity to tidewater is handicapping the 
industry and diminishing benefits for Canadians. We lose up 
to $80-million a day because we can’t sell significant quantities 
of our resources at world prices into international markets. 
Canada is being shortchanged…. Project Reconciliation can 
provide some relief. It would purchase a majority stake in the 
Trans Mountain Pipeline expansion (TMX) for Indigenous 
communities in BC, Alberta and Saskatchewan. There are 
competing proposals: the Iron Coalition, involving some 
Alberta-based First Nations and Métis, and the Western 
Indigenous Pipeline Group, which includes some BC First 
Nations along the pipeline route. These hold real promise for 
Indigenous people and all Canadians….

Section 35 of our constitution legally requires us to respect 
current and future Aboriginal and treaty rights. In practice, the 
Supreme Court of Canada ruled this creates a duty on the federal 
government to consult First Nations whose lands and rights 
are affected by a project and accommodate their concerns…. 
There is no constitutional override of s. 35. Indigenous 
ownership of TMX would help meet this legal obligation, 
advance reconciliation and achieve other important goals for 

BATHROOM 
BROWSER?

Are you a

We have an Internet 
plan for that.

An Energy Marketer of 
Utility Network and Partners Inc.

BUNDLE GAS, POWER, AND 
INTERNET AND SAVE!

SPOTPOWER.NET

Entry deadline: June 30, 2020
Full contest rules:  
albertaviews.ca/short-story-contest/

Our 2020 short fiction  
contest is now open!
Submit your previously unpublished  
story for a chance to win $1,000 and 
publication in the December 2020 issue.

SHORT 
FICTION 
CONTEST



EYE ON ALBERTA

18  M A Y  2 0 2 0

both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. These include job 
creation, genuine empowerment of Indigenous communities, 
improved safety and government program support. 

Project Reconciliation has a unique feature: to create an 
Indigenous sovereign wealth fund that provides long-term 
financial security for Indigenous people. It would invest in 
climate-friendly initiatives such as energy-efficient on-reserve 
housing, green energy and other low-carbon infrastructure. 
Project Reconciliation’s proposal is also attractive for its 
inclusivity. It offers equity stakes to western Canadian First 
Nations and Métis communities. They are entitled to no 
less. TMX will transport energy resources across their lands 
produced from their traditional territories.

Indigenous peoples would also oversee project construction 
and operation and take a lead role in environmental 
stewardship. This lays the foundation for true reconciliation 
and helps to make right historic social and economic injustices. 

New projects based on new ways of thinking will lead to a 
brighter future for Canada. Indigenous people will achieve 
economic independence and self-determination. Overcoming 
pipeline gridlock will boost our oil and gas industry. Sending our 
resources to higher-priced international markets delivers self-
evident benefits to all Canadians. All of this further strengthens 
the social and economic bonds that unite this great country. 
Indigenous majority ownership of TMX will be a win-win-win.

MINNESOTA

Rush to Debt
From “Reconciliation Pipeline: How to shackle native people,” 
by Winona LaDuke, an Aboriginal Peoples Television Network 
op-ed, Jul 13, 2019. LaDuke is an Anishinaabe writer, Harvard-
trained economist and executive director for Honor the Earth.

Y ou can’t make this stuff up. At the end of the fossil fuel 
era, the plan is to transfer the liability to Native people. 

And it’s not going to work…. Three [Indigenous] coalitions 
are preparing a bidding war for a pipeline project [TMX], 
which faces massive opposition. Rueben George, of the Tsleil-
waututh First Nation [in BC], and leader in the opposition 
to the pipeline, calls this new development “a new smallpox 
blanket.” Economically, he’s probably right.

The offers are big, and the numbers a bit perplexing. Project 
Reconciliation plans a $6.8-billion bid for a 51 per cent stake 
in the TMX pipeline. The other two Indigenous initiatives 
[Iron Coalition and the Western Indigenous Pipeline Group] 
are also bidding for an equity stake…. Let’s just note that the 
pipeline was purchased for $4.5-billion by Canada less than a 
year ago [in 2018]. (That gave a 400 per cent profit to Kinder 
Morgan, who dumped a liability.) 

Then the resale value of the pipeline dropped in January. 
And, as Global News reported [January 31, 2019], “Expanding 
the pipeline, as Kinder Morgan had initially proposed doing 
before abandoning the project, has been forecast to cost 

roughly $9-billion in addition to the purchase price of the 
existing pipeline and associated assets. That meant the total 
cost to taxpayers would be roughly $14-billion.”

Now the bands are looking to buy a 51 per cent stake for 
$6.8-billion. On a pipeline with no known final price tag. 
After all, the existing pipeline is decrepit and the new one 
doesn’t exist…. Let me ask: Who is going to make the interest 
payments for these First Nations? Those are going to be at least 
$20-million a month…. There is no way that the “Sovereign 
Wealth and Reconciliation Fund,” dreamed of by the First 
Nations, will have any money. Take it from me: By the time 
you all are done paying the interest and your financing, you’ll 
be deep into intergenerational debt servitude.

FORT MCKAY

Stinky Neighbours
From “Life at Moose Lake: Traditional life in Fort McKay 
territory and the impacts of oil sands mining,” by Fort McKay 
First Nation elder Celina Harpe-Cooper, in Wisdom Engaged: 
Traditional Knowledge for Northern Community Well-Being, 
edited by Leslie Main Johnson, University of Alberta Press, 2019. 

W e go berry picking, and we like medicinal plants in the 
area of Fort McKay, which is not very good, because we’re 

surrounded by oil companies. I’ve lived there all my life. I grew 
up on the trapline with my parents and my grandfather and my 
uncles. We lived on the land at that time. We didn’t have very 
much money then. Today, now everybody is into money. At 
that time, money didn’t mean anything to us. As long as we had 
food and we were healthy, that was all that counted. We didn’t 
miss money because we never had any.

We lived [at Moose Lake]. From Fort McKay to Moose Lake, 
where our other reserve is, would be about 80 miles as the 
crow flies. We used to go to our trapline from Fort McKay. Fort 
McKay was where we lived pretty much year round, but then in 
the fall time we would go to our cabins in Moose Lake, where 
we lived for the winter. 

There were maybe 10 log cabins; they were mostly my 
relatives. Everybody lived in log cabins. We were never short of 
any food. We had lots of ducks, geese, rabbits, chickens, moose, 
fish. All kinds of fish—the lakes are very nice, very beautiful. It’s 
God’s land, virgin land. It’s beautiful.

Now all the oil companies are moving in there, so it’s not 
going to stay very nice for very long. I’ll be 76 years old. At one 
time, we lived right along the Athabasca River in Fort McKay. 
It was a nice place to live at one time, but it is not a nice place 
to live now, because we’re surrounded by oil companies, and 
whichever way the wind comes from, we get that smell. And 
the smell of skunk, like, or sour gas or different other smells—
very, very strong smells! You get a whiff of that and right now 
you get a real bad headache.

We have very, very few elders left. In the last two years we 
buried 12 people. Twelve people! Can you imagine? And mostly 
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all dying from cancer. A 37-year-old, 35-year-old, 40-year-old, 
43-year-old. Something tells us there’s something wrong there 
someplace! The picture is not right. At one time, I remember 
way back, when we lived in Fort McKay and one person died. 
It might be 10 years until we lost the next person. 

The oil companies, you know, [really affect us]. The stacks 
and the south wind [blow their fumes into our community]. 
We get that smell and it just about knocks you right back into 
the house—that’s how bad it is. It’s not very good, where we’re 
at now. At one time, it was good—but not anymore. It still 
looks nice, you know, but it’s not a good place to live, because 
of all the smells. We have tailings ponds every which way. 
Three kilometres away on every side! 

Tailings pond across on the east side, about, I’d say, maybe 
three or four kilometres, and south of there, about six to seven 
kilometres, there are a couple more tailings ponds. North of 
us are two tailings ponds. CNRL [Canadian Natural Resources 
Ltd.] and Total [E&P Canada, a wholly owned subsidiary of 
Total S.A.] have two tailings ponds.

We’re surrounded by all this poison…. And the [Athabasca] 
River—the [ice] doesn’t break up. It just rots because there are 
so many chemicals in the river. The ice just rots…. 

When the oil companies came to Fort McKay—Syncrude 
and Suncor—I gave them a jar of water from the Athabasca 
River and I asked them to drink it. They looked at me like I had 
two heads on me.

EDMONTON

Crackdown on Protest
From “Alberta’s Bill 1 a step towards police state, says chief,” by 
Shari Narine, Windspeaker, windspeaker.com, Feb 25, 2020.  

T he first bill introduced by the United Conservative Party 
government as the Alberta Legislature began its spring 

sitting on February 25 is aimed at stopping such actions as the 
Wet’suwet’en solidarity demonstrations that shut down rail lines 
and roadways. Bill 1, the Critical Infrastructure Defence Act, 
comes only five days after a group calling themselves Cuzzins 
for Wet’suwet’en blockaded CN tracks in west Edmonton. If 
the bill becomes law, those taking part in similar protests will 
each face minimum fines of $10,000 for the first day of action 
and then $25,000 for each subsequent day. They also face the 
possibility of six months jail time.

Corporations that aid, counsel or direct the commission of 
an offence are also open to fines of up to $200,000. The officer, 
director or agent of the corporation who directed or authorized 
the action would also be liable to a penalty…. Premier Kenney 
referred to the rail disruption and other demonstrations that 
shut down roadways in Winnipeg and British Columbia 
and disrupted the BC Legislature and offices of Members of 
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Parliament, as “virtual anarchy…. Albertans will not tolerate 
this kind of lawless mockery of our democratic principles and 
this attack on our nation’s and our province’s prosperity.”…

Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation Chief Allan Adam is 
calling the government’s action over the top. “I think Premier 
Kenney should settle down,” said Adam. “Looking at all the 
issues and concerns that First Nations people have, regardless 
of where they’re living, major cities or reserves, they’re all 
living the same conditions. Nothing has improved, so you’re 
going to probably see more demonstrations.”

Siksika First Nation councillor Reuben (Buck) Breaker also 
took exception to Bill 1. In a tweet, he warned, “Be careful on this, 
Mr. Kenney. No consultation? Southern Alberta Nations will not 
back down. There is a reason we are called Lords of the Plains. 
Want to find out? Try to build a pipeline through our land.”

Adam said he doesn’t understand Kenney’s intentions 
although he’s not surprised by the premier. “You’ve got 
to remember that Jason Kenney was part of the Harper 
government in Ottawa, which was pretty much run like a police 
state, so if he’s following the same footsteps in that regard, I 
guess we’re going to have a police-state province,” said Adam.

ST. ALBERT

Albertan Quixote
From “Jim Stanford Part II: An Australian cautionary tale for 
Alberta and Canada,” by David Climenhaga, Alberta Politics, 
albertapolitics.ca, Jul 24, 2019. 

W hat do Albertans imagine will happen if we manage to 
build more pipelines to tidewater, as the ocean is known 

out here on the Great Plains of North America? Going into last 
April’s Alberta provincial election, there was a clear consensus 
by both Jason Kenney’s United Conservative Party and Rachel 
Notley’s then-governing NDP that more pipelines to get our 
ethical but disconcertingly fungible oil to additional markets 
was the answer to all our economic problems, real and imagined. 
Which party was the best bet to get those pipelines built quickly 
became the election question for most of Alberta’s voters. 

In his remarks to the Alberta Federation of Labour’s spring 
convention, Canadian economist Jim Stanford observed that 
there’s been so much hot air devoted to this issue that “no one 
has really critically and in a balanced way thought through: 
What does it actually mean to build more pipelines?”

Now a resident of Sydney, Australia, where he works for 
The Australia Institute’s Centre for the Future of Work, the 
former Globe and Mail economics columnist had some sharply 
worded thoughts on what happens when the “Klondike Gold 
Rush approach” to resource extraction moves into an equally 
fevered export phase. As it turns out, Australia’s already been 
there, done that and got the lousy T-shirt.

First, some hard truths from the author of Economics for 
Everyone: As noted, oil is a fungible commodity—which means 
one barrel of oil is pretty much like every other barrel—so “to 

think that we can just get a much, much higher price by selling 
in Area A instead of Area B is absolute wishful thinking.”

What’s more, there’s that pesky law of supply and demand. 
“If we in fact were successful in building enough pipelines to 
pump out millions of barrels more a day, we are clearly going 
to drive down the world oil price again,” Stanford observed. 
“This knee-jerk idea that the market will reward us as long as 
we pump it out as fast as we possibly can is absolutely violated 
by the world’s history of this industry.” 

“The cautionary tale I want to tell you is about the Australian 
LNG industry—liquefied natural gas,” Stanford continued, 
noting that Australians were following the same logic advanced 
by Mr. Kenney (and for that matter, Ms. Notley) when they 
looked at other markets and asked, “Why is all our gas stuck in 
Australia for $3 when we could be selling it in Japan for $10?”

So, abetted by right-wing governments and unhindered by 
even Canada’s lax regulations, “they went and built seven LNG 
export facilities all at the same time!… Guess what happened? 
They’ve got seven LNG export facilities. They’re pumpin’ it like 
there’s no tomorrow. Australia’s now the biggest LNG exporter 
in the world.…. So guess how much LNG sells for in Japan?” 
(Beat… beat… followed by a cry of “$3!” from the audience.) 
“Three dollars! You got it. An economist in budding, right there!”

It’s that inconvenient supply-and-demand thing again. “And 
guess how much it sells for in Australia now? Five dollars! It 
sells in Australia for five dollars because all of the supply is 
leaving, and there’s no supply to meet the Australian market.”

So, for Alberta’s pipeline pipedream, he continued, “it would 
not be as extreme, but exactly the same flawed logic and undue 
faith in market mechanisms is behind the whole argument that 
all we have to do in Alberta is build more pipelines and pump 
it out even faster, and then we can reinflate that great bubble.” 

In other words, Stanford concluded, “when Jason Kenney 
says ‘I’m gonna come in and build the pipeline that no one 
else can build, and that will solve all our problems,’ he is Don 
Quixote of 2019, tilting at windmills. No doubt about it.”

CALGARY

Stranded Oil
From “Canada’s oilpatch braces for more scrutiny after Mark 
Carney sees half of world’s reserves left in the ground,” by Geoffrey 
Morgan, Financial Post, Jan 3, 2020. Carney grew up in Edmonton.

T he Canadian oilpatch is concerned that a push led by 
former Bank of Canada governor Mark Carney to demand 

further climate disclosures and climate risk assessments from 
global banks could increase scrutiny of investments in the 
Canadian oilsands and nascent liquefied natural gas sector.

Carney is set to leave his current job as Bank of England 
governor later this month [January 2020] to join the United 
Nations as a special envoy on climate change and finance, 
where he will be tasked with pushing financial institutions and 
banks for better disclosure on their investments in fossil fuels. M
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In an interview with the BBC this week, Carney described 
how “up to half of developed oil reserves” would likely be 
stranded in order to limit the effects of climate change. He 
said that banks and investors need better disclosure and 
stricter limits on oil, gas and coal investments in order to avoid 
significant global warming. “We want action on financing,” 
Carney said of the goals in his new role with the UN leading 
up to November’s COP 26 climate conference in Glasgow.

Michael Tims, vice-chairman of Calgary-based Matco 
Investments, says he’s concerned longer-cycle investments in 
the oilsands or in LNG projects could be under pressure from 
Carney’s policies. The shorter-cycle investments in shale oil 
and gas plays, for example, which pay back their investments 
in under five years, could escape the kind of investor scrutiny 
that Carney is advocating, while longer-cycle investments 
such as in the oilsands, pipeline projects and LNG export 
facilities could be affected. “The harder part is to try to 
rationally assess what the implications are to value for longer-
horizon projects,” Tims said. He noted that investors are 
demanding more and more disclosure from energy companies 
on environmental performance. But as more data is being 
collected and disclosed, financial institutions are struggling 
to properly evaluate the differences between different types 
of reserves, different types of assets and climate risks across 
the sector. 

Canadian oil reserves are estimated to be the third largest 

in the world, after Venezuela and Saudi Arabia. The Canadian 
oil and gas industry has long been at the centre of the debate 
about financial institutions and climate change, thanks 
in part to major European banks such as HSBC and BNP 
Paribas announcing they would not invest in new projects 
in the oilsands. Large pension funds in Europe and North 
America have also signalled plans to divest their holdings in 
heavy oil companies—moves which have hurt the Calgary 
oilpatch. Investment in the oilsands has declined from a 
peak of $33.9-billion in 2014 to an estimated $12-billion last 
year, according to data from the Canadian Association of 
Petroleum Producers. 

EDMONTON

Happy Logo
From “Jason Kenney’s war room unveils new, one-of-a-kind 
logo,” by Alex Huntley, The Beaverton, a satirical news site, 
thebeaverton.com, Dec 20, 2019. 

A fter being caught plagiarizing a US tech company’s logo 
for his government’s Canadian Energy Centre, Alberta 

Premier Jason Kenney has unveiled a new, unique logo. “It’s 
called the swoosh, and it will represent Alberta and how its 
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oil and gas industry makes the world a better place,” said 
Kenney. “The swoosh will be placed on everything from office 
stationary to running shoes.”

Kenney says while it’s unfortunate that his war room used 
Boston-based Progress Software’s label, he’s hopeful the new 
logo is here to stay.

“Look—I’ve already got our logo as a tramp stamp,” added 
Kenney, showing his lower back tattoo to members of the press.

According to inside sources, Kenney was expected to 
announce the war room’s slogan “Alberta: The Happiest Place 
on Earth.”

However, it has been reported that at press time The Walt 
Disney Company has acquired the rights to the province of 
Alberta.

NEW YORK

Climate Risk = Investment Risk
From “A Fundamental Reshaping of Finance,” a Jan 14, 
2020, letter to CEOs from Larry Fink, chairman and CEO of 
BlackRock, the world’s largest investment firm, which manages 
some $7-trillion on behalf of investors. Fisk warned that 
companies that don’t act on climate change risk being dropped 
from BlackRock’s funds.

C limate change has become a defining factor in companies’ 
long-term prospects. Last September [2019], when 

millions of people took to the streets to demand action on 
climate change, many of them emphasized the significant 
and lasting impact that it will have on economic growth and 
prosperity—a risk that markets to date have been slower to 
reflect. But awareness is rapidly changing, and I believe we are 
on the edge of a fundamental reshaping of finance. 

The evidence on climate risk is compelling investors to 
reassess core assumptions about modern finance. Research 
from a wide range of organizations—including the UN’s 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, the BlackRock 
Investment Institute and many others, including new studies 
from McKinsey on the socioeconomic implications of physical 
climate risk—is deepening our understanding of how climate 
risk will impact both our physical world and the global system 
that finances economic growth. 

Will cities, for example, be able to afford their infrastructure 
needs as climate risk reshapes the market for municipal bonds? 
What will happen to the 30-year mortgage—a key building 
block of finance—if lenders can’t estimate the impact of climate 
risk over such a long timeline, and if there is no viable market 
for flood or fire insurance in impacted areas? What happens to 
inflation, and in turn interest rates, if the cost of food climbs 
from drought and flooding? How can we model economic 
growth if emerging markets see their productivity decline due 
to extreme heat and other climate impacts?

Investors are increasingly reckoning with these questions and 
recognizing that climate risk is investment risk. Indeed, climate 

change is almost invariably the top issue that clients around the 
world raise with BlackRock. From Europe to Australia, South 
America to China, Florida to Oregon, investors are asking 
how they should modify their portfolios. They are seeking 
to understand both the physical risks associated with climate 
change as well as the ways that climate policy will impact 
prices, costs and demand across the entire economy. 

These questions are driving a profound reassessment of risk 
and asset values. And because capital markets pull future risk 
forward, we will see changes in capital allocation more quickly 
than we see changes to the climate itself. In the near future—
and sooner than most anticipate—there will be a significant 
reallocation of capital.

VANCOUVER

Carbon Policy Fail
From “Notice of Withdrawal of the Frontier Oil Sands Project 
Application Canadian Environmental Assessment Registry No. 
65505,” a letter from Don Lindsay, president and CEO of Teck 
Resources Ltd., to Jonathan Wilkinson, Minister of Environment 
and Climate Change Canada. Teck’s Frontier project would have 
been the largest oil sands undertaking in Canadian history.  

Dear Minister: I am writing to advise that after careful 
consideration Teck has made the difficult decision to formally 

withdraw our regulatory application for the Frontier oil sands 
project from the federal environmental assessment process. 

We are disappointed to have arrived at this point. Teck put 
forward a socially and environmentally responsible project that 
was industry-leading and had the potential to create significant 
economic benefits for Canadians. Frontier has unprecedented 
support from Indigenous communities and was deemed to be 
in the public interest by a joint federal–provincial review panel 
following weeks of public hearings and a lengthy regulatory 
process. Since the original application in 2011 we have, as 
others in the industry have done, continued to optimize the 
project to further confirm it is commercially viable.

Teck is extremely proud of the work done on this project 
and the strong relationships we have formed with local 
governments, labour organizations, scientists, researchers and 
many other stakeholders, as well as with affected Indigenous 
communities…. However, global capital markets are changing 
rapidly and investors and customers are increasingly looking 
for jurisdictions to have a framework in place that reconciles 
resource development and climate change, in order to produce 
the cleanest possible products. This does not yet exist here 
today and, unfortunately, the growing debate around this issue 
has placed Frontier and our company squarely at the nexus of 
much broader issues that need to be resolved. 

In that context, it is now evident that there is no constructive 
path forward for the project. Questions about the societal 
implications of energy development, climate change and 
Indigenous rights are critically important ones for Canada, its 
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provinces and Indigenous governments to work through. 
I want to make clear that we are not merely shying away from 

controversy. The nature of our business dictates that a vocal 
minority will almost inevitably oppose specific developments. 
We are prepared to face that sort of opposition. Frontier, 
however, has surfaced a broader debate over climate change and 
Canada’s role in addressing it. It is our hope that withdrawing 
from the process will allow Canadians to shift to a larger and 
more positive discussion about the path forward. Ultimately, 
that should take place without a looming regulatory deadline. 

Resource development has been at the heart of the Canadian 
economy for generations. Resource sectors, including the 
Alberta oilsands, create jobs, build roads, schools and hospitals 
and contribute to a better standard of living for all Canadians. 
At the same time, there is an urgent need to reduce global 
carbon emissions and support action on climate change. 

As a proudly Canadian company for over 100 years, we 
know these two priorities do not have to be in conflict. Our 
nation is uniquely positioned with abundant natural resources 
coupled with strong environmental regulations and a deeply 
engrained culture of social responsibility. We can build on 
that foundation and be a global provider of sustainable, 
climate-smart resources to support the world’s transition to 
a low carbon future. And yes, that can include low-carbon 
energy produced from the Alberta oil sands from projects like 
Frontier, using best-in-class technology, which would displace 
less environmentally and ethically sound oil sources. 

At Teck, we believe deeply in the need to address climate 
change and believe that Canada has an important role to play 
globally as a responsible supplier of natural resources. We 
support strong actions to enable the transition to a low carbon 

 
from From Turtle Island to Gaza

by David Groulx

 The siege came to us
 and forced us off the land.
 The siege then taught us English
 and left us speechless.
 The siege showed us its riches
 and left us in poverty.
 The siege dragged us to its school
 and left us wretched.
 The siege taught us its work
 and left us unemployed.
 The siege taught us its war
 and left us murdered.
 Buried us in heaps
 and forgets
 about us.

(From Turtle Island to Gaza, Athabasca University Press, 2019)

future. We are also strong supporters of Canada’s action on 
carbon pricing and other climate policies such as legislated 
caps for oil sands emissions. 

The promise of Canada’s potential will not be realized until 
governments can reach agreement around how climate policy 
considerations will be addressed in the context of future 
responsible energy sector development. Without clarity on this 
critical question, the situation that has faced Frontier will be 
faced by future projects and it will be very difficult to attract 
future investment, either domestic or foreign. 

Teck has not taken this decision lightly. It is our hope that 
the decision to withdraw will help to create both the space and 
impetus needed for this critical discussion to take place for the 
benefit of all Canadians. 

EDMONTON

Truth and Democracy
From “Submission to the public inquiry into anti-Alberta energy 
campaigns,” by The Muttart Foundation, Nov 2, 2019. The public 
inquiry commissioner, Steve Allan, is required to deliver a final 
report to Alberta’s UCP government by July 2, 2020.

T here can be no debate that energy resources are critical to 
Alberta’s future. More than four million people call Alberta 

home and, as the owners of those resources, expect them to be 
used to ensure continued services and quality of life.

Neither can one seriously debate that the economic health of 
Alberta is important for the economic health of Canada. The 
province’s contributions are not only financial; for decades, 
energy-related industries have provided work for people 
from across the country. Successive governments have taken 
steps to try to increase the revenue available from the energy 
industry, pointing particularly to the need to expand the list of 
purchasers beyond just the United States. Such efforts cannot 
be legitimately criticized; they are efforts that would be (and 
have been) taken by any government. 

Equally undebatable, however, is that the world’s 
environmental situation is precarious. Given the state of the 
science, no credibility can be given to those who deny climate 
change. Equally, it defies belief to suggest that climate change is 
not exacerbated by the extraction and consumption of energy 
resources, including in Alberta. While Alberta is making 
progress in dealing with emissions, some people feel that there 
is still more that can be done. 

Reconciling these two imperatives is critical, and will require 
decision-makers to understand there is no “silver bullet.” Any 
solution is going to require creativity and a willingness to listen. 

What is happening instead is that we are once again witnessing 
a polarization. 

People cannot listen to one another because they are trying to 
talk over one another. The only creativity being demonstrated 
is seemingly in the ability to develop blaming sound bites. 

Even the language of the Order in Council establishing this 



EYE ON ALBERTA

24  M A Y  2 0 2 0

inquiry reflects attempts to frame the narrative. In the second 
paragraph of the preamble, reference is made to allegations 
of false and misleading statements about Alberta’s oil and 
gas industry. By the third paragraph of the preamble, these 
allegations are taken as fact. What is of most concern, however, 
is that the Order in Council construes criticism of the oil and 
gas industry—or, depending on one’s perspective, concern 
about the environment—as “anti-Alberta.” There can be few 
terms that are more pejorative. It is a term that should rarely if 
ever be uttered by anyone, and even more rarely by people who 
have been elected as the leadership of the province. 

Surely, in a democracy as lively and as firmly entrenched as 
that of Alberta, it cannot be anti-Alberta or “unAlbertan” to 
engage in serious debate about significant issues. Indeed, surely 
the opposite must be true: it is to the detriment of the province 
if contrary opinions can simply be dismissed as anti-Alberta. 

There must be recognition that the “truth” is not the 
exclusive preserve of one advocate or the other. There must 
also be recognition that honest criticism is not a sin. The 

emphasis must be on “honest.” Albertans do not benefit from 
either “Chicken Little” predictions of imminent doom or a 
“Pollyannaish” approach that contends there are no problems.

We accept that the inquiry is meant to ferret out those 
organizations that received funding from outside Canada and 
made misleading or false statements about the energy industry. 

Opinions—pro or con—are not misleading or false; they are 
opinions; they may be informed or uninformed. Disagreeing 
with government or with those involved in the energy industry 
is not evidence of wrongdoing; it is simply what happens in a 
free and democratic society. People differ on issues of the day. 

One can argue that any “misleading or false information” 
is unacceptable, whether it criticizes the energy industry or 
supports it. In an era when people struggle to find credible 
information, attempts to shape public opinion through 
twisting of data or the presentation of opinion as fact are 
troublesome no matter what side of the debate they are on. It is 
thus unfortunate that the inquiry is focusing only on people or 
organizations who are on one side of a debate. #

Direct Democracy in Song
From “Too Many Ballot Measures? Just explain them in song,” by 
Ben Adler, CapRadio, Nov 3, 2016. A “measure” or “proposition” 
is what Albertans might call a referendum or plebiscite.

A mericans will decide more than 150 state ballot measures 
on Tuesday. That puts a lot of pressure on voters to study 

up on everything from marijuana legalization to gun control 
to the death penalty. Californians in particular have a lot of 
homework. Their state has the longest ballot in the country. 
On top of that, there are 650 local measures to decide on.

Voters are coming up with creative ways to keep track of 
it all—like Deborah Barron, who held a “Proposition Party” 
in San Francisco’s Mission District. Like any good host, she 
had snacks and drinks ready. But she also had handouts for 
the 17 state ballot measures and 25 local measures. The half-
dozen adults took turns leading the discussion—starting 
with Proposition 51, the $9-billion statewide school bond.

“I mean, I don’t know,” says Barron, a 43-year-old attorney. 
“Normally I am ‘Yes’ on education ones, but…”

“I’m kind of ‘No’ on this too,” chimes in 43-year-old Eric 
Quandt, who works in San Francisco’s public defender’s office.

“That’s how I feel,” adds Jane Ivory Ernstthal. “But I feel 
so wrong!” The group laughs. “Are you voting against the 
education of our youth?” Barron quips.

But party-goers quickly get frustrated. “Everybody’s got 
college educations. All of us work in things that are impacted 
by this,” Barron says. “Numerous of us are attorneys, who 
read law for a living. And we still can’t figure out how to vote.”

And if it’s this hard for people who’ve been voting for years, 

imagine what it’s like for first-time voters. Carlos Hurtado, 
a junior at the University of California-Davis, is feeling the 
pressure. “It’s just a lot, a lot to deal with,” Hurtado says. “I 
gotta take some time on the weekend to look over everything.”

Asked if he planned to vote on all of the ballot measures, 
Hurtado replies: “The ones that I feel strongly about.”

“I’ll probably just scan it, see what interests me,” says 
Julietta Zuvia, another student at UC-Davis.

That strategy might make some long-time voters cringe, 
but not Kim Alexander with the California Voter Foundation: 
“I worry that people look at these 17 propositions and 
mistakenly think they have to vote on every one of them—
which they don’t.” She says far better to leave something 
blank than to do what voters typically do, which is vote “No.”

For voters who are overwhelmed, Alexander offers a 
California election tradition: the Proposition Song. She 
contributes on vocals and ukulele. The tune—think Schoolhouse 
Rock—explains each of the 17 measures. Here’s the chorus:

“It’s the Proposition Song. You should all be singing along.
’Cause the ballot is too darn long.”

And a lyric:
“Proposition 56 would enact a new tobacco tax.
If it passes smokers pay two more bucks per pack.”
Of course, the song isn’t the only way voters can learn about 

the ballots. There’s the state’s official voter information guide 
and a myriad of online guides—professional and amateur. 

Kim Alexander of the California Voter Foundation says all 
those measures have a benefit. “Love it or hate it, California 
voters get to make law directly when we vote,” she says. It 
is a huge amount of power vested in 18 million California 
voters—many of whom aren’t quite sure what to do with it. #

DEMOCRACY ELSEWHERE                  CALIFORNIA
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FI E LD NOTE S JENNA BUTLER

“We have lived our lives by the assumption that what was good 
for us would be good for the world. We have been wrong. We 
must change our lives so that it will be possible to live by the 
contrary assumption that what is good for the world will be good 
for us.” —Wendell Berry

W E’RE DOING A WRITING EXERCISE 
together, my students and I. It’s still the 
shoulder season at the farm, not yet time to 
plant, and so I’m in the classroom teaching a 

course on reading the body and the land. We sit down together 
to a five-minute freewrite, our pens moving across the paper 
as consistently as memory allows, leaning heavily into our 
connections to the places we carry with us.

What are the places you carry 
with you, and are they the same 
as you remember when you were 
younger? The first question draws 
smiling reminiscences from the 
students: winters on the family 
trapline, ice-fishing with an 
uncle, bringing in the cattle on 
horseback with grandparents. 
But the second question brings 
pause. “We don’t get as many 
wolves on the trapline these days; 
they’ve been pretty much chased 
out of the area,” says one student. 
Another notes, “The lake doesn’t 

freeze nearly as deep as it used to, and sometimes the ice 
doesn’t come in until November. There are huge bubbles that 
never used to be there. The ice rots out earlier, and we can’t 
fish the way we did when I was a kid.” The last student, the 
one thinking of her grandparents, is quiet for a moment. Then, 
carefully: “The cattle are still there, but the land is different. 
There aren’t as many birds. I haven’t seen a horned lark since I 
was seven or eight, and they used to be all over the place.”

Five years ago, when I taught this class, many students were 
still on the fence about the severity of climate change. Today 
there is no such spread of opinions. Students come in vocally 
frightened or quietly terrified. They’ve read about shifting 
baseline syndrome or generational amnesia, and they’re 
anxious to unpack what those terms mean. Several of them are 
young parents and carry the troubled weight of the future—
the world their children will inhabit—on their shoulders. 

These students come carrying heartloads of grief and fear 
that they don’t always know how to express. They find relief 

in putting terms to those feelings: we talk about climate grief 
or ecological grief; we talk about what philosopher Glenn 
Albrecht termed “solastalgia,” or the longing we feel when we 
are no longer connected to a beloved, changed place. We take 
apart Zadie Smith’s essay “Elegy for a Country’s Seasons” to 
get at the heart of her claim that “[t]here is the scientific and 
ideological language for what is happening to the weather, but 
there are hardly any intimate words.” We want to know these 
intimate words, how they connect to our home places. 

Eventually, the talk comes back to action—as it should. One 
thing we’ve all acknowledged in the class is that we’re sinking 
under the weight of our own climate grief. That grief, after 
we’ve put words to it, remains nebulous. It’s as turbid as spring 
runoff, hard to see our way to the bottom. Harder still if we 
have children of our own who will come into themselves in the 
grief-fogged future we’re now considering.

We come, almost organically, to a sort of manifesto, a call to 
action against extirpation, against grief. We may not be able to 
heal the entire system, or turn back the clock on the changed 
faces of the lands we love, but we can do these important 
things. Cut back our consumption. Make the switch to green 
technologies where we can. Plant trees with friends and family. 
Reduce our flights and come to learn our home places better 
instead. Advocate for the land and the people whose histories 
and identities are intimately tied to it. Write letters to every 
representative we’ve got. Challenge our own anthropocentrism 
and live in a way that does not just leave enough for the coming 
generations, but perhaps even leaves more.

“It may be that when we no longer know what to do / we have 
come to our real work, / and when we no longer know which 
way to go / we have begun our real journey,” writes Wendell 
Berry, the wise old farmer and essayist. We read his words as 
a call to action, to keep looking for ways forward when our 
own grief for the world we care about threatens to immobilize 
us. And we turn to Robin Wall Kimmerer, too, the esteemed 
Indigenous professor and plant ecologist, as we lean into our 
actions: “Balance is not a passive resting place—it takes work, 
balancing the giving and the taking.” I think about her words 
as I begin the end-of-term winding down that will see me out 
on our small farm for the summer, balancing all the ways I can 
give back to this beloved piece of land in return for what I will 
take. We will balance the collective power of our manifesto 
after we leave the classroom, my students and I, pitching all 
our hope against the enormity of what’s coming. #

Jenna Butler teaches environmental and creative writing in 
Red Deer and runs an off-grid organic farm near Barrhead.

Our Real Journey

Acting on climate grief.

“The land is 
different now. 
There aren’t as 
many birds. I 
haven’t seen 
a horned lark 
since I was 7  
or 8; they used 
to be all over 
the place.”
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T
O UNDERSTAND WHY HE TOLD 
the press, in April 2018, that Alberta 
First Nations “want to be owners 
of a pipeline,” specifically the Trans 
Mountain Pipeline expansion (TMX), 

Chief Allan Adam of the Athabasca Chipewyan 
First Nation (ACFN) said you should think about 
fresh meat. You should visit the nation’s new grocery 
store—the K’ai Tailé Market—in Fort Chipewyan, 
he told me. It opened in August 2018 and is the only 
store in the hamlet that offers fresh meat, flown in 

from Edmonton. That should 
“give you insight,” he said, 
into the pipeline proposal, 
and into why in September 
2018 he signed an impact 
benefit agreement (IBA) on 
behalf of his nation with Teck 
Resources, which was then the 
proponent of a $20.6-billion 
oil sands mine—the Frontier 
project. This would have been 
the largest of Alberta’s oil sands 
projects, and the closest to 

Chief Adam’s home community of Fort Chipewyan, 
down the Athabasca River from the mine. 

I met Chief Adam for an interview in Edmonton 
in late August 2019. Elected ACFN chief for the 
first time in 2007, he’s won four band elections and 
consistently raised concerns, sometimes in court, 
about the negative impacts of oil sands development 
on treaty rights, climate change and public health—
including allegations of a cancer cluster in Fort 
Chipewyan. That fight made him one of the most 

Adam’s Choice
A First Nation weighs the pros and cons  
of buying into the oil and gas industry.

By TADZIO RICHARDS 
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recognizable people in Alberta. When Hollywood 
film director James Cameron visited the province in 
2010, worried about the speed of bitumen extraction 
in northern Alberta, he met with the chief. Jane 
Fonda did the same. So did Leonardo DiCaprio and 
Neil Young. In 2014 Archbishop Desmond Tutu 
called the oil sands “the world’s dirtiest oil,” and 
then later sat with Chief Adam at a press conference 
in Fort McMurray in which the South African Nobel 
Peace Prize laureate told Albertans that “only those 
who want to be blind can’t see that we are sitting on 
a powder keg” in the oil sands. 

At a restaurant in Edmonton, Chief Adam, now 
in his early 50s, looked much the same as in the 
news photos with celebrities. His long salt-and-
pepper hair was tied back in a ponytail. He wore 
blue jeans and black sneakers. A long scar marks 
his right cheek and he speaks softly and calmly, 
with an intense, direct stare when making a point 
he wants you to hear. 

“I’m not an environmentalist,” he says, right off 
the top. “Environmentalists take the view of ‘The 
view is beautiful, the view shouldn’t be touched.’ 
I’m a hunter-gatherer. So I like the land a lot, sure, 
the beauty of the land. Will I destroy the land? No. 
But I hunt and gather food and I do that to provide 
for my family and to continue and carry on what 
I’ve been taught as a kid—and I love it; I love the 
way wild food tastes. But the fish is contaminated. 
The birds are contaminated. The moose is 
contaminated. The beavers, the rats [muskrats], the 
bears—every wild food we eat is contaminated. But 
we still eat it. That’s why we had to adapt and try to 
make wise decisions.” 

We don’t want 
our people to be 
living in poverty 
anymore.”
Allan Adam,
ACFN Chief 



a l b e r t a v i e w s . c a   27



2 8   M AY  2020

FEATU R E ADAM’S CHOICE
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V
IEWED FROM THE OUTSIDE, 
Chief Adam’s journey is ironic—a 
poster boy for oil and gas protest 
becomes an advocate for industry. 
That outside perception—that he’s 

either on one side or the other—has brought him a 
barrage of criticism. In 2014, after Adam stood on a 
stage in Toronto with Neil Young, on a trip for which 
the ACFN received $55,000 from Tides Canada, 
Ezra Levant and other staff at Rebel Media called the 
chief a “prop,” and worse, for environmental groups. 
Four years later Chief Adam told CBC, “I am tired 
of fighting…. Let’s move on and let’s start building 
a pipeline and start moving the oil.” In response, 
Eriel Deranger, an ACFN member who once 
worked for the band and is now executive director 
of Indigenous Climate Action—an NGO opposed to 
TMX—said Chief Adam and other pro-TMX First 
Nation leaders did “sell out.” She added, though, that 
the real “betrayal” is from “a system that puts the 
rights of companies and industry above the rights of 
Indigenous peoples.”

Chief Adam says his underlying values haven’t 
changed. Downstream from the oil sands in Treaty 8, 
he says, “We see our food being contaminated. So 
we have to advocate, and say [to governments and 
industry], “You’re f**king up our food source here. 
What the hell’s wrong with you?” The Canadian 
constitution legally requires governments to respect 
Aboriginal and treaty rights, he notes, so: “If we 
have to fight in the courts, well, we’re doing it for 
a reason.” At the same time, he says, “I’m not a 
radical…. I want to feed my family, like everybody 
else.” The ACFN would prefer to “work together” 
with government and industry, he says, to strengthen 
environmental protections and grow the economy. It’s 
for this reason that the ACFN supported the federal 
Liberal government’s Bill C-69—which mandates 
broader environmental impact assessments—despite 
opposition from NDP and UCP governments in 
Alberta. “If we get this right, and I know it’s the right 
approach,” he says, “it’s to the benefit of all Albertans. 
And Canadians will reap the benefits.” 

THE FINANCIAL SIDE OF THAT approach has 
attracted attention since Justin Trudeau’s Liberal 
government announced it would buy TMX in May 
2018. Three competing Indigenous-led bids to invest 
in the pipeline quickly emerged. The Iron Coalition, 
co-founded by Chief Adam, wants to purchase 
TMX and is offering First Nations and Métis 
communities in Alberta an “ownership interest” that 
would deliver profits back to the investing groups. 
Project Reconciliation wants to obtain a syndicated 
bond—a loan—of $7.6-billion to buy 51 per cent 
of the pipeline project and use the eventual profits 

Top: Prime 
Minister Justin 
Trudeau meets 
with Chief 
Allan Adam 
and other First 
Nations leaders, 
April 2018.

L: Actor and 
activist Jane 
Fonda meets 
Adam in 
Edmonton, 
January 2017.

R: Suncor oil 
sands facility 
beside the 
Athabasca 
River.

Bottom: Singer 
Neil Young and 
Adam at an 
“Honour the 
Treaties” tour 
event in Toronto, 
January 2014.

to create a sovereign wealth fund for Indigenous 
communities in Alberta, BC and Saskatchewan. 
Farther west, the Western Indigenous Pipeline 
Group also wants to buy a majority stake for 55 
bands along the pipeline route, mostly in BC. 

The scale of these proposals is unusual, as is the 
idea of Indigenous ownership of Canadian oil and 
gas infrastructure. For most of oil sands history that 
was unheard of. The first large-scale commercial 
oil sands plant—Great Canadian Oil Sands Ltd.—
opened in 1967 north of Fort McMurray. Through 
corporate merger it became Suncor in 1979, one year 
after the second behemoth oil sands plant, Syncrude, 
opened nearby. Today there are over 120 operating 
oil sands projects in northern Alberta. To date those 
projects have disturbed 895 km2 of land, including 
220 km2 dedicated to toxic tailings ponds—an area 
about one-third the size of Edmonton. But the oil 
sands have also generated a bonanza of wealth, some 
of which has trickled to Indigenous communities in 
jobs and cash. As Sheila Innes, a Suncor executive 
responsible for aboriginal relations, said in a public 
talk in November 2019, “traditionally” the model 
for Indigenous involvement in the industry was 
through “long-term [impact] benefit agreements,” 
and hiring “Indigenous employees [and] we would 
procure from their businesses.” 

That model produced various outcomes for 
Indigenous communities in the region. South of 
Fort McMurray, the primarily Métis community of 
Conklin is adjacent to Christina Lake, an oil sands 
project designed to produce 210,000 barrels of 
oil per day for Cenovus. Despite the proximity to 
wealth, Conklin’s unemployment rate is four times 
higher than the broader Wood Buffalo region—a 
2018 report found that roughly one-third of 
residents contend with “unstable living conditions.”

Comparatively, the ACFN—a band government 
with about 1,200 members and eight reserves north of 
Fort McMurray by Lake Athabasca—have prospered 
financially. While they’ve brought international 
attention to downstream pollution and potential 
health impacts from oil sands development, the ACFN 
have also started businesses—integrated within their 
corporation, Acden—that provide everything from 
work camp catering to environmental consulting to 
engineering services for oil sands operators. Only 
a small portion of the profits comes to the band. 
But the ACFN have also signed IBAs—agreements 
outlining the financial benefits and, in some cases, 
environmental protections a First Nation will receive 
in exchange for their support of a development—with 
some oil sands operators. With that money they’ve 
started a trust, and Chief Adam says the ACFN now 
“have the capacity for self-government”—understood 
as financial self-sufficiency.C
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F
EDERAL POLITICIANS ARE also 
keen on a new model of Indigenous 
“economic participation.” Back in April 
2018, before the Liberal government 
bought TMX, Prime Minister Trudeau 

met Indigenous leaders in Fort McMurray. Chief 
Adam recalled that he and other chiefs at the meeting 
expressed interest in “purchasing the pipeline… And 
a month later [Trudeau] says, ‘We’re interested in 
you guys purchasing this pipeline.’ ” 

“You’ve got to give it to Trudeau,” said Chief 
Adam, in our interview in Edmonton in 2019. 
“Albertans say Trudeau doesn’t care about Alberta. 
But he does. The guy is smart. He did what nobody 
else would do—he went and bought the pipeline. 
And he saved Alberta. Why? Because now the 
pipeline is state-owned—Canada’s going to build it.”

 “First Nations [opposed to TMX] are going 
to send a big lawsuit,” he said. “It’s going to be 
overturned, and Canada’s going to move ahead with 
this pipeline. And we as First 
Nations have to either stand with 
Canada or stand against them.” 

“I choose not to fight with the 
government at this time,” he said. 
“Instead of sitting on the outside, 
now we have an opportunity that 
we never had before.” 

I asked—given that there 
are three different Indigenous-
led bids to buy TMX—what he 
thought would happen: Would 
the ACFN stay with the Iron 
Coalition? Would the bids merge? 

He smiled. The evening before 
we spoke, Chief Adam was at an 
ACFN annual general meeting. 
“There are so many opportunities 
out there now,” he told me. “The 
ACFN are not going to invest in 
TMX. I got that last night from 
our members. It doesn’t make 
sense to us. We have too much 
going on in our own region—
there’s more than enough already. 
So, we’re going to be pulling out 
of the Iron Coalition. But we will 
still give our support…. Other 
First Nations need TMX more 
than I do.”

I asked why they would aban-
don what is potentially a long-
term, stable source of revenue. 

“Because I’m working on a deal 
for a refinery,” he said, citing plans 
and potential investment partners 

“We’ve thrived from the oil sands,” he says. “We’ve 
thrived from the destruction. Our trust fund is well 
over $60-million now. Our companies are doing 
well in the oil sands.”

They aren’t the only ones. In November 2017, 
in what industry news sites hailed as a “ground-
breaking” deal, the Fort McKay First Nation and the 
Mikisew Cree Nation paid $503-million to purchase 
a 49 per cent interest in Suncor’s East Tank Farm, 

a bitumen and diluent storage, 
blending and cooling facility 
for the Fort Hills mine. Suncor’s 
Sheila Innes said that with the 
energy industry downturn, the 
First Nations were “looking 
for a long-term, stable revenue 
source,” and the company was 
open to jointly owning the 
project with First Nations with 
whom they had a relationship. 
Because of Suncor’s involvement, 
the bond market gave the First 
Nations low interest rates on the 
loan, said Fort McKay Chief Jim 

Boucher. He called it “a sweet deal.” 
That “sweet deal” established the viability of an 

economic model where Indigenous people are 
owners, not just service providers in the energy 
industry. Politicians took notice. In November 2019 
Alberta’s Minister of Energy, Sonya Savage, and 
Minister of Indigenous Relations, Rick Wilson, both 
spoke at the National Coalition of Chiefs Energy and 
Natural Resources Summit at the Grey Eagle Casino 
near Calgary. Chief Adam did not attend. But other 
speakers included researcher Vivian Krause on 
“anti-Canadian energy activism,” financier W. Brett 
Wilson promoting the “entrepreneurial mindset,” 
and Boucher, who told the gathered business and 
community leaders: “If you rely on government to 
pay your people, you will not be successful.” 

In his speech, minister Wilson praised that 
message, touting the government’s Alberta 
Indigenous Opportunities Corporation (AIOC), 
a promise by the UCP to provide up to $1-billion 
in loans and loan guarantees for Indigenous 
communities “to invest in natural resource projects 
and related infrastructure.” The minister did not 
mention that the UCP’s first budget cut Indigenous 
services by over 18 per cent, cut “climate change 
initiatives” from $53-million to $0, allocated only an 
initial $6-million for the AIOC, and cut “science and 
monitoring” programs across Alberta by over 10 per 
cent. But he did say, “Indigenous peoples want to 
be involved in responsible resource development, 
which helps to dispel the dirty oil myth…. We need 
you at the table more than ever now.” 

“We as First 
Nations have to 
either stand with 
Canada or stand 
against them.”
Allan Adam,
ACFN Chief 

albertaviews.ca/ 
archive

archive:  
Fort Chip and 
the Oil Sands 
(Nov 2007)
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Top:  
Mikisew Cree 
guide Robert 

Grandjambe Sr. 
 on Lake 

Athabasca.

Middle: ACFN 
Youth and 

Elders Lodge 
site near Fort 

Chipewyan.

Bottom: 
Grandjambe Sr. 

filleting a 
whitefish.

for a new refinery near Edmonton. “The closer to the 
oil sands, the less environmental footprint it’ll have,” 
he said. “We don’t want our people to be living in 
poverty anymore.”

AS CHIEF ADAM SUGGESTED, I went to Fort 
Chipewyan to see the ACFN’s new store. Flying north 
from Fort McMurray, the nine-passenger Cessna 208 
Grand Caravan soared above mines built near the 
Athabasca River—Syncrude’s Mildred Lake project; 
Shell’s Jackpine; Suncor’s Fort Hills—a mining 
district of enormous dark fields with smokestacks 
and tailings ponds in the wracked earth. 

Mildred Lake is among the oil sands projects 
closest to Fort McMurray. In 2018 Syncrude 
applied to the Alberta Energy Regulator to expand 
the open pit mine onto land where Mikisew 
Cree, Fort McKay First Nation and ACFN band 
members hunt and harvest, exercising their treaty 
rights. All three bands agreed to speak against the 
expansion at the regulatory hearing, but only the 
ACFN showed up—the other two bands signed 
last-minute agreements with Syncrude. The AER 
then approved the expansion in July 2019, ruling 
that “potential impacts on Athabasca Chipewyan 
are not enough to outweigh the economic 
benefits… to Alberta.”

From Chief Adam’s perspective, those “potential 
impacts” include an elevated risk of cancer. Oil 
compounds seeping into the river, or rising in the T
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air from smokestacks and sifting down in rain and 
snow—“a continuous oil spill,” as he puts it—were 
linked in a 2014 University of Manitoba study to 
“unusually high concentrations of contaminants 
[in] fish and animals consumed as part of a 
traditional diet” in Fort Chipewyan. But not all 
studies have found the same results. And citizen 
concern has not historically been enough to stop 
new oil sands approvals. 

Teck’s proposed Frontier project, for instance, 
was decreed “in the public interest” by a joint 
federal and provincial environmental review panel. 
The open pit mine was slated to produce 260,000 
barrels of oil per day and disturb 292 km2, which 
would have made it the largest oil sands mine—and 
the closest to Fort Chipewyan. The panel’s report, 
released in July 2019, found that impacts on “the 
asserted rights, use of lands and resources, and 
culture of Indigenous groups” would be “adverse 
and significant,” “long term” and “irreversible.” 
Despite this, 14 Indigenous communities, including 
the ACFN, signed IBAs with Teck. 

“We could have fought with Teck,” said Chief 
Adam when I asked why he signed. “We could have 
gone all the way through the hearing. But everybody 
else had an agreement with them. It looks very bleak 
going into a hearing when you have no support from 
other [First Nations]. We had to make a decision on 
what we’re going to do—are we going to spend a 
million dollars and get nothing back? Because that’s 
what a hearing costs us—a million dollars, legal fees 
and everything. And we were geared up for Teck. 
We were going to give it to them. But we had to 
weigh our options. I had to go back to the members, 
the elders first, and get consent to negotiate. And 
once they’d given the consent to go ahead, there was 
a lot of animosity, bad feelings. Some of our people 
didn’t want to do it. I didn’t want to do it. I wanted 
to fight. But when you’re in a leadership role and 
you’re given a mandate, you have to follow through 
on the mandate regardless of your own personal 
opinion. And that’s what I did. I put aside my 
personal opinion and… we agreed to do it. It hurt 
some of my elders. I hurt my people by agreeing 
to this. But I’m just as hurt as they are. Those 
documents have my signature…. Do I want to sign 
something that’s going to mess it all up? No. But 
I’ll put my signature on something that gives hope. 
And when I say ‘hope,’ I mean we put stipulations in 
[the IBA] that protect the environment.”

A 
TENUOUS TRUST IS EASILY 
shaken. The IBA model—Indigenous 
support of a project, in principle, in 
exchange for financial benefits and 
environmental guarantees—works 

Top: The 
K’ai Tailé 
Market in Fort 
Chipewyan.

Bottom: K’ai 
Tailé office 
manager Julia 
Cardinal (left) 
inside the store 
with former 
ACFN elected 
band council 
member 
Michelle 
Voyageur.
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only if federal and provincial governments fulfill 
regulatory and monitoring obligations. To that 
end, in December 2019 Chief Adam was in Ottawa, 
listening to Premier Jason Kenney urge the federal 
government to give final approval of the Teck 
Frontier mine—a project that would have emitted 
between 4 and 6 megatonnes of CO₂ a year, making 
it much tougher for the Liberal government to meet 
new federal targets of net-zero emissions by 2050. 
After Kenney’s speech, Chief Adam talked to CBC 
journalist David Thurton, who reported “Adam said 
the Alberta government needs to satisfy fears about 
the loss of fish, bison and caribou habitat before the 
federal cabinet makes its decision on the mine at the 
end of February. Adam has threatened to take legal 
action if Alberta doesn’t address those concerns.” 

On February 23 the UCP government announced 
an agreement with the ACFN on those 
environmental issues. But later that same 
day Teck withdrew its application, citing 
the lack of a coherent regulatory framework 
that “reconciles resource development and 
climate change” in Alberta and Canada. 

Back in autumn 2019, a lack of trust was 
also palpable in Fort Chipewyan, where I got 
a boat ride on Lake Athabasca with Robert 
Grandjambe Sr.—a Mikisew Cree tourism 
operator, trapper and research assistant for 
scientists doing environmental monitoring 
and other studies. We caught whitefish and 
pike for his dog team. “My wife and I eat 
the fish and ducks,” he said, when I asked. 
“Maybe we shouldn’t. But we are anyway. It’s 
a very foggy thing: Is the water safe to drink? 
Are the fish safe to eat? We don’t know.”

Founded in 1788 as a fur-trading post in 
the Peace–Athabasca delta, Fort Chipewyan 
is notable today for an abundance of 
ATVs, pickups and new buildings. In 
the community of 918 primarily ACFN, 
Mikisew Cree and Métis people, a big 
aquatic centre opened in 2017, next to 
a hockey arena that opened in 2009. A 
7,500-panel, 2.6-MW solar project is under 
construction, funded by government grants 
including $3.3-million from Alberta’s 
carbon tax fund. While I was there, a 
government delegation—including Minister 
of Trans-portation Ric McIver, local UCP 
MLA Tany Yao, and Don Scott, mayor of 
the Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo, 
which includes Fort Chipewyan—flew 
in for the ribbon-cutting ceremony on a 
completed $37-million expansion of the 
water treatment plant. Few locals attended, 
and three hours after the delegation arrived, 

they lifted off back to Fort 
McMurray.

“Companies and government 
give a lot of what you call ‘shut 
up money’ around here,” said 
Grandjambe, when I asked why 
locals didn’t attend. Staying away 
“is how people feel. It’s not a 
united community.”

 Michelle Voyageur, a former 
ACFN band council member, was 
less scathing, but agreed with the 
sense of a complicated distrust. 
For instance, the ACFN “have had 
a really shitty relationship with 
Suncor,” she said, as we walked to 
the band’s new store. “There was 
a tank farm proposal that came 
across our table a couple years 
ago, and we said ‘Heck no.’ Other 
nations jumped into bed and 
joined and we were still ‘No, no, no.’ ” 

“It’s so hard,” she said. “I mean, the projects are 
going to get pushed through no matter what. That’s 
the sad part.” 

From the street, K’ai Tailé Market resembles 
a large blue warehouse, with “Our Community 
Grocery” written prominently over the front doors. 
Inside, as it says, it’s a grocery store, with fresh 
produce, a fresh-meat section, aisles of goods and 
a whole wall of freezer space. Colourful signage is 
written in Dene, Cree and English. Compared to 
the other store in the hamlet, the Northern, which 
sells cheaply made clothing and canned food at eye-
popping prices, the K’ai Tailé Market is generously 
stocked, even a touch upscale in product choice, but 
generally less expensive. 

I asked Voyageur if it was true the ACFN started 
the store because of community fears about local 
fish and meat contamination. 

“It’s true,” she said. “A lot of people are fearful—
they barely eat the fish anymore. Here at the store we 
have whole frozen fish brought in and they’re flying 
off the shelf. People are buying more meat because 
they don’t want to consume the wild animals.” 

Asked what could be done to get certainty about 
contamination levels, she said: “Well, there’s been 
over 100 reports that don’t show this and that. But 
we weren’t involved. We asked—it’s one of the 88 
recommendations from the Jackpine hearing—
we wanted a health study here in Fort Chip. 
Unfortunately it never happened. I don’t know if it 
will. It’s like it falls on deaf ears.” #

Tadzio Richards is Alberta Views’s associate editor. 
Send feedback to letters@albertaviews.ca. 

It’s so hard.  
I mean, the 
projects are 
going to get 

pushed through 
no matter what. 

That’s the sad 
part.” 

Michelle Voyageur,
former ACFN band 

council member 
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REFERENDUMS WERE FIRST ADOPTED in the western 
US in the Progressive Era, 1890–1920. They reflected the view 
that political parties and legislatures had become controlled 
by “big money” or corrupt political machines and were out of 
touch with “Main Street.” Referendums were adopted as a way 
to circumvent politicians and return power to the people.

In Canada, referendums were initially viewed as a US idio-
syncrasy that had no place in our parliamentary democracy. In 
1919 Manitoba was prepared to adopt a US-style referendum 
law but the courts said it would be unconstitutional. Alberta 
used plebiscites—a kind of referendum—several times, includ-
ing in 1948, when voters said no to replacing private electricity 
companies with a public utility, and in 1967, when they voted 
down a proposition to adopt daylight saving time. Four years 
later Albertans reversed this decision in a second referendum.

In 1980 a Quebec referendum asked if the province should 
secede from Canada. Quebecers said no. The same choice was 
put to Quebecers again in 1995. Again they said no. Canadians 
accepted both referendum results as having decided the issue.

The Mulroney government held a referendum in 1992 on the 
constitutional changes proposed in the Charlottetown Accord. 
Charlottetown was supported by the three biggest national 
parties, all 10 premiers and the national media. Canadians 
disagreed. Voters rejected the Accord in 6 out of 10 provinces, 
including Quebec. The outcome illustrates the benefit of 
referendums: when the “political class” is out of step with 
ordinary Canadians, the latter get the final say.

Post-Charlottetown, Alberta, BC and Quebec have retained 
laws requiring that any constitutional amendment first be sub-
mitted to a referendum. This practice subsequently received 
a blessing from the Supreme Court in its 1998 Quebec Seces-
sion Reference ruling. Finding democracy to be an unwritten 
but fundamental principle of Canada’s constitution, the Court 
declared that “a referendum undoubtedly may provide a dem-
ocratic method of ascertaining the views of the electorate on 
important political questions.” The federal Liberal government 
further legitimized the use of referendums in its 2000 Clarity 
Act. The Act recognizes the legitimacy of a Quebec secession 
referendum if there is “a clear majority on a clear question.” 

Referendums work municipally too. In 2018 Calgary’s mayor, 
most of city council and the business community wanted to 
host the 2026 Winter Olympics. The people who would have 
footed the bill—taxpayers—disagreed. The no side won.

Referendums are entrenched in our political infrastructure. 
They may be simplistic attempts to answer complex problems. 
The people may sometimes be wrong. But this doesn’t mean 
we should abolish referendums. Legislatures sometimes get it 
wrong. So do judges. But we aren’t going to abolish them. They 
are integral to our system of the rule of law and democratic 
accountability. And so too now are referendums.

ted morton 
The professor emeritus of political science at 
U of C and former Alberta minister of finance  
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DEMOCRACY DEMANDS THAT CITIZENS HAVE 
meaningful input into political decisions and the ability to 
hold decision makers accountable. Referendums sit uneasily 
with these principles. They are crude instruments that place 
responsibility at the feet of a faceless majority, often at the 
expense of voiceless minorities. They have become tools to 
divide citizens rather than bring us together around common 
objectives. At best, referendums allow elected officials to shirk 
their responsibility to negotiate and define the common good. 
At worst, they allow politicians to manipulate the public to 
achieve much narrower partisan, regional or ideological ends.  

Referendums have occasionally been called in Canada to 
engage citizens to build consensus on topics with major, long-
term implications for everyone. Newfoundland and Nunavut 
used such votes to orchestrate their admission into Confedera-
tion. Quebec has famously held two separatism votes. Aside 
from these, and the Charlottetown Accord, no other referen-
dums have been held to alter Canada’s constitutional order. For 
good reason: they can be divisive affairs. The Charlottetown 
Accord failure set off a chain of events that nearly led to the 
breakup of Canada, ironically through yet another referendum.

But most governments use referendums for convenience or 
strategy. Referring a question to the public can be a way to end 
deadlock within a party or to avoid taking responsibility for 
an unpopular decision. Governments motivated by strategic 
considerations think they know the eventual outcome of the 
vote, and they aim to use the referendum result as clout. By 
Premier Kenney’s own admission, his proposed referendum 
on removing equalization from the constitution falls into 
this category. In Kenney’s words, the vote would afford him 
“leverage” in drawing federal and provincial governments to 
the table to negotiate related issues such as fiscal stabilization.

Removing equalization from the constitution would require 
recipient provinces to agree, meaning Kenney’s threat carries 
little risk to Canada’s fiscal federalism. Yet strategic referendums 
expose the entire political system to unintended consequences. 
Disgraced UK Prime Minister David Cameron’s gamble on the 
Brexit referendum is a prime example of how best-laid plans 
can go awry. With other governments bringing their own 
baggage to the table, a yes vote on Kenney’s referendum could 
carry Canada into another divisive round of constitutional 
negotiations for which there is little public appetite.

Which of these types of referendum meets the democratic 
smell test? Only the first respects the accountability and pursuit 
of the public good embodied in liberal democracy. Indeed, it 
would seem undemocratic not to pose major constitutional 
questions to the public for a vote. Convenience and strategic 
referendums are sadly more common. Designed to avoid 
accountability or bend the public will to parochial ends, they 
are far less noble than champions of direct democracy contend.

jared wesley 
The associate professor of political science at 
the University of Alberta  
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D IALOG U E  IS A REFERENDUM A GOOD WAY TO MAKE A DECIS ION ?

TED MORTON RESPONDS TO JARED WESLEY

THE DEBATE OVER THE PROS AND CONS OF 
referendums has a special relevance to Alberta today, 
given anticipation that Premier Kenney plans to hold 
referendums in conjunction with the 2021 municipal 
elections. He has promised to hold a referendum on 
Alberta’s participation in Canada’s equalization program 
if the federal government does not make substantial 
progress on the construction of new export oil and gas 
pipelines. The premier has also said he will proceed with 
any of his “Fair Deal” reforms only once Albertans have 
had the opportunity to vote on them in a referendum.

The legal and political precedents for the referendum 
to abolish equalization come from the Quebec Secession 
Reference. The Supreme Court wrote that a “clear 
majority” on a “clear question” to separate triggers a 
duty for Ottawa and the other provinces to negotiate 
with the separatists. If this is the rule to leave Canada, 
then certainly it is the rule to reform Canada. The 
constitutional principle of democracy, the court wrote, 
confers “a right to initiate constitutional change on each 
participant in Confederation. …the existence of this right 
imposes a corresponding duty on the participants in 
Confederation to engage in constitutional 
discussions in order to acknowledge and 
address democratic expressions of a 
desire for change in other provinces.”

Given the undisputed fact that through 
equalization Albertans have experienced 
an average net loss of over $20-billion a 
year since 2010, I would be surprised if 
a referendum to abolish equalization did 
not win 80 per cent approval. A clear 
majority, indeed! Jared Wesley denigrates the potential 
referendum as a cynical strategy by Premier Kenney to 
gain “leverage” in his negotiations with Ottawa and other 
provinces. Given the status quo, what’s wrong with that?

Would such a referendum outcome in Alberta mean 
equalization would be abolished? Of course not. But 
it would force the issue onto the national agenda—
and it’s about time. Equalization rewards bad public 
policy by provinces that overtax, overregulate and 
drive out investment and jobs. Alberta might well find 
allies in the other “have provinces”—Ontario, BC and 
Saskatchewan—that are asked to subsidize this kind of 
destructive behaviour. It’s time to have this discussion. 

The Fair Deal reforms are different. They are all 
already being done by Quebec or Ontario or both—
creating a provincial pension plan; collecting our own 
personal income taxes; creating a provincial police force. 
So the Kenney government could bring about all of these 
changes unilaterally, without the need for consent from 

A referendum provides 
an opportunity for all 
Albertans—not just 

Kenney and the UCP 
caucus—to decide.

Ottawa or other provinces. There are still good reasons, 
however, for submitting them to a referendum. 

These reforms would substantially change Alberta’s 
relationship with the rest of Canada. While none 
would require a constitutional amendment, all three 
are constitutional in their significance. This merits 
submitting them to a referendum. Further, none of them 
were discussed in the lead-up to Alberta’s 2019 election. 
A referendum would provide an opportunity for all 
Albertans—not just Kenney and the UCP caucus—to 
choose whether Albertans want to go down this new 
road. Kenney’s decision to use this “bottom up” process 
should have special appeal to non-UCP supporters, who 
would be given a chance to have their say.

It merits noting how the left/right disagreement on 
referendums has reversed. Historically, referendums were 
opposed by conservatives and business interests that 
feared the excesses of “direct democracy.” Support came 
from the left—the Progressive movement in the US and 
its ideological cousins to the north, the CCF and Social 
Credit parties. Both were expressions of prairie populism.

The Progressives didn’t just distrust politicians and 
legislatures. They were also suspicious 
of courts and policy-making judges. 
The same Progressive reformers that 
brought in referendums in the western 
states also adopted the practice of 
electing their state judges—unlike 
federal judges, who enjoy tenure for 
life. The goal was the same: democratic 
accountability. 

There was a parallel version of this in 
Canada right up to the adoption of the Charter of Rights 
in 1982. The most articulate opponents of Trudeau’s 
Charter came from the legal left. They argued that judges 
are lawyers and thus inherently conservative. Historically, 
this was accurate. Law facilitates the business of business 
and protects property rights. When the Charter was 
being written, support for adding the Section 33 
“notwithstanding clause”—a legislative check on judicial 
excess—came as much from the left as from the right.

Today, this has all turned inside-out. The strongest 
supporters of the Charter and the interest-group/
identity politics litigation it has spawned come from self-
proclaimed progressives—what I’ve described elsewhere 
as the “Court Party.” Yet these same progressives cast a 
wary eye on the use of referendums and discourage their 
use. How did progressives go from being the people’s 
party to the Court Party? Why are today’s conservatives 
embracing the populist politics that they historically 
opposed? But that’s a topic for another day.
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JARED WESLEY RESPONDS TO TED MORTON

PROFESSOR MORTON AND I AGREE THERE IS 
value in referendums, and neither of us is suggesting 
they should be abolished. Our differences surround the 
effectiveness and appropriateness of referendums as a 
decision-making tool. Morton argues that referendums 
are somehow purer than legislative, executive or judicial 
decisions. History suggests otherwise.

Referendums are not freer from the influence of 
“big money.” Just ask former Quebec premier Jacques 
Parizeau. Having narrowly lost the 1995 referendum, 
he used his concession speech to blame the result on 
“l’argent et le vote ethnique.” The infamous line referred to 
the confirmed influence of illegal campaign contributions 
that flowed into the province to support the “Non” side, 
while also revealing the exclusionary tendencies of his 
brand of Quebec nationalism.

Perhaps Parizeau’s loss could be framed as a victory 
for the masses over what Morton calls an out-of-
touch “political class.” If so, it was a narrow win. And 
as a majoritarian process, referendums run the risk of 
marginalizing communities such as visible minorities 
in Quebec. Our system of representative democracy 
provides a safeguard against this sort of 
mob rule, as do the courts. 

As Morton notes, the courts have 
ruled that pure direct democracy is 
unconstitutional in Canada, as it would 
usurp the authority of the Crown (and 
its adviser, the cabinet). Referendums 
will never carry the force of binding 
votes. Contrary to Morton’s statement, 
voters never really have “the final say” in 
policymaking. Governments must act in order for a ref-
erendum outcome to come into effect, through legisla-
tion, regulation, resolution, negotiation or other means.  
This ensures that ultimate decision-making authority 
rests with the cabinet, which advises the Crown and is 
held accountable by legislators elected by the people. 
This is an important democratic safeguard.

Whether or not governments declare a referendum 
result to be binding, they have the option to set it aside if 
they perceive a more prudent course of action. Canadian 
leaders have a habit of calling multiple referendums on 
the same question. On everything from prohibition and 
daylight saving time to electoral reform and Quebec 
sovereignty, politicians have refused to take the public’s 
word as final. Prime Minister King, for example, delayed 
acting on the results of the 1942 conscription plebiscite. 
Premier Wade McLaughlin dismissed the results of PEI’s 
2016 referendum on electoral reform because he felt 
the turnout was too low to count as a valid indication 

Pure direct democracy 
is unconstitutional, as 
it usurps the authority 
of the Crown (and its 
adviser, the cabinet).

of Islanders’ intentions. These politicians showed 
considerable conviction in bucking the public’s verdict. 

Unfortunately, their counterparts have at times used 
referendums as a way out of making difficult decisions. 
Their cabinet or caucus were divided over an issue, in 
some cases; referring the question to the public was a 
way to end deadlock. Other governments have avoided 
taking responsibility for a potentially unpopular 
decision, instead using a referendum as a means to 
pin accountability on the public. In Morton’s example, 
Manning’s Social Credit government called the 1948 
electrification plebiscite under these circumstances. 
Unsure whether to nationalize electricity distribution 
companies or allow them to continue in private hands, 
the government threw the decision to the people. The 
nationalization side lost by just 151 votes, and the 
Socreds emerged champions of the narrowly victorious 
free market movement.

Other leaders have threatened to use referendums 
to pre-empt, frame or even circumvent difficult inter-
governmental negotiations. I mentioned Kenney’s 
prospective referendum on equalization in this vein. 

Similarly, Pierre Trudeau threatened to 
hold a national referendum on patriating 
the constitution in the late 1970s, to the 
consternation of provincial premiers, 
who had been negotiating with Ottawa 
in good faith at the time.

On rare occasions leaders may 
wish to mobilize their base to turn 
out at a general election by offering a 
particularly controversial measure as 

bait or distraction. The deeply unpopular Saskatchewan 
Progressive Conservatives loaded a series of ideologically 
motivated referendum questions—including balanced 
budgets and abortion—onto the 1991 election ballot, for 
instance. Their attempt to wag the dog failed miserably. 

As Morton notes, referendums are often “simplistic 
attempts to answer complex problems.” Public 
engagement can be done through more thorough means. 
Citizen assemblies are effective in bringing public 
input to bear on thorny issues such as electoral reform, 
proving that Canadians are capable of doing more than 
marking an X on a ballot when it comes to policymaking. 
Consultations and commissions also provide a deeper 
sense of the public’s feelings on an issue. And, despite 
Kim Campbell’s famous quip, election campaigns can 
and should be venues to debate difficult issues.

Fortunately, referendums are rare in Canada. This 
indicates the functionality of representative government 
and the effectiveness of these other engagement tools. #
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By LIAM HARRAP

A YELLOW SKI-DOO PULLS two sleds 
across an icy outflow. The machine 
loses grip and its track begins to spin 
aimlessly. Lyle Dupperon stands and 
rocks the machine from side to side. 
Left, right, left, right. Eventually the 
belt beneath catches, and with a puff 

of exhaust Dupperon zooms forward.
Dupperon is a 51-year-old fur trapper, and although the 

trapping season just ended, he’s bringing supplies to his 
cabin for a 10-day bison hunt in the Caribou Mountains of 
northern Alberta. 

As the soft mid-February light fades to yellow, pink and 
red, the wind blows swirls of dancing snow across the path. 
The trail is mostly straight, an endless line through thick and 
entangled forest. We’re on a seismic line, speeding along at 
40  km an hour. If it weren’t for seismic lines, it could take 
days to reach his cabin. Instead it takes a few hours.

TO FIND PETROLEUM, OIL COMPANIES BUILD seismic 
lines. They clear trees and vegetation so that vehicles can 
drive down the lines and put explosives in the ground. The 

explosives are detonated and the frequencies measured to 
determine if oil or gas is below. The size and length of the 
lines vary: some are 10 metres wide, others only two. Most 
stretch for kilometres, going far beyond the horizon, even 
when viewed from an airplane. 

A study by the National Research Council of Canada 
suggests Alberta could have more than 1.8 million km of 
seismic lines, which is the equivalent of twice the distance 
from earth to the moon and back. 

When the lines were built, they were never understood to 
be permanent; they were left to revert naturally back to native 
forest. But many remain barren, even 50 years on. And while 
drilling and mining for oil extraction requires reclamation 
by law, no such legislation exists for seismic lines.

The lines disrupt mammals, birds and insects, as well as 
affect permafrost and carbon storage. The effects of seismic 
lines also spill over into the adjacent forest by changing 
plant and tree composition. Indigenous peoples of northern 
Alberta say the woods are emptying out and that seismic 
lines are largely to blame. A University of Alberta study 
found that seismic lines are particularly disruptive to wolves 
and caribou. The issue of wolves travelling the lines to more 

Fractured Forest
Alberta’s seismic lines dilemma 
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When seismic lines were built, they 
were not understood to be permanent; 
they were left to revert naturally back 

to native forest. But many remain 
barren, even 50 years on.

easily catch caribou has brought seismic line reclamation 
into the spotlight. The provincial government estimates that 
only 2,000 caribou are left in the province, though it admits 
the exact number is unknown.  

In 2017 Alberta’s NDP government released a draft 
caribou range plan to help caribou herds recover and become 
self-sustaining. The documents include plans to restore 
and reclaim seismic lines across the province. This was the 
first major government strategy attempting to address the 
problem of seismic lines. Due to opposition from the public 
and industry, who feared the cost of mandated reclamation, 
the draft plan was suspended in 2018. In 2019 the UCP 
government announced it had established three task forces 
across the province to revisit the 2017 caribou draft plan; 
they aim to release their recommendations this year. 

WE GET TO DUPPERON’S CABIN IN DARKNESS. One 
time, he arrived and found the interior in tatters. A fellow 
snowmobiler hadn’t properly closed the door or set the 
electric fence. A black bear got inside, smashed it up and ate 
all the food.

“There’s all kind of beings that live in places like this,” 

muses Dupperon as he passes me a hot toddy of rum, coffee, 
syrup and creamer. He switches on the satellite radio and we 
listen to “If Drinkin’ Don’t Kill Me (Her Memory Will),” by 
George Jones.

THE OIL AND GAS INDUSTRY HAS BUILT SEISMIC 
lines since the 1940s. In the early days, the lines were 
wide, straight and spaced at distances of 300–500 metres. 
Bulldozers were used to clear the land and remove topsoil. 
Little consideration was given to restoration or replanting. 
These seismic lines were called 2D, or legacy lines, and could 
be up to 10 metres wide.

Today, seismic lines can be as narrow as 1.75 metres and 
are built in a grid pattern, sometimes only 50 metres apart. 
While these new grid-pattern seismic lines are narrower, 
they are also more frequent. For example, instead of 1 km2 
of forest having one seismic line, as with the old legacy lines, 
with the new model it can have 20. Each line provides data 
on the fossil fuel deposits below, such as the exact position 
and depth. The greater the number of lines, the more exact 
and comprehensive the data. These new lines are called 3D, or 
“low impact” lines. 
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Jesse Tigner, a senior ecologist at Explor, a global seismic 
exploration company, says the only reason seismic lines exist 
is to move equipment. “It’s a huge cost. What we really want 
to know is what’s going on under the ground.” Tigner says 
that in rough, rugged and remote terrain it can cost up to 
$100,000 per km to cut a seismic line. On flat, easy-to-access 
terrain, only $3,000 per km.

Right now companies needn’t factor in reclamation 
expenses. While voluntarily replanting and restoring seismic 
lines to natural forest is still in experimental stages, Michael 
Cody, a biologist at Cenovus, pegs the average cost of 
restoration at $10,000 per km.

Cenovus has a restoration pilot project near Cold Lake. 
The company is spending $32-million over 10 years to treat 
an area five times the size of Calgary. Treatments include 
planting roughly one million trees, mounding dirt in swampy 
areas to make tree growth easier, and creating wood piles and 
leaning tree stems to block the lines (making them harder to 
travel for humans and animals alike).

So far Cenovus has replanted more than 700 km of lines 
in caribou range. They plan to restore 3,900 km, with the 
intention of helping caribou populations rebound. Although 
energy companies aren’t required by law to do this, Cody says 
“environmental integrity is important to our company.” And 
Cenovus has had some positive results from restoring seismic 
lines. Some trees the company planted in 2008 are now more 
than 4.5 m in height, which is far taller than most trees on 
lines that were cut in the same year but not replanted. 

T HE SKY IS CLOUDLESS. We stand on 
top of a bluff overlooking Dupperon’s 
trapline. The Caribou Mountains gently 
rise in the distance behind a sea of spruce 
and frozen lakes. 

Faint lines ripple across the expanse, but 
they’re hard to see. Dupperon used to travel those seismic 
lines a few years back, but now it’s too difficult. The forest has 
taken them back, he says. We jump back onto our ski-doos 
and speed off. Branches grab our jackets as we whiz past, as 
if they’re slowly reclaiming this line as well.

IN TRUTH, REPLANTING SEISMIC LINES is tricky 
and not well understood. “It’s an open question,” says Scott 
Nielsen, professor of conservation biology at the University 
of Alberta. Nielsen’s lab specializes on research pertaining 
to seismic lines. “There’s been a lot of restoration, for sure. 
But to be honest, just establishing trees in the ground isn’t 
restoration.” 

It all depends on how you define restoration. “That’s the 
billion-dollar question,” says Nielsen. “What is success, and 
what would it look like?”

For Alberta’s forestry industry, once the average tree is 
2–3  m tall, the landscape has been officially restored. After 
an area has been logged, it can’t be relogged for 10–20 years. 

Nielsen, however, says that while clumps of 3-metre trees 
might stop wolves from travelling down seismic lines, different 
species may not view the same forest as recovered. “An 

Seismic lines are disruptive  
to wildlife, particularly wolves and 

caribou. Wolves travel the lines  
to more easily catch caribou.
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ovenbird might perceive 2–3-metre height on a seismic line 
as a massive, open corridor in some habitat. A fisher [a small 
member of the weasel family] might perceive it completely 
differently, and a rare plant completely differently. Every 
species has its own niche and its own response,” he says. 

A 2005 study by the University of Alberta suggested 
ovenbirds use seismic lines as territory boundaries. The birds 
perceive the lines as forest “gaps.” In some cases, due to the 
frequency of lines, the birds have smaller territories.

Since the lines have less leaf litter, they also have fewer 
arthropods. But a recent study by Federico Riva found that 
butterflies have a higher abundance and diversity on legacy 
lines than in nearby forest. The diversity and abundance of 
butterflies decrease as line width shrinks. The lines become 
“highways,” allowing more species to travel and mix.  

Regardless, getting trees to grow on seismic lines is tricky. 
Restoration is proving especially difficult in two types of 
boreal ecosystems: dry, sandy, pine forests; and peatlands.

Nielsen says little research exists on why restoration in 
pine forests is difficult, but studies have shown those lines to 
be revived after a forest fire. “For the most part you need fire 
in those systems to open the cones.” 

Peatlands are low-lying areas with an accumulation of 
decaying vegetation. They are notoriously wet, and when 
seismic lines are cut there, the vegetation becomes flattened 
and is often pushed below the water table, making it difficult 
to replant trees. 

As fate would have it, peatlands are favoured by caribou. 

Wolves have tended to avoid peatlands since they have fewer 
moose and deer, which have traditionally been wolves’ main 
prey. By cutting seismic lines through peatlands, it’s easier to 
add caribou to the menu. 

According to Alberta government data, more than 
200,000  km of seismic lines run throughout the province’s 
peatlands.

A REPORT BY THE CANADIAN GOVERNMENT 
indicates environmental changes go beyond the lines and 
into adjacent forests. Since seismic lines provide a break in 
tree canopies, more light reaches the forest floor. Thus trees 
can ironically grow faster at the edges of seismic lines. With 
an increase in tree growth, the competitive balance among 
species can shift, resulting in fewer shrubs, flowering plants 
and mosses.

There is also more wind on seismic lines, sometimes up 
to seven times more, compared to adjacent forest. This can 
increase tree mortality. More deadwood along the edge 
leads to more fungi and lichens. More wind also disperses 
seeds faster and farther, which helps invasive species such as 
bluejoint reedgrass, which can smother conifer saplings.

Given all of these effects, “seismic lines can have an 
environmental impact that far exceeds any other human 
disturbance in northern Alberta,” says Nielsen.

Seismic lines are also associated with permafrost thaw. 
In areas of northern Alberta, a layer of soil is frozen year-
round. This permanently frozen layer is sensitive to human 

Trapper Lyle Dupperon uses seismic lines to travel and doesn’t want them reclaimed.
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disturbances such as soil compaction and removal of 
vegetation. On seismic lines, the frozen layer can melt, 
resulting in moister soil, which affects carbon storage. 
Because of slow decomposition rates, northern peatlands 
have long been a carbon sink (they store roughly one-third of 
the planet’s soil carbon, more than all of the world’s forests 
combined). In some places, however, they are becoming a 
carbon source as melting permafrost releases greenhouse 
gases, contributing to climate change. 

Studies indicate that twice as much carbon dioxide is 
stored in permafrost as in the atmosphere, and that seismic 
lines increase methane emissions in Alberta by 4,400–5,100 
metric tons annually. This is the CO2 equivalent of more 
than 27,000 cars. 

YELLOW ICE COVERS THE CREEK and we slow to a 
crawl. Dupperon’s ski-doo starts to twirl, the belt beneath 
failing to catch snow. His machine does a slow waltz across 
the ice, straightening in the fresh powder.

“Before seismic, trappers used creeks. And lots died. 
You fall through the ice, you break through overflows. It’s 
extremely dangerous,” says Dupperon with a toothless shrug. 
He lost all his teeth when a bull stepped on his face.

“I’m on borrowed time. I should have died years ago.” 
Once, his machine fell through ice and he was up to his chest 
in water. When Dupperon eventually got the ski-doo free, he 
managed to get back to his cabin quickly, using seismic lines. 
Without these straightaways for his speedy getaway, he says, 
he could have frozen to death.

IN A HOUSE ON A NAMELESS GRAVEL STREET in 
Fort McKay, Mary Powder, 77, prepares ribs. An award for 
Alberta’s Best Trapper, 2003, adorns the wall. Fish swim in a 
tank, and her husband, Zachary, 89, watches the news.

Zachary has been trapping north of Fort McMurray for 
more than 50 years. The Powders are part of the Fort McKay 
First Nation. When oil companies began building seismic 

lines in the region, 
everything changed.

“When they open 
a line, animal goes 

away,” Zachary says. “That’s what happens. All over traplines. 
Not only me. When they make a noise there, animal goes 
away. Everything changed.” Zachary is almost deaf, so Mary 
shouts my questions to her husband. She tells me that after I 
leave, he won’t remember I was here.

For the Powders, trapping was essential. Not only was it 
an important part of their culture, it put food on the table. 
The Powders wouldn’t agree with Lyle Dupperon. For them, 
seismic lines have destroyed everything.

“It’s how we brought up all our children,” says Mary. “We 
get money from the fur. We trap. Nobody scared away the 
animals before. Now, all the trees are taken down. They 
won’t grow. Damage to everything.”

When I ask if seismic lines should be replanted, Mary 
interrupts. “Never mind if they replant! They’re not our god. 

God grows everything. How many years will it take before 
something comes up? Because they killed all the roots. How 
many years before something comes up again?”

 For the Powders, the damage is done. Nature is the best 
replanter and restorer of the land. It should be left to do what 
it does best—grow. Even if it takes a lifetime.

As I leave in the fading twilight, I notice an old pickup 
truck in the driveway. There’s a sign attached to the back 
window:

To love a person is to see all of their magic.
And to remind them of it when they have forgotten.
Their small house is surrounded by a fence decorated with 

flowers and butterflies. All is quiet. Yet the air is sweet and 
sickly from nearby mined bitumen. The smell cloaks the 
Powders’ home.

P INPOINT ENDS THE SEISMIC LINE as 
we know it,” says Allan Chatenay, president 
of Explor. “It’s pretty groundbreaking.” The 
company pioneered the new technology, 
which uses a low energy source to map the 
subsurface. 

As Tigner, who also works for Explor, said, seismic lines 
exist solely to move machinery to gather seismic data. 
Chatenay says to gather PinPoint data, they “just walk 
through the forest,” following the path of least resistance, 
carrying hand-held devices and a backpack. They need no 
trucks or explosives; they cut down no trees. 

“We can acquire data without any measurable impact to 
the forest,” he says. 

Chatenay says they’ll continue testing and hopefully roll out 
the technology commercially this year. But at the moment, 
using PinPoint is more expensive than building seismic 
lines. Chatenay says this is because more people and energy 
source points are required to create the data. For example, 
with 3D seismic lines, you might have 1,500 source points 
per km2. PinPoint has 10,000. But Chatenay argues the data 
Explor produces is of higher quality. “If you think about your 
TV screen, smaller pixels produce a much higher-resolution 
image. Each pixel doesn’t have to be as bright, but you have 
many, many more pixels, which makes it more expensive than 
a lower-resolution screen.” If the technology were cheaper, 
says Chatenay, “we’d have the market locked up.”

But even if new seismic lines can be eliminated, the problem 
of the old lines remains. Craig Dockrill, Alberta Environment 
and Parks’s director of land and environmental planning 
north, says the provincial government’s new task forces are 
“a little more holistic regarding the landscape and look at the 
various land uses that are important and interact with caribou 
recovery, which remains a priority for the government.”

He says the new draft will be “more forward looking.” 
Most concerning for the government, he says, are the old 
legacy lines, as they “are a large contributor of our concerns 
about caribou.” 

If caribou were not declining, the U of A’s Nielsen says it’s 
possible seismic line reclamation wouldn’t even be discussed. 

archive: Orphan Wells and the 
Redwater Decision (July 2018)
albertaviews.ca/archive
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“Caribou is the poster child that is driving a lot of this.”
Dockrill says government is mostly focusing on restoring 

lines within caribou habitat. According to the province’s 
figures, 250,000 km of legacy lines lie within such habitat, of 
which 150,000 km are of greatest concern. 

If restoration costs roughly $10,000 per kilometre, 
150,000 km could cost $1.5-billion. The government has yet to 
release a plan or a means to pay for restoration. Who will foot 
the bill—industry or citizens—remains an open question.

Dockrill says the government is less concerned with 3D 
lines, as they deem those to have less impact. However, since 
3D lines are more frequent, the amount of area disturbed is 
greater. Nielsen says it’s possible 3D lines have a significant 
influence on the landscape. 

Regardless, reclamation will need to consider the needs of 
more than just caribou: other wildlife, insects, flora, carbon 
storage, permafrost and Indigenous peoples’ use of the land. 
A forest that’s usually an entanglement of chaos now has 
seismic highways. It has been forever changed. Seismic lines 
were never meant to be permanent, but that’s what they are.

“THERE’S NO STRAIGHT LINES IN NATURE,” says 
Dupperon as we load the ski-doo onto his truck, his curly 
hair dancing as he talks. “There’s probably a reason for that.” 
We drive down a gravel road, heading back to his acreage.

When asked what he’d like the Alberta government to do 
about seismic lines and caribou, Dupperon says they should 
talk with the people who work on the land. “If something 
changes, we see it. Because this is our living room. If 
someone moves the couch, we’ll notice.” 

Other than seismic lines, there’s little industrial 
development—oil drilling, mining, logging—in the Caribou 
Mountains, where Dupperon traps. It’s one of the least-
disturbed caribou ranges in the province. 

As we park, Dupperon says he’ll fight any changes the 
Alberta government proposes. For him, it’s important that 
seismic lines remain, and it wouldn’t hurt if they built more. 

“The people being paid by the Alberta citizen have forgotten 
that they work for us,” he says. “They should work with us 
and not be dictating how things should go. We don’t work for 
them. They work for us. They need to remember that.”

As we leave the truck, there’s the sound of his galloping 
horses. A dog runs up, excited to see his master. Erin, 
Dupperon’s wife, has left us moose meat cabbage rolls in 
a casserole dish. For Dupperon, though, this will never 
truly be home. His home is in the bush, in a cabin without 
plumbing, with an outhouse for a toilet and seismic lines for 
a driveway. #

Jasper-born Liam Harrap is a journalist and backcountry 
baking enthusiast. Send feedback to letters@albertaviews.ca.

The government has yet to release  
a plan for seismic line restoration.  
Who will foot the $1.5-billion bill—
industry or citizens?

Zachary Powder (89 years old) and Mary Powder (77) of Fort McKay. Trapping was 
essential to their family, they say, but seismic lines have damaged “everything.”
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BIOGRAPHY
From: A family farm “east of Calgary”
Education: University of Calgary: 
bachelor of laws (1992); master of laws 
in environment and energy (2015)
Masters thesis title: “Bill C-38 and the 
Evolution of the National Energy Board”
Experience: Lawyer; Enbridge lobbyist 
(2006–2015); Canadian Energy Pipeline 
Association senior director (2015–2019)
Political experience: Alberta PC Youth 
president (1980s)
Quote: The War Room “has been 
targeted by the same environmental 
activists and green left that went after 
every single pipeline project that got 
killed.” (CBC, 2020/2/19)
Elected as MLA: 2019/4/16
Riding: Calgary-North West
Sworn in as minister: 2019/4/30

MINISTER’S RECORD
• proclaimed Preserving Canada’s 
Economic Prosperity Act (a.k.a. the 
“turn off the taps” law, initially passed 
by Notley’s government), giving Alberta 
the power to restrict exports of gas, 
crude oil and refined fuels to BC 
• launched the “Yes to TMX” campaign 
(an ad blitz in Ontario and BC)
• championed Bill 12, the Royalty Guar-
antee Act, which promises no changes 
to oil and gas royalties for 10 years
• championed Bill 18, the Electricity 
Statutes (Capacity Market Termina- G
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Sonya Savage
tion) Amendment Act, which stopped 
the onset (in 2021) of a capacity market 
• launched the War Room (now Cana-
dian Energy Centre); sits on its board
• launched Alberta’s inquiry into 
“foreign funding of anti-energy 
campaigns” (the Allan Inquiry)
• following reports by the Auditor Gen-
eral, Ethics Commissioner and Public 
Interest Commissioner, replaced the AER 
board; launched a review of the AER
• cut funding to the AER by 22 per cent; 
fired at least 200 AER employees
• confirmed UCP support for the NDP 
government’s $1.1-billion Petrochemi-
cals Diversification Program
• appointed former MLA and Alberta 
Party leader Greg Clark to lead the 
Balancing Pool board 

• lifted production limits for new con-
ventional oil wells in Alberta
• divested of Alberta’s crude-by-rail 
program (cost to the public: $1.3-billion)
• appointed three new members to the 
Alberta Electric System Operator board
• gave the Orphan Well Association a 
$100-million interest-free loan

CRITIQUE
• U of C economics professor Lucija 
Muehlenbachs: “If people are worried 
about 3,000 [orphan wells], then they 
won’t know what hit them with 80,000 
coming.” (The Narwhal, 2019/2/12)
• Academic Gerald Kutney: “Alberta 
is [Canada’s] largest carbon pollution 

emitter and it has the fastest growth 
of emissions in the country. The major 
source is the oilsands. None of this is 
ever discussed by the premier or his 
officials.” (National Observer, 2019/9/16)
• Journalist Jen Gerson, on the 
War Room: “There is nothing that 
demonstrates the profound limitations, 
parochialism and myopia of the people 
running Alberta Inc. right now than 
the fact that someone in the most senior 
levels of government still thinks that the 
Canadian Energy Centre is a good idea.” 
(Maclean’s, 2020/2/13)
• Energy journalist Markham Hislop, 
on Teck’s withdrawal of its Frontier 
application: “Teck cit[ed] inadequate 
government climate policy, which is 
now required by investors. Translation: 
no one was willing to finance the 
project after the UCP gutted the Notley 
government’s climate programs.” 
(EnergiMedia, 2020/2/24)

IN THE LEGISLATURE
Deron Bilous (NDP): “That is a com-
ment made to cause disorder. It was 
abusive, insulting language, quite 
frankly, Mr. Speaker. I implore you to 
call on the government to apologize for 
this comment, as it was an insult and of-
fensive, and to withdraw the comment.” 
Sonya Savage: “We will withdraw 
and apologize for the hon. member’s 
statement. I think what he intended to 
say is that the NDP are lazy, which is 
something that I’m sure all of us here 
would agree with. Thank you.” 
The Speaker: “We got so close there 
—so, so close—to apologizing and 
withdrawing.” (Hansard, 2019/11/7)

MINISTRY CONTACT
#324, 10800 97 Ave, Edm., AB, T5K 2B6
780 427 3740 
minister.energy@gov.ab.ca #

“We’ll continue 
to unapologetic-
ally defend our 
energy industry.”
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Permanent and upcoming 
exhibitions around the 
province covering Alberta’s 
prehistoric past, First Nations, 
settlers and more.

46  North
48  Edmonton
50  Central
52  Calgary
54  South

2020 G U I D E

MUSEUMS
At press time, most local museums had closed 
temporarily to support efforts to contain the spread  
of COVID-19. Many still offer virtual tours of their 
exhibitions and collections. Please visit their websites 
to learn more. 



46  M AY  2020

G U I D E MUSEUMS 2020

NORTH

COLD LAKE MUSEUMS
The former 42 Radar Squadron site is home 
to four museums. Part of Canada’s Cold 
War history, the radar station operated from 
1954 to 1992. A new radar dome exhibit, 
unveiled in 2019, was placed at ground 
level so that visitors can tour the inside. 

DEBOLT & DISTRICT PIONEER MUSEUM
Heritage buildings on the site depict the 
region’s history and include a church 
manse, barn and schoolhouse. A fossil 
display from noted area collector Roy 
Bickell, beekeeping tools and exhibits 
dealing with early cattlemen and rodeo 
events are some of the areas of focus.

FAIRVIEW 
PIONEER MUSEUM
Just outside town is the Fairview Pioneer 
Museum, which features a school, cabin 
and other historical buildings. Plans call 
for the restoration of more buildings on 
the site to depict farm, oilfield and sawmill 
operations typical to the area.

RCMP CENTENNIAL MUSEUM
Housed in a former RCMP residence in 
downtown Fairview, the RCMP Centennial 
Museum displays regalia and artifacts 
dating back to 1929. 

FORT VERMILION HERITAGE CENTRE
A hand-hewn log building from the 1920s 
serves as the visitor information centre. The 

museum and archives deal with the history 
of the province’s north, including the fur 
trade, First Nations, missions and farming in 
the challenging northern conditions.

GRANDE PRAIRIE MUSEUM & HERITAGE VILLAGE
Changing exhibitions are featured in 
the Isabel Campbell/Mel Rodacker 
Gallery, with “100 Years of Toys”—on until 
October—tracing the evolution of toys from 
pioneer days until the present. Permanent 
exhibits focus on the region’s history. 

GRIMSHAW: LAC CARDINAL REGIONAL PIONEER 
VILLAGE MUSEUM
Homes from the 1920s to 1940s with 
furnishing from those eras, a blacksmith 
shop, a general store and a bakery are 
some of the exhibits highlighting the 
area’s history. The old shingle mill is still in 
operation. Grimshaw’s annual Pioneer Day 
takes place Aug 8, with threshing machine, 
tractor and sawmill demonstrations.

GROUARD: NATIVE CULTURAL ARTS MUSEUM
This Northern Lakes College-based 
museum deals with Indigenous life, 
especially the Métis peoples and Woodland 
Cree. Five new exhibits were developed 
in 2019 by the museum’s summer 
students. The themes include Indigenous 
children, traditional Indigenous games, 
transportation, hereditary vs. European 
electoral systems, and a healing and 
reconciliation exhibit.

HIGH PRAIRIE & DISTRICT MUSEUM
In addition to focusing on the history of First 
Nations and Métis in the area, along with fur 
traders and pioneers, the museum displays 
archaeological and palaeontological finds, 
including a collection of rock blades dating 
back more than 9,000 years.

LA CRETE MENNONITE HERITAGE VILLAGE
A new exhibit deals with Mennonite 
history, and three historic buildings are on 
view—a windmill, a sawmill burner and an 
underground dirt house known as an “erd 
semlin.” Pioneer Day will be held Sep 5.

MANNING: BATTLE RIVER PIONEER MUSEUM
This museum in the Peace region features 
a large collection of agricultural equipment 
and taxidermy. Heritage buildings on the 
site include a cabin, post office, church 
and blacksmith shop. The annual antique 
tractor parade takes place Aug 2, with 
demonstrations and a pancake breakfast. 

SEXSMITH MUSEUM
Comprised of historical buildings including 
a 100-year-old blacksmith shop and a 
railway station, the museum displays some 
20,000 artifacts. A volunteer blacksmith 
gives demonstrations during Sexsmith’s 
annual Chautauqua Day, Jun 6. The 
museum is also involved in restoring a grain 
elevator, with exterior work to be completed 
in 2020 and interior work by 2022. 

PEACE RIVER MUSEUM
The museum houses archives and three 
galleries, one named for explorer Sir 
Alexander Mackenzie. Artifacts, including 
a fur press from the 1880s and a birchbark 
canoe, tell the region’s story.

WEMBLEY: PHILIP J. CURRIE DINOSAUR MUSEUM
The namesake museum of Canada’s best-
known palaeontologist celebrates its fifth 
anniversary in 2020. Scientists from the 
museum discovered a hadrosaur skull in 
2019. International Museum Day on May 16 
coincides with the museum’s Community 
Day, when admission is free. A dinosaur-
themed escape room opens in the fall.

WESTLOCK: CANADIAN TRACTOR MUSEUM
The Vintage Tractor Show takes place the 
first weekend in June, while the Tractor Talk 
Time speaker series runs the first Tuesday 
of every month. A new building to display 
small engines will open in 2020.

Adjoining Grande Prairie Museum, the Heritage Village is open May through September.
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Hoop Dancers, Eddy Cobiness Little Mothers, Daphne Odjig

Donna Feledichuk, Museum Director
780-623-5536  |  Toll free: 1-866-623-5551
museum@portagecollege.ca

With nearly 2,000 traditional and contemporary Indigenous artworks. 

Hours of Operation 

Gallery Hours
Daily  |  9:00 a.m. – 9:00 p.m.

Business Hours and Guided Tours
Monday to Friday  |  9:00 a.m. – 4:00 p.m.

Portage College Lac La Biche Campus
Box 417, 9531 94 Avenue
Lac La Biche, AB T0A 2C0

MUSEUM OF ABORIGINAL PEOPLES' ART & ARTIFACTS
PORTAGE COLLEGE

Exhibits include: 

 - Alberta Artists Gallery
 - Basket Display
 - Contemporary Art
 - Northwest Coast Art

Giftware and Traditional Arts Store  |  Guided and Self-Guided Tours

 - Professional Native Indian Artists Inc.
 - Public Art Commissions
 - Second Generation of Woodland Artists
 - Woodlands School of Art

 - Traditional Arts
 - Hide Tanning
 - Inuit Art
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ALBERTA AVIATION MUSEUM
Located in the Blatchford hangar, which 
dates back to the Second World War, on 
the site of Edmonton’s former airport, the 
museum is home to more than 30 aircraft 
and a restoration area open to visitors. 
One of the exhibits is a pioneering flight 
simulator known as the Link Trainer.

ALBERTA RAILWAY MUSEUM
Open on weekends from Victoria Day 
to Labour Day, this museum preserves 
Canadian railway heritage.

FORT EDMONTON PARK
Currently open for special events only, 
the park is undergoing a major expansion 
projected to be completed in May 2021, 
with highlights including new exhibits on 
First Nations and Métis history, a treaty 
lodge and a ferris wheel.

JOHN WALTER MUSEUM
This site in the heart of the river valley 
interprets the life of John Walter and the 
Strathcona community of Walterdale from 
1875 to 1920. Walter came to Canada in 
1870 and built one of the first residences 
on the river’s south side, as well as a ferry. 

LOYAL EDMONTON REGIMENT MILITARY MUSEUM
Found in the Prince of Wales Armouries 
Heritage Centre (the regiment’s base until 
1965), the museum’s collections focus on 
the regiment and Canadian military history.

EDMONTON

MUTTART CONSERVATORY
The four pyramids that make up the 
conservatory and its four biomes are closed 
for renovations and set to reopen May 2021. 

ROYAL ALBERTA MUSEUM
The largest museum in western Canada 
has two history halls, one devoted to 
natural history, the other to human history, 
as well as a bug gallery, a children’s 
gallery and a feature gallery with changing 
exhibitions. “Remembering the First World 
War” runs until October.

UKRAINIAN MUSEUM OF CANADA,  
ALBERTA BRANCH
This museum is dedicated to the 
preservation of Ukrainian culture in Canada. 
The Alberta Branch, the first Ukrainian 
Museum established in Edmonton, was 
opened in 1944. The collection includes 
fine art, Ukrainian regional and diasporic 
textiles, pysanky, wood carvings, ceramics, 
toys and religious artifacts.

UNIVERSITY OF ALBERTA MUSEUMS
Spread among 29 collections on the  
U of A campus and at the Botanic Garden 
in Devon, the museums conserve some 17 
million items ranging from anthropology 
and biological sciences to history, classics 
and music. The Classics Museum displays 
Greek and Roman coins, pottery and 
jewellery, as well as a rare portrait bust of 
Agrippina, mother of the emperor Claudius. 

CAPITAL REGION 
EDSON: RED BRICK ARTS CENTRE AND MUSEUM
Built in 1913, this brick heritage building 
served as a school until 1967 and as a 
maintenance building until 1984, when 
the Edson Cultural Heritage Organization 
started the process to preserve it. Now 
a schoolroom museum, art gallery and 
community and cultural hub, the building 
plays host to various events throughout the 
year, including two main fundraisers, the 
Strawberry Tea on Jun 6, and the Festival 
of Trees Nov 19–21.

ELK ISLAND NATIONAL PARK: UKRAINIAN 
CULTURAL HERITAGE VILLAGE
Some 40 restored buildings and an 
interpretive centre help tell the story of 
early Ukrainian settlement and history in 
the area. Celebration of Dance, May 18, 
showcases various cultures. Ukrainian Day 
takes place Aug 16 and features a concert 
and dance performances.

FORT SASKATCHEWAN: FORT HERITAGE PRECINCT
Visitors can tour the grounds to view the 
NWMP fort and historical village buildings 
from the outside. Interpretive tours take 
participants inside the buildings.

LEDUC COUNTY: CANADIAN ENERGY MUSEUM
Formerly known as Leduc #1 Energy 
Discovery Centre, this museum 
commemorates the historic 1947 oil find, 
with exhibits on geology, the oil sands, 
pipelines, renewable energy and the 
evolution of the industry.

STONY PLAIN & PARKLAND PIONEER MUSEUM
Heritage buildings and an interpretive 
centre help tell the history of the region. 
The annual Harvest Festival takes place 
Sep 26, with vintage farm equipment 
demonstrations and panning for gold. A 
crop is planted each year, tended and 
harvested using traditional methods. 

WETASKIWIN: REYNOLDS-ALBERTA MUSEUM
In its collections of various modes of 
transportation are hundreds of cars, one 
for almost every year from 1898, including 
a 1911 Ford Model T, 1955 Rolls-
Royce Silver Dawn and a 1964 Pontiac 
Parisienne Convertible. In the Hagerty 
Driving Experience, Jul 11, participants 
can learn to drive a manual-transmission 
classic car. History Road: The Ultimate Car 
Show runs Jun 13, 14.  L
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See this Fleet Model 80, a Canadian-designed trainer, at the Alberta Aviation Museum.
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Glenbow Museum

Art+Culture+You
AtGlenbow

Calgary’s 

Art Museum

glenbow.org

130 – 9 Avenue SE

Downtown Calgary

Kent Monkman, The Rise and Fall of Civilization, 2015, Collection of Glenbow

Glenbow_AB Views_8.25x10.75_v1.indd   1 2020-03-17   9:46 AM
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CENTRAL

BANFF: WHYTE MUSEUM
Part of the museum’s Heritage Collection 
are vintage homes—examples of 
architecturally significant houses in 
Banff—with virtual tours available on the 
website. Ilana Manolson’s exhibition of 
paintings inspired by nature, “Time: In the 
Mountains,” runs until Jun 14.

CANMORE MUSEUM AND GEOSCIENCE CENTRE
A new exhibit, “Inside the Mine: A Virtual 
Reality Experience,” opened in 2019 at 
this museum dedicated to local history 
and mountain geology, coinciding with 
the 40th anniversary of the closure of the 
Canmore mine. Developed in collaboration 
with miners and featuring their voices, the 
exhibit transports participants down into 
the inner workings of a mine.

DRUMHELLER: ROYAL TYRRELL MUSEUM
The recently opened Learning Lounge 
focuses on the Albertosaurus, with a life-
sized bronze cast of the dinosaur skeleton. 
Hands-on activities and interactive displays 
allow visitors to learn about the large 
predator, discovered in the area by the 
museum’s namesake in 1884.

EVANSBURG: TIPPLE PARK MUSEUM 
Visitors can take in historical tours, 
workshops and educational programming. 
The exhibition “Toughest Town on the 
Frontier,” about the history of the nearby 
hamlet of Entwistle, runs through April.

HOLDEN HISTORICAL SOCIETY MUSEUM
The museum can be found in a building 
that has served variously as the town hall 
and the firehall, with the upstairs used 
as a dance hall, silent movie theatre and 
Masonic Lodge, which is still in use. A 
highlight of the museum is the historically 
accurate miniature scale model of the 
village. Also on display is a pioneer 
kitchen, general store and barbershop. 

INNISFAIL & DISTRICT HISTORICAL VILLAGE
The history of Innisfail and area to the 
1930s is highlighted through the 18 
buildings in the village, including a 
stagecoach stopping house, purported to 
be the last example of its kind in Alberta. 
Restored vehicles and vintage farm 
machinery are also on display.

IRRICANA: GRAIN ACADEMY AND MUSEUM
This museum has moved from the 
Stampede grounds in Calgary, with 
plans to open by May at Pioneer Acres. 
Its signature display is a model train 
landscape of the prairies and Rocky 
Mountains, following the route of a grain 
transport train to a Vancouver port. Other 
exhibits explore the prairie grain industry.

JASPER–YELLOWHEAD MUSEUM & ARCHIVES
The museum’s permanent gallery traces 
the history of the region, including the 
fur trade, Canadian National Railway 
and tourism, while two other galleries 

feature changing exhibitions. From June to 
September the museum hosts a monthly 
outing series, which includes a discussion 
and tour of a historical location.

LACOMBE: MICHENER HOUSE MUSEUM
Former Governor General Roland 
Michener was born in this 1894 former 
parsonage that was later used as a church 
hall. The family’s collections, along with 
examples of furniture from the time and 
a church pump organ, are some of the 
items on display. Archives at the museum 
document the history of the region.

PONOKA: FORT OSTELL MUSEUM
In 2004, as part of Ponoka’s Centennial, 
the museum brought the Alberta Mental 
Hospital collection out of storage. Few 
collections of mental hospitals exist in 
Canada. These artifacts and archival 
material from 1911 to the present are now 
on display and have become the “History 
of the Care of the Mentally Ill” exhibit.

RED DEER 
ALBERTA SPORTS HALL OF FAME AND MUSEUM
Visitors can take part in virtual interactive 
sports, including hockey, soccer and 
football, as well as a wheelchair race. 
Permanent and changing exhibitions 
display a selection of the museum’s 
16,000 artifacts, including the Adaptive 
Sports Gallery, which features a 
wheelchair sport exhibit. New inductees 
will be welcomed into the Hall of Fame at a 
banquet on May 29.

RED DEER MUSEUM + ART GALLERY
Red Deer culture is highlighted in the 
museum’s permanent exhibit. Lorraine 
Roy’s fibre arts show “Woven Woods: A 
Journey Through the Forest Floor” is on 
view May 2–Jul 26, and “Tracing Tides: 
A Topographical Investigation,” Lyndal 
Osborne’s sculptures and installations, 
runs May 2–Aug 16.

SUNNYBROOK FARM MUSEUM 
Open May 1–Aug 31, Red Deer’s oldest 
farm reenacts the early days of Alberta 
farming: feeding chickens, milking cows, 
repairing a plow and baking bread. 

ROCKY MOUNTAIN HOUSE MUSEUM 
This museum showcases the history of 
people who homesteaded in this area and 
worked in the lumber camps and sawmills. 
Exhibits include the Killico General Store, 
the 100-year-old Meadows Forestry cabin 
and the Glacier School house. 

Transorbital lobotomy mallet, needles and electroshock machine at Fort Ostell Museum. 
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Explore Alberta’s 
Recognized Museums

Visit www.museums.ab.ca to plan  
your summer family experience

www.galtmuseum.com 403.320.3954

FORT 
WHOOP-UP
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CANADA’S SPORTS HALL OF FAME
Twelve galleries with interactive displays 
give visitors a chance to try a wheelchair 
race, experience ski jumping and take on 
sports announcing at this 40,000 ft2 facility 
at Canada Olympic Park.

FORT CALGARY
Fort Calgary is renovating its 1888 barracks 
and, in consultation with the RCMP 
Veterans’ Association, Treaty Nations 
and Métis Nation of Alberta, Region 3, is 
developing a new interpretive centre that 
will tell a more balanced story of the region.

GLENBOW
Exhibits range from a gallery of Aboriginal 
culture to “Mavericks,” an “incorrigible” 
history of the people who developed the 
West. Glenbow’s art collection covers the 
19th century to the present day. “Dynamic 
Connections: Threads of Living Memory” 
features Inuit textiles from the Glenbow’s 
collection. Curator Joanne Schmidt 
provides a guided tour on May 20.

THE HANGAR FLIGHT MUSEUM
Located in a 1940s training hangar, this 
collection comprises over two dozen civilian, 
commercial and military aircraft having links 
to Western Canada. Three new virtual reality 
experiences enable visitors to engage in a 
spacewalk, move through the history of flight 
and witness the 1943 Berlin Blitz from the 
perspective of an Allied bomber crew.

HERITAGE PARK 
Several new exhibits launch in 2020. The 
restored Dingman #1 Discovery Well will 
be on view at the park’s May opening. The 
Elbow Valley Coal Mine, designed as an 
immersive experience with the option of 
guided tours, opens in the summer. A  
nature trail unveils in the fall. “Anne Frank: 
A History for Today,” a travelling exhibition 
from The Netherlands, runs Jun 1–Aug 31.

LOUGHEED HOUSE
Originally the home of Senator James 
Lougheed, the building is now open to the 
public. As part of Asian Heritage Month, 
an exhibition exploring the early history of 
Calgary’s Chinatown runs May 6–Jun 7. 
Another, about the restoration of the 
mansion, runs Jun 18–Oct 4. Lougheed 
House Garden Party and Dog Pawrade, 
a free festival, takes place Jul 15–19. A 
digital exhibit tells the story of Isabella 
Hardisty, “a spirited Métis girl from a fur-
trading post in the North, who went on to 
become Lady Lougheed.”

THE MILITARY MUSEUMS OF CALGARY
Home to the Naval, Army and Air Force 
Museums of Alberta and four regimental 
museums—Lord Strathcona’s Horse 
(Royal Canadians), Princess Patricia’s 
Canadian Light Infantry, King’s Own 
Calgary Regiment and the Calgary 
Highlanders—the site also includes the 
Founders’ Gallery.

NATIONAL MUSIC CENTRE
Housed in Studio Bell, the NMC has 
four Canadian music halls of fame and a 
collection comprised of more than 2,000 
instruments and artifacts. The newest 
permanent exhibition honours Calgarian 
Jann Arden. Other exhibitions have hands-
on activities and instruments to try.

NICKLE GALLERIES
This gallery at the University of Calgary has 
noted coin, rug, textile and art collections. 
Part one of “Everywhere We Are” is on 
until May 29. Organized in partnership with 
Contemporary Calgary, where the second 
part will be on exhibit Sep 17–Nov 19, this 
show features contemporary Canadian 
artists including Chris Cran, Geoffrey 
Farmer and Ron Moppett.

YOUTHLINK CALGARY
With a mandate to educate youth on crime 
prevention, the museum offers school 
tours on weekdays and opens its doors to 
the public on Fridays and Saturdays during 
the school year. The interactive exhibits 
offer visitors an insider’s view of policing, 
including true crime and forensics.  

AIRDRIE: NOSE CREEK VALLEY MUSEUM
The museum traces the history of 
the region and is home to the largest 
collection of First Nations arrowheads in 
Canada. Wildlife displays and antique farm 
machinery share space with exhibits from 
a prairie home, a blacksmith shop 
and a general store. 

M.D. OF FOOTHILLS: LEIGHTON ART CENTRE 
Artist A.C. Leighton designed a home on 
this sprawling property in the 1950s in the 
arts and crafts style. It now houses the 
museum and art galleries. The Leightons’ 
art and furniture are on display. Illingworth 
Kerr, Marion Nicoll and Janet Mitchell are 
some of the artists featured. Upcoming 
workshops include Acrylic Painting with 
Michelle Wiebe, May 9, and Broom Making 
with David Campbell, Jun 27.

OKOTOKS MUSEUM & ARCHIVES
Once home to Okotoks mayor George 
Welch, this 1905 house was moved 
from its original location. The exhibition 
“Roaring Twenties” explores life in Okotoks 
in the 1920s and runs to Dec 21. “75th 
Anniversary of VE Day,” May 8–Aug 1, tells 
the stories of local men and women who 
served in the Second World War. “From 
Field to Fork” runs Jun 27–Nov 14 and 
looks at local food production.

Many instruments in the National Music Centre collection, including guitars and drums, 
can be played by visitors. You can also try building instruments from everyday objects.

G U I D E MUSEUMS 2020
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4629 McCall Way NE  Calgary, AB
Charitable # 119211274RR0001 

YOUR DONATIONS
INSPIRE DREAMS OF FLIGHT

WWW.THEHANGARMUSEUM.CA

CALGARY
SHOW
SERVICES

@calgaryshowservices
(403) 453-0911
calgaryshowservices.com

Ask us how we 
can assist with 

your next webinar 
or small event.

Arts lover. Cultural leader.
Arts and culture manager.

You're a champion of arts and 
culture. You believe that what 
happens behind the scenes is 
just as vital as the scene itself. 
And you’re excited when 
creativity comes alive.

Get the practical skills and 
professional knowledge you 
need to nurture and support 
talented artists and lead 
creative communities.

Learn more at MacEwan.ca/ArtsManagement 
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CARDSTON: REMINGTON CARRIAGE MUSEUM
The collection includes carriages, wagons 
and sleighs. Interactive displays, a 
restoration shop and carriage rides enrich 
the experience. A statue of the famed 
racehorse Seabiscuit and the Cardston 
jockey, George Woolf, who rode him to 
victory is displayed outside the museum. 

CLARESHOLM & DISTRICT MUSEUM
The area’s rich and varied history is told 
at this museum housed in a former CPR 
station constructed from sandstone blocks 
salvaged from Calgary’s main station. 
Stories include those of resident Louise 
McKinney, a member of the Famous Five, 
and of RCAF Station Claresholm, which 
served as a training centre for pilots in the 
1940s and 1950s.

CROWSNEST PASS 
CROWSNEST MUSEUM & ARCHIVES
Five permanent galleries and one devoted 
to changing exhibitions make up this 
museum focusing on the varied history of 
the region, from pioneers and mining to 
notorious rum runner Emilio Picariello.

FRANK SLIDE
In addition to presenting the story of the 
1903 rockslide—when the instability of 
Turtle Mountain resulted in a deadly slide 
that buried part of the town of Frank—
the museum introduces visitors to other 
fascinating Crowsnest Pass history. 

FORT MACLEOD
HEAD-SMASHED-IN BUFFALO JUMP
From May to September, Blackfoot guides 
lead hikes in the area. National Indigenous 
Peoples Day is celebrated Jun 21, and 
Buffalo Harvest Days, an exploration of 
Blackfoot culture, take place Sep 25—27.

THE FORT MUSEUM OF THE NWMP AND FIRST 
NATIONS INTERPRETIVE CENTRE
To complement its daily NWMP Musical 
Ride, the museum offers a groom-a-horse 
program, with participants dressed in 
Mounted Patrol red serge preparing 
a horse for the ride and an honorary 
inspection. Built in the 1950s, the fort 
recreates the original NWMP outpost.

HIGH RIVER: MUSEUM OF THE HIGHWOOD
Two new exhibits open in May. “Home 
Away From Home” tells the story of 
stopping houses, which offered travellers 
room and board, and hotels in the area, 
while “The Grande Old Lady” is about the 
1912 former CPR station. A permanent 
exhibit, “W.O. Mitchell: Folksy Foothills 
Philosopher,” is dedicated to this well-
known author, who lived in High River for 
over 20 years.

LETHBRIDGE: GALT MUSEUM AND ARCHIVES
The museum’s exhibits and programming 
focus on the history of Lethbridge and 
southern Alberta, from the Kainai First 
Nation to coal mining and farming. A 

From “Snapshot: The History of Photography,” at Esplanade until Jun 20. Here, 10 girls 
wear riding costumes for a studio photo of Mrs. Bedford’s ballet class, circa 1929.
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garden highlighting native prairie plants is 
located on the museum grounds. On May 2 
the Galt will host the Southern Alberta 
Heritage Fair, part of the Canada-wide 
Heritage Fairs program, which showcases 
stories of Canada’s past through student 
research and hands-on activities. The work 
of local artists Michael Pisko and Ernest 
Riethman is on exhibit until May 10 in “A 
Painter’s Paradise.”

MEDICINE HAT 
THE ESPLANADE MUSEUM
Part of a multi-use building that includes a 
gallery, theatre and archives, the museum 
is dedicated to the history of Medicine Hat 
and displays some 25,000 artifacts. The 
Esplanade was begun by the Historical 
Society, which formed in 1948: “The 
generation which had fought the Second 
World War had witnessed the totalitarian 
attacks on the values of their society” and 
wanted to preserve items that represented 
their lives and values. “Snapshot: The 
History of Photography” traces the 
evolution of the medium in Medicine Hat 
and area and runs until Jun 20.

MEDICINE HAT CLAY INDUSTRIES  
NATIONAL HISTORIC DISTRICT
Medicine Hat Potteries, Hycroft China 
Provincial Historic Resource, Medicine Hat 
Brick and Tile Provincial Historic Resource 
and the National Porcelain Site make up 
this district, which spans 150 acres. The 
city’s clay industry began in the 1880s and 
flourished because of the abundance of 
quality clay and natural gas in the region.

PICTURE BUTTE: COYOTE FLATS PIONEER 
VILLAGE/PRAIRIE TRACTOR AND ENGINE MUSEUM
Originating as a tractor museum that 
added displays of combines, threshers and 
other farm equipment, the site has evolved 
into a complete village designed to reflect 
life on a homestead, including an Eaton’s 
mail-order house, an NWMP outpost jail 
and a cook car, a portable kitchen used to 
prepare food for farm workers.

PINCHER CREEK: HERITAGE ACRES FARM MUSEUM
This agricultural museum recently opened 
its Heritage Arts facility in the historic 
church onsite. Every Thursday, museum 
volunteers host sessions for visitors who 
would like to work on their arts and crafts 
projects. The facility was established as a 
complement to the museum’s farming and 
pioneer displays, with the aim of keeping 
alive traditional prairie crafts such as 
quilting and needle work. #
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www.medalta.org

Holding a piece of 
our history will 

totally transport 
you to the early 
days of Alberta’s 
industrial history. 

Plan ahead and 
book a tour 

guide or pottery 
class for an even 
more hands-on 

experience.

Photo by Travel Alberta / John Price
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We at Leighton Art Centre wish to thank our 
community for their support during recent 
challenging events and pledge our own 
commitment to supporting connections, 
creativity, and well-being within the foothills 
region, Alberta and across Canada.
To donate to a Canadian charity, please visit CanadaHelps.org.
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BOOKSHELF

In Doing Politics Differently? Sylvia Bashevkin offers 
readers a thoughtfully curated collection focused on 
Canada’s first 11 women premiers. Presenting the first 

systematic assessment of Canadian female political executives, 
the book traces their impacts on equality and diversity in our 
political landscape. It’s a compelling examination. 

Addressing the scarcity of research on female leaders and 
their influence, this edited collection gathers leading political 
analysts from the nine provinces and territories that have 
elected women premiers, including chapters on Rachel Notley 
and Alison Redford. While these premiers wielded more 
influence than legislators, Bashevkin argues they also faced 
systemic challenges limiting their ability to improve diversity 
and equality in recruitment and policy, or the tone of politics. 

Clark Banack’s analysis of the Redford premiership is 
insightful and engaging, drawing on detailed research and 
interviews with political insiders. He challenges conventional 
narratives of Redford’s fall, including perceptions of Redford 
as a deeply flawed feminist deserving of her fate. Instead, he 
presents a more complex case, drawing on Alberta’s political 
climate, internal party politics and the role of gender in her 
2014 resignation. Banack explains that while the number 
of women elected under Redford’s leadership increased, 
there is little evidence it was due to conscious initiatives. 
Instead, he credits the increase to more women candidates 
emboldened by Alberta’s first female premier and motivated 
to combat the far-right policies of the Wildrose Party. With 

Edited by Sylvia Bashevkin
UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA PRESS

2019/$34.95/332 PP.

Doing Politics Differently?
Women Premiers in Canada’s 

Provinces and Territories

respect to policy, while Redford opened 
avenues for equality initiatives and 
family issues, Banack points to limited 
progress on these files and the absence 
of any sustained equality or diversity 
agenda. The climate of political debate 
degenerated under Redford’s leadership. 
Facing weak support from within the PC 
caucus and a hostile party executive, she 
was seen as reacting with defensiveness, 
anger and distrust, alienating potential 
allies. Interestingly, though, the 
reaction against her was described by 
insiders as excessive and compounded 
by discomfort with female leadership. 
Banack’s analysis is nuanced, exposing 
shadowy political dynamics, concluding 
that gender—while a factor—was only 
one dimension of Redford’s demise.

Melanee Thomas’s exhaustively researched analysis of 
Rachel Notley’s premiership is intriguing and enlightening. 
Analysts have long suggested that a critical mass of female 
legislators will make a difference in politics, but this book 
and Thomas’s chapter explore the impact of critical individual 
actors. Thomas explains how Notley promoted diversity and 
equality in appointments, including electoral candidates, 
cabinet ministers and senior public servants. Hers was Alberta’s 
first gender parity cabinet, and she appointed women to high-
prestige portfolios, including Health, Energy and Justice. 

Thomas also details a policy agenda focused on promoting 
equality, including the creation of a status of women 
department staffed by existing civil servants. Asking what 
would happen if a subsequent government closed or folded 
the new ministry into another, as the Kenney government has 
since done, Thomas suggests that the growth in knowledge and 
capacity within the public service would endure. As for impact 
on the tone of political discussion, Thomas notes that while the 
prevalence of equality issues in the public debate increased, 
the tenor of political discourse worsened. This trend will be 
familiar to many, but Thomas’s chronicle of overt sexism in the 
legislature and on social media is jarring.

Overall, Bashevkin’s collection explores an important issue 
from a new perspective, challenging readers to consider our 
progress on equality in the political sphere as well as what 
merits further research and in some cases censure.
—Lori Williams is an associate professor at Mount Royal University.
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Steps away from the bombed-out remains of the 
Hiroshima Prefectural Industrial Promotion Hall stands 
a small statue memorializing Sadako Sasaki, who was 

just two years old when the United States dropped an atomic 
bomb on the Japanese city. She lived another 10 years, dying in 
1955 from leukemia caused by radiation poisoning. She began 
folding origami cranes before she died. According to Japanese 
folklore, create a thousand cranes and one’s wish is granted; 
Sasaki wished for a world without nuclear war. 

Sasaki’s cranes appear twice in Kat Cameron’s debut story 
collection, The Eater of Dreams. In “Fractures,” a former English 
teacher returns to Japan to show her Canadian partner the 
country that had so affected her 10 years ago. The pair travel the 
countryside, looking for the “authentic Japan,” but Maya, the 
ex-teacher, is left disappointed. She taught her students about 
Sasaki, and when they visit the Hiroshima Peace Park she feels 
faint. It’s not the tragedy that moves her but the feeling that her 
Japan has moved on and all she’s left with are “fragments [that] 
didn’t fit together… bits of memory.” 

Most of the 15 stories here fall into three groups: fantastic or 
satirical takes on storytelling and writers; a group of tales about 
Zoe, a young opera singer navigating her familial and romantic 
relationships after fleeing an abusive partner; and the stories 
set in Japan with English teachers Maya and Elaine. Grief and 
loss are never far from the surface. In the affecting first story, 
a young woman accompanies her friends and their young 
daughters to Edmonton’s Muttart Conservatory. The narrator is 
angry, unlikeable. But, as is later revealed, she has good reason 
to be. (As novelist Claire Messud has said, the question isn’t 
about a character’s likeability, it’s “Is this character alive?”) 

In Cameron’s title story, the longest at 67 pages and the most 
accomplished, a potential friend for the narrator is surprisingly 
not alive at all. Elaine has come to teach English in Japan 
after the death of her fiancé. She is haunted by the past: the 
memories of her dead lover and by the wispy gaijin ghost of a 
long-dead American expat. Heartbroken, Elaine muses about 
Sadako Sasaki. “If I had a thousand origami cranes, I would 
wish for my old life, but now it’s just a dream I once had.”  

When I visited the Hiroshima Peace Park several years ago I 
wept. The death and devastation was overwhelming, unbearable 
in its massive and yet intimately human scale. The stories in 
The Eater of Dreams, despite the characters’ struggles, inspire 
a more muted emotional response. Cameron’s characters are 
“alive,” even as they are—in the words of Lafcadio Hearn, the 
gaijin ghost, “only dreaming in this fleeting world.” 
—Yutaka Dirks is a writer and social justice activist in Winnipeg.

by Kat Cameron
THISTLEDOWN PRESS
2019/$20.00/216 PP.

The Eater of Dreams

Since the “dark satanic mills” William Blake observed 
in 1808, writers have warned about the environmental 
consequences of industrialization. A lot of good those 

warnings did: Today a fast-warming world is upon us, and 
even if we ended global carbon pollution tomorrow, sea levels 
would still rise. What becomes of environmental literature, 
then, when writers must accept that apocalypse is already here?

Rain Comin’ Down is one answer. It’s the latest book by Robert 
William Sandford, the prolific author from Canmore who is 
also the EPCOR Chair for Water and Climate Security at the 
United Nations University Institute for Water, Environment 
and Health. Sandford has done his fair share of warning, with 
books such as Our Vanishing Glaciers and Storm Warning. 
But here he uses water to tell even deeper stories, pledging to 
help us “fully appreciate the beauty of the Earth System and 
understand how water and climate are interconnected.” 

The book begins in Sydney, Australia, where Sandford 
watches comets and meditates on water’s role in the origins 
of the universe. Most chapters are named after rivers, which 
transport us from Alberta to the Tanzanian savannah, exploring 
our relationship to water, discussing glacier protection laws, 
international policy, biodiversity and more. Soon we’re in 
Gaziantep, Turkey. It’s a beautiful journey, as promised. 

But Sandford also contemplates environmental catastrophe, 
overcome with despair: “I am finally finding words for what 
I have seen and what I need to learn, not just about water but 
about life. But what I am finding is that there is something 
increasingly missing: a reason to carry on.” Like the titular 
Creedence Clearwater Revival song, it’s a clue that Rain 
Comin’ Down isn’t really about the rain. It’s about the fall. 

While admiring the Euphrates, Sandford wonders if what 
brought down the world’s first agrarian culture will bring 
ours down too. Chapter 7, “Rivers of Mercy,” grapples with 
extinction, and the final two chapters are about fire. In these 
darker moments are some of the most stirring passages. In 
one, he writes, “We float for eons as possibility only, then rise 
briefly, sleepwalking on the tightrope of time’s arrow through 
sunlight space till our consciousness contracts inward toward 
a black hole through which we are absorbed in death.” 

Alternating between beauty and destruction, Rain Comin’ 
Down is an inspired book. “If we follow what is happening to our 
water, it will reaffirm the miracle that is the world,” he declares 
at one point. And that’s exactly what he does; the book enacts 
the miracle it describes. Maybe this is environmental literature 
in the Anthropocene—fewer warnings, more miracles.

—Robbie Jeffrey is a freelance writer in Edmonton.

by Robert William Sandford
ROCKY MOUNTAIN BOOKS

2019/$22.00/336 PP.

Rain Comin’ Down:
Water, Memory and Identity 

in a Changed World
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Garth Martens’s debut performance, in his 2014 book 
Prologue for the Age of Consequence, set a poetic 
template, hammered together with a framer’s hammer 

and a carpenter’s level, for writing about construction work in 
general and the Alberta “tar sands” in particular. 

In the poem “Leathering,” he writes: 
 He forgets his reasons, his debts, his wife,
 works a ditch or drives a spike.
 There is a stone in his wrist.
 … If he could reach, he’d pull
 every twisted star with a hammer.
The poem sums up both the pride and the anger of tradesmen 

and labourers forced by necessity to engage with an abysmal 
human project known simply as “the tower,” a brooding 
monstrosity whose purpose is never explained to the workers. 

The tower is an industrial altar that requires constant 
sacrifices of tears, sweat and blood. Workers have come from 
all over Canada, indeed all over the world to carve out a piece 
of bituminous booty, and Martens introduces a compelling 
multicultural cast of troubled souls, led by a Bunyanesque 
character, the foreman Johnny Lightning. 

But this is not really docu-poetry about work. Martens is a 
schooled writer who unleashes a rich Cormac McCarthy-like 
fusillade of nouns and adjectives arcane enough to make Rex 
Murphy swoon in admiration, or topple Conrad Black from 
atop his thesaurus. 

Martens creates his own blue-collar mythology, which often 
springs from the hallucinogenic effects of exhaustion, due to 
brutal work, tight schedules and the inhalation of numerous 
industrial toxins. Prologue for the Age of Consequence is truly a 
tough act to follow. 

Martens’s tar sands is very much a male-dominated and male-
destroyed landscape. In Boom Time, Lindsay Bird presents 
the distaff side of the songbook, based on her experience in 
isolated northern work camps. She is more about the human 
interactions in the camps, rather than the muscular heroics of 
the workers, but she is no fan of the corporate ethos either. 

Her poem “All I Have to Say About Calgary” dismisses the 
oil slick HQ in 10 words: 

 What a good place 
 to buy a pair of shoes. 
In “The Meal Hall” she deals with male misogyny with 

similar efficiency sans feminist exhortation: 
“Hey, sugartits // Sugar/ tits?/ Now/ I’m dessert/ too. Who/ 

knew?” 
But she can break hearts with a prose poem like “Garland,” 

Boom Time
by Lindsay Bird

GASPEREAU PRESS 
2019/$19.95/96 PP.

Prologue  
for the Age of 
Consequence

by Garth Martens
HOUSE OF ANANSI PRESS 

2014/$19.95/120 PP.

Tar Swan
by David Martin
NEWEST PRESS 

2018/$19.95/96 PP.

about a 56-year-old worker, proud and pleased to have “this 
good job out west” driving a delivery truck for the mine. It’s 
all over in a flash when he’s asked to read a safety reminder 
aloud: Garland can’t read, and in a jingle of surrendered keys, 
he’s out the door. “…I can’t tell you,” writes Bird, “if it was his 
chest shaking behind the steering wheel, or the heavy haulers 
moving the earth all around him.”

In Tar Swan, David Martin eschews the realities of labouring 
and dives straight into mythology, also of his own creating. 
What he has in common with Martens is a density of word play, 
but here there is no real hinge to hang the poetry on except a 
few facts—that one man, Robert C. Fitzsimmons, was the first 
to build an oil sands separation plant, and another, Frank Badur, 
a mechanic, is accused of sabotaging the works. Then there is 
Dr. Brian K. Wolksy, an archaeologist exhuming the colonial 
and Indigenous histories of the plant. As for the eponymous 
tar swan, it’s a fictional creation that seems to function as the 
primal voice of the land itself, although several references to 
Greek myth are less than convincing in this context. 

I say seems, because nothing is really clear in Tar Swan 
or in any of the four voices the poet employs except the 
gradual descent into madness of the poisoned protagonists, 
Fitzsimmons and Badura, under the malevolent influence of 
the tar swan persona. 

This is experimental poetry, language poetry in this case, 
which depends on the reader to bring her own interpretation 
to the text. For example, this from page 31:  

 Gentlemen, Sunday surrender body whims and
 shilly-shally Yourselves with a harvest of plate colour.
The text ends, after a seven-line ramble of synecdoches and 

metonyms, with:
 … Set the
 watch to tattoo, for tomorrow is tomorrow and tide
 is tiding again.
You will have to take my word for it when I say that those 

of us who love verbal fireworks will be swept along in the 
Athabascan currents of Tar Swan, albeit to a fraught conclusion. 

Writers of experimental verse sometimes fly so high they go 
right out of sight, or at least out of sense. This book is a wild 
ride, chilling at times though leavened with dark humour, and 
the poet has an ominous warning for politicians and taxpayers 
to come: 

 …yoU’ll never oUtbreak what we’ve
 Unearthed. YoU’ll never be free of my UndertOw.
—Sid Marty writes prose, poetry and music at the foot of the 

Livingstone Range in southwestern Alberta.
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BRIEFLY NOTED
New Alberta books

Protest and Democracy (edited by Moisés 
Arce and Roberta Rice, University of Calgary 
Press, 2019). From the Arab Spring to the 
Occupy Wall Street movement, mass protests 
shook countries around the world in 2011, with 
precariously employed citizens calling for “more 
responsive and accountable democracy.” Editors 

Arce and Rice—the latter an associate professor at the University 
of Calgary—contend that “the global protest cycle of 2011” may 
be a “harbinger of things to come.” New movements (such as 
Greta Thunberg-inspired climate strikes) are emerging. But, the 
editors caution in this incisive critical analysis, “conservative 
populism” shows that “not all movements are progressive.” 

The Law is Not for Kids: A Legal Rights 
Guide for Canadian Children and Teens 
(by Ned Lecic and Marvin Zuker, Athabasca 
University Press, 2019). Written for youth and 
children, this practical guide to the legal rights 
of minors aims to be “a trustworthy source of 
information” on everything from children’s rights 

if parents divorce, to what to do if you (a minor) feel treated 
unfairly at school, work or elsewhere, to what can happen and 
what to do if you’re arrested. Clearly written, with fascinating 
sidebar stories, this is an essential book for young citizens. 

River of Dreams: A Journey through Milk 
River Country (by Liz Bryan, Heritage House, 
2019). Part travelogue, part meditation, part 
history and guide book, Liz Bryan’s compelling 
evocation of the Milk River basin is a journey to, 
and with, “a small and dreamy river… through 
some of the loneliest lands of North America: 

the dry plains of southern Alberta and northern Montana.” 
A journalist and photographer, Bryan includes many often-
gorgeous photos, but it’s her attunement to both the promise 
and the pain people find here that elevates this book. “Does 
the land itself keep guard on all this emotion, all the memories, 
good and bad?” she asks. “I think it does.”
 

Perimeter’s Ridge: Marks, Musings and 
Machinations of F. Spina (by Ferdinando 
Spina, Bayeux Arts, 2019). “My art does not 
portray subjects at their prettiest…. I like to 
think they are more authentic, more honest,” 
writes Spina, a Calgary-based artist who works 
as a mental health consultant in Nunavut and 

has travelled widely in Europe, Asia and South America. This 
book of colourful, at times disturbing paintings (often of Arctic 
themes), interspersed with poems, reveals multiple influences—
from Mexican muralists to Inuit carvers to Marc Chagall—in 
images often more akin to dreams than literal depiction. #

Kyle Conway confronts the communication 
challenges of our modern world by navigating 
the space between opposing perspectives in this 
essential guide for surviving in our polarized society.

Now available
$24.99
978-1-77199-293-0

NEW  from  AU PRESS

www.aup res s . ca
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CON STITU E NCY CLOS E U P

CALGARY-
BUFFALO
High population density 

brings festivals, businesses 
and hot-button politics.

(Top left) June’s Lilac Festival attracts 100,000+ people, including politicians. (Right) The National 
Music Centre in the East Village. (Bottom) An overpass near the Calgary Drop-In Centre.

C
ALGARY-BUFFALO IS 
as urban as it gets in 
Alberta—of the province’s 
87 constituencies, Calgary-
Buffalo has the highest 
population density and the 
smallest geographical size. 
The office towers in the 
downtown core, home to 

the corporate headquarters of many oil 
and gas companies, have been part of the 
constituency since 1971. Same too for the 
Beltline district, where rental apartments 
and new condo buildings dominate. 
But the outer boundaries have changed 
several times. For the 2019 election, 
some of Calgary’s oldest residential 
neighbourhoods in Inglewood, Ramsay 
and Mission were included in the 
constituency, and NDP MLA Joe Ceci 
says his riding now has “a great urban 
density that is still people-oriented.” 

Many of Calgary’s biggest festivals 
happen here, including Lilac Festival, 
Sled Island and the Calgary Folk 
Festival. Density and popularity are 
not without challenges, though. In 
some inner-city neighbourhoods, 
gentrification pressures can make it 
harder to “retain a human touch with all 
the redevelopment,” Ceci says, adding 
that not all residents feel a long-term 
connection to the area. “If people stay 
for a longer period of time, they get to be 
better connected to that area and to their 
community associations and businesses, 
and they support things locally…. It’s 
probably more of a Beltline issue, where 
you see a lot of buildings going up and a 
lot of people moving around.”

Since the energy industry downturn 
in 2014, downtown office vacancy rates 

CONS T I T UENC Y BOUNDAR IE S
for Calgary-Buffalo
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have soared well over 20 per cent, and the 
value of non-residential buildings in the 
core has dropped by over $12-billion in 
just three years. Empty office towers have 
become one of the main symbols of the 
persistent downturn in oil and gas prices. 
It’s somewhat ironic, then, that while the 
UCP won the 2019 provincial election—
with promises of bringing back the boom 
times in oil and gas—in Calgary-Buffalo, 
the corporate heart of the industry, an 
NDP candidate defeated UCP candidate 
Tom Olsen. But then again that may 
not be surprising. While Olsen was 
subsequently given a partisan job as 
executive director of Alberta’s “War 
Room,” with a head office downtown 
from which to lead the “fight” against 
“foreign-funded” enemies of Alberta’s 
oil and gas, other business leaders have 
advocated for a more nuanced strategy. 
For instance, Sandip Lalli, president 
and CEO of Calgary's Chamber of 
Commerce (which is also based 
downtown), has said that what’s most 
needed now in Alberta and in Canada 

is a vision that allows us to both develop 
natural resources and at the same time 
fight climate change. “Anger and loud 
voices are simply not in the best interests 
of our citizens,” says Lalli. 

Along with economic challenges, a 
contentious issue in Calgary-Buffalo has 
been the supervised drug consumption 
site at the Sheldon M. Chumir health 
centre. Ceci is supportive of it, though he 
says the city should have more such sites 
in different quadrants. The opioid crisis 
“is probably the greatest public health 
crisis of our time,” he says. “The sites—not 
only here at the Chumir but throughout 
Alberta—have a perfect record of saving 
lives. If we remove these services, people 
will die…. I’m concerned that [Premier 
Kenney] will make a decision based on 
his own ideological views and won’t 
make a decision based on good public 
health policy.” 

“Jobs are really important,” says Ceci, 
but in the inner city “there’s a wide 
range of people and they have different 
priorities. I have to represent them all.” #

Downtown Calgary is the corporate heart of Alberta’s oil and gas industry. In 2012 the downtown office vacancy rate was under 4 per cent, but with 
the economic downturn the vacancy rate peaked at over 27 per cent in 2018. New office towers are being built, however, along with many new condos.

PROF IL E
Population (2016): 49,900 
(average Alberta riding: 46,803)
Constituency first contested: 1971
MLA: Joe Ceci (NDP, 2015–)
Median household income: $72,561 
(Alberta: $93,931)
Low-income population: 16.1%                 
(Alberta: 9.3%)
Percentage of population that is      
renting: 66.6% (Alberta: 27%)
Top three industries for employment: 
professional, scientific and tech services; 
accommodation and food services; min-
ing, quarrying, oil and gas extraction
Population that took public transit, 
walked or bicycled to work: 55.8% 
(Alberta: 15.7%)
Postsecondary certificate, diploma or 
degree: 79.5% (Alberta: 63.9%)
Parties that have held Calgary-Buffalo: 
Alberta Reform Movement; Liberals; 
NDP; Progressive Conservatives
Voter turnout (2019): 54.9%              
(Alberta: 64%)
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CITI Z E N ACTION

and we don’t have time to do this 
incrementally. The system is broken. 
Changing our personal habits makes 
a big impact of course, but we need 
to focus on the systemic problems. 
We need both personal and systemic 
change to move towards mitigating 
the damage and avoiding complete 
ecological breakdown.

After 30 years of near failure as a 
environmental movement, we need to 
change our tactics. The purpose of the 
Walterdale action was to disrupt. True 
non-violent direct action often throws 
a wrench into daily lives. It forces 
people to stop and think. It necessitates 
a break from “business as usual.” The 
rich and the powerful are making too 
much money on our present trajectory 
toward ecological collapse, and the rest 
of us are mostly sleepwalking to the 
edge of a cliff. 

The Walterdale Bridge action 
generated controversy across the 
province, but we’d anticipated this 
in our two months of planning. This 
action was certainly not about winning 
over the masses. It was about reaching 

out to those people who are sitting on 
the fence, who know they should be 
doing something, but feel immobilized 
for whatever reason. What you didn’t 
see in the media following the event 
were the hundreds of people who 
reached out to us, wondering how they 
could get involved in environmental 
activism, asking what they could do. 
A woman approached us in a parking 
lot as we came off the bridge, asking 
how she could help address the climate 
crisis. We’ve had people write to us 
saying they had more conversations 
with their family members about 
climate change in the few days after 
the Walterdale action than they’d had 
in a decade.

So yes, we made many people angry 
that day, but we also helped shift more 
conversations in this province from 
“Is climate change real?” to “What is 
an appropriate way to protest climate 
change?” That’s a tremendous feat. All 
from 80 minutes of action.

I am very sorry to those who were 
personally inconvenienced by this 
action. After 30 years of ineffective, 
polite protesting, we saw no other 
way of getting your attention. The 
best science makes it clear we’re in big 
trouble. We blocked the bridge out of 
love, not defiance. We blocked it for 
our families and for yours—because, 
ultimately, we love you. So, please, let 
love motivate you too and mobilize you 
with a sense of urgency. #

 
Erin Armstrong lives in Edmonton. 

DURING THE MORNING RUSH 
hour of October 7, 2019, 10 members 
of the climate activist group Extinction 
Rebellion Edmonton locked arms and 
blockaded Walterdale Bridge, shutting 
down traffic for 80 minutes. I was one 
of those 10 people.

I am an artist, a law school graduate 
and now, apparently, a notorious 
activist. But I am mostly a mother, 
terrified of what the future will look 
like for my 8- and 9-year-old children. 
People who know me suspected I 
was there—over the past year I have 
become much bolder in speaking 
about the climate crisis and very active 
in organizing climate action around 
the city. 

The noise, threats and encourage-
ment that surrounded our group after 
the bridge action was a lot to take in, 
especially for me, an introvert. Now 
that much of the buzz has died down, 
I’m able to reflect on my motivations, 
my emotions surrounding this action 
and how I feel in the aftermath. 

For 30 years, environmental groups 
have been signing petitions, marching, 
holding rallies, engaging in letter-
writing campaigns and so on. Thirty 
years! Are we any closer to saving our 
biosphere? Are we closer to halting 
the loss of biodiversity that has been 
accelerated? Are we closer to breaking 
the ties between our governments 
and the industries that are destroying 
our ecosystems? No, we aren’t. In fact, 
things are getting worse.

The world needs to change, 

For 30 years we’ve 
been signing petitions, 
marching, rallying. But 

are we any closer to 
saving our biosphere?

Disrupting Business As Usual
By ERIN ARMSTRONG
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APPLY BY JUNE 30:

Shine new light on problems 
and possibilities at the 

University of Lethbridge
Working in the Cancer Cell and Natural Product 

Laboratories at uLethbridge, biological sciences student 
Haley Shade is gaining valuable research experience 

testing prairie plants for anti-cancer compounds. 
Located in our new Science Commons, Canada’s 

most advanced facility for science research 
and education, this state-of-the-art lab space 

extends into the surrounding coulees and 
First Nations communities, working with 

traditional Indigenous knowledge.

From Prairie 
to Pharmacy
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