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EDITORIAL

In 1993, the government 
of then-premier Ralph 
Klein forced a five per 

cent wage rollback on public-
sector workers. Considering 
that public-sector wages in 
Alberta have increased 119 
per cent since 2000, com-
pared to 63 per cent in the 
rest of Canada, similar medi-
cine today might be tempting, 
but we wouldn’t recommend 
it. Such across-the-board 
actions tend to punish jani-
tors, when it’s the bonuses 
to the bureaucracy’s man-
agers that might be a better 
target. 

Yet, given the findings of 
a recent public sector wage 
analysis by the University 
of Calgary School of Public 
Policy, a shakeup is overdue. 
The study — which landed 
at the same time the Alberta 
government is in negotiations 
with doctors, teachers and 
22,000 non-medical health 
workers — showed that Al-
berta’s public-sector spend-
ing from 2000 to 2010 was 
among the highest in Canada 
in every category analyzed, 
even accounting for the cost 
of living. Per-employee wages 
and salaries were 35 per cent 
higher than the rest of Can-
ada in the general govern-
ment category, 60 per cent 
higher in health and social 
services, 10 per cent higher 
for local school boards and 
30 per cent higher for post-
secondary education.  

The report caused rip-
ples not just here, but also 
in neighbouring B.C. and 
Saskatchewan. “Alberta 
government-approved wage 
rates, benefit packages and 
fee schedules are routinely 
cited by B.C. public-sector 
workers in seeking catch-up 
increases in their contract 
bargaining,” a Vancouver Sun 
commentator opined, while 

Saskatchewan Premier Brad 
Wall said it is time the West 
stopped raiding each other’s 
human resources. 

The problem is that Alber-
ta’s legislators currently lack 
the moral authority to take 
action against the civil ser-
vice, given their own largesse. 
Tax-free benefits, committee 
stipends, special allowances 
and generous “exit packages” 
are issues that continue to 
dog Alberta’s elected lead-
ers. The good news is that 
MLA salaries and benefits are 
currently being reviewed by 
former Supreme Court Justice 
John Major. At the very least, 
changes in transparency are 
required for the elected.

That’s not to say public ser-
vice fat shouldn’t be trimmed, 
especially in the middle. 
Hugh MacDonald, the Lib-
eral finance critic, says the 
province’s bonus program 
for senior civil servants, cost-
ing up to $44 million a year, 
weighed heavily in the U of C 
analysis. The Alberta Union 
of Provincial Employees said 
well-greased government 
managers are the culprits, 
not the average worker. 

Major heard similar argu-
ments during MLA pay hear-
ings this week. Premier Ali-
son Redford’s base salary of 
$211,000, he was told, is less 
than the $264,000 made by 
the senior civil servant who 
advises her. And, the salary 
for the top civil servant in 
each department exceeds 
$250,000, far ahead of the 
$170,000 a year for a cabinet 
minister. 

Something must give. A 
provincial government wage 
freeze at all levels would be a 
good start. It is evident that 
in Alberta, three things in life 
are certain — death, taxes, 
and a good government job, 
paid for by the latter.

Out of control

Stephen Harper was 
never going to agree to a 
deal for aboriginals like the 
cash-rich Kelowna Accord, 
negotiated by Paul Martin’s 
Liberals in 2005.

It featured more than 
$5 billion for aboriginal 
health care, education, 
housing and clean water. It 
was lauded by chiefs, and 
promptly cancelled by the 
Conservatives when they 
took power in 2006.

Six years later, and with 
Ottawa cutting its spend-
ing to balance the federal 
budget, the Harper regime 

is talking only about in-
cremental and pragmatic 
changes, ones that would 
give Canada’s aboriginals 
the tools to help themselves.

During a high-profile 
Crown-First Nations sum-
mit in Ottawa on Tuesday, 
the prime minister spoke 
about unlocking the “enor-
mous economic potential of 
First Nations peoples, and 
to do so in a way that meets 
our mutual goals.”

The daylong gathering, 
attended by more than 400 
chiefs from across the coun-
try who were keen for much 
more aggressive reform, 
grew out of a housing crisis 
on the northern Ontario 
reserve of Attawapiskat that 
in December badly embar-
rassed the Conservatives.

The summit featured 
three discussion groups, 
signalling Harper’s pri-

orities: economic develop-
ment; education and skills 
development; and treaty 
rights and land claims.

The PM, in a speech that 
opened deliberations, noted 
a significant proportion of 
aboriginals are young. And 
it’s in Canada’s interests 
“to see aboriginal people 
educated, skilled and em-
ployed.”

Per-capita education 
funding from Ottawa for 
aboriginals on reserves is 
lower than for non-aborig-
inals and fewer than half 
graduate from high school.

To take full advantage of 
economic opportunities — 
such as those, for example, 
presented to the struggling 
Attawapiskat community by 
a nearby De Beers diamond 
mine — aboriginal young 
people need appropriate job 
qualifications.

It’s likely the Harper 
government will move, as 
it most certainly should, to 
equalize funding for native 
education.

Harper’s thrust puts the 
aboriginal groups — es-
pecially those in B.C. — 
somewhat on the defensive, 
challenging them to help 
themselves by capitalizing 
on economic development 
projects on or near their tra-
ditional lands.

He specifically lauded the 
Haisla First Nation, which 
has become a partner in a 
Kitimat liquefied natural 
gas project “that will deliver 
training, employment and 
rich economic and social 
benefits to the community 
for decades.”

He did not mention, but 
doubtless was thinking 
of, the more controversial 
Northern Gateway oil pipe-

line, a development strongly 
favoured by his govern-
ment that would transport 
oilsands petroleum to the 
West Coast for ultimate 
shipment to Asian markets.

Native Indians — joining 
hands with environmental 
activists — have taken a 
strong position against the 
pipeline and an oil tanker 
port in Kitimat, despite the 
fact the development would 
give a substantial economic 
boost to the 50 or so aborigi-
nal groups to be affected.

Enbridge is promising 
about $1 billion in native 
benefits from the $5.5-billion 
pipeline, but has been given 
the brush-off from native 
groups that fear pipeline 
leaks and oil spills.

Harper also might have 
pointed to the Tsawwas-
sen First Nation, which has 
lately announced lucrative 

real estate developments on 
its lands that will include 
residential subdivisions, 
two shopping malls and an 
industrial park.

Of course, the Tsawwas-
sen band has the advantage 
of being situated near 
Vancouver, in contrast to 
more geographically remote 
reserves.

But many of those remote 
reserves do happen to be 
located adjacent to lucrative 
resource developments.

Tuesday’s meeting was 
attended by 12 cabinet 
members — about a third 
of Harper’s cabinet — and 
marked the first time 
Harper himself participated 
in official talks with native 
leaders since becoming PM 
in 2006.
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Economic development will benefit First Nations

Sandra MacDonald is 
a big loser, the kind that 
makes me honoured to 
know her. She lost 155 
pounds in one year, and is 
still losing. 

For the past 12 months, 
I’ve worked out regularly 
with Sandra, and watched 
her literally disappear, from 
a maximum of 387 pounds 
in December 2010, to 232 
pounds. A year ago today, 
she met our trainer, Damir 
Mulalic, and joined his Em-
powerment Personal Train-
ing boot camp. 

In total, she works out 
five hours a week with 
Mulalic, who specializes in 
helping obese people get 
healthy. Finding the right 
fitness club, one that actu-
ally welcomes fat people, 
was a major challenge for 
the 34-year-old Calgarian, 
who works in the helping 
profession herself, with dis-
abled people.

Contrary to common 
sense, and despite the 
rhetoric about the societal 
problem of obesity, too 
many gyms still create an 
environment where only a 
certain body type feels part 
of the so-called elite club. 
Intentionally or not, they 
are driving away the very 
people who need their ser-
vices most.

Mulalic attributes San-
dra’s success to what she 
did outside the gym, and to 
her commitment. Sandra, 
who has struggled with 
her weight her whole life, 

relearned how to eat. She 
educated herself about nu-
trition and began looking 
at food as a way to fuel her 
body, rather than to make 
her happy by filling up the 
insatiable void inside.

The turning point came 
when even sitting on the 
couch made her uncomfort-
able. “It would hurt me to 
sit in a position, so I would 
roll over to my other side,” 
Sandra recalled this week, 
while sharing her story 
with me. “I was so lazy, I 
didn’t even want to get up 
to get food, or to get the re-
mote. I would reach it with 
my foot.”

Depressed, isolated and 
secluded, she was “at a 
loss,” but knew she had to 
do something. She couldn’t 
even go on holidays without 
a cane, and would “snap at 
everything because I hurt, 
and when you hurt, you 
have no patience.”

Stomach bypass surgery 
was an option, but one San-
dra felt would fail to give 
her the healthier life she 
craved.

A fan of the reality TV 
show, The Biggest Loser, 
about obese people com-
peting to lose the most 

weight, Sandra decided it 
was time to become a Big 
Loser herself. She and her 
partner went to Arizona for 
Christmas and New Year’s 
last year, and bought the 
official Biggest Loser body-
bugg bracelet, which tracks 
calories consumed and 
burned. During that trip, 
Sandra, who could no lon-
ger find clothes in Canada 
that fit, bought outfits for 
work in the biggest size she 
could find, 28. “That was 
the last size clothes they 
had in the States. I barely fit 
in these clothes. I thought, 
if I get any bigger, what am I 
going to do?”

What she did was change 
her life. First, she made her-
self accountable, by putting 
her fitness and weight goals 
on Facebook for the world, 
and her friends, to witness. 
She eats three meals a day, 

and two snacks, of satisfy-
ing, nutrient-rich foods, 
rather than empty calories 
that leave her wanting. 
She’s creative about her 
chicken and fish, and or-
ganized, buying groceries 
every Sunday and putting a 
week’s worth of snacks and 
small meals into Ziplocs, as 
they are portioned.

Sandra also learned her 
triggers, such as staff meet-
ings and the ever-present 
temptation of doughnuts. 
So, now she brings her own 
snacks, which do include 
the occasional sugary treat 
— just the healthier version 
she bakes at home. Pro-
cessed foods are out, and 
her rule on packaged foods 
is a maximum of five ingre-
dients, plus spices. 

Still, the journey to a 
healthier life was no walk in 
the park, despite all of the 
walking and running it in-
volved. As the pounds came 
off, they revealed issues 
that had to be dealt with 
for Sandra to understand 
the root causes of her obe-
sity. “I still have the fat-girl 
self-esteem, occasionally,” 
says the woman who now 
wears size 12 in lululemon 
workout clothes. “But I’m 
definitely a happier person. 
I don’t feel like I’m putting 
on a happy face anymore to 
go out in public.” 

From across the gym 
floor, Sandra always struck 
me as the one in the class 
who motivates others and 
makes us laugh. Everyone 
loves Sandra, even though 
there’s less of her to love 
these days, after losing 40 
per cent of her initial body 
weight. Congratulations, 
Sandra, you big loser.
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to be a big loser
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There’s no doubt the esti-
mated tab to hold elections 
for Alberta’s Senate nominees 
this spring is steep, doubling 
as it has since the last vote 
in 2004.

Among the opposition 
MLAs upset by the expense 
is Liberal finance critic Hugh 
MacDonald, although he’s cer-
tainly not alone.

Opposition MLAs say they 
are frustrated by a projected 
$3.1-million bill to run Senate 
nominee elections in tandem 
with the mandated provincial 
election.

“When the government an-
nounced they were doing this 
election, they didn’t mention 
they were going to need $3 
million to conduct it,” said 
MacDonald. “I’m not saying 
you do not need to advertise or 
do printing, but it astonishes 
me that when we are running 
both elections together, that 
these costs would be so much 
higher than they were in the 
past.”

The bill for advertising and 
printing alone has risen to $1 
million from about $387,000 
eight years ago. 

The cost may be steep, but 
if Albertans are going to be 
strong advocates for an elected 
Senate, they can’t scrimp to 
the point where voting results 
are suspect and the process 
flawed. A spokesman for Elec-
tions Alberta says advertising 
is important to not only make 
voters aware of the Senate 
election, but to explain the 
procedures. Senate ballots 
will have multiple names on 
them, and it’s expected voters 
will be allowed to mark an X 
next to a maximum of three 
candidates.

As former British prime 
minister Winston Churchill 
elegantly remarked: “It has 
been said that democracy is 
the worst form of government, 
except all the others that have 
been tried.”

The election expense can’t 
be avoided.

The cost of democracy
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Finding the right fitness 
club was a challenge for 
Sandra MacDonald.
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MacDonald has lost 155 
pounds and dropped from 
a size 28 to a size 12.

Public sector wages  
are growing too fast


